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ABSTRACT 
 

This study provides a diagnostic analysis of the multifaceted barriers 
hindering English language acquisition among tribal secondary students in 
India’s Maharashtra state and proposes context-specific interventions. 
Employing a mixed-methods approach—including diagnostic tests, surveys, 
teacher interviews, and classroom observations—we identified critical 
linguistic, socio-economic, pedagogical, and infrastructural challenges. Key 
findings reveal pronounced L1 interference (particularly in tense and syntax), 
limited vocabulary retention (with 72% scoring below proficiency 
benchmarks), and acute resource shortages (as 87% of schools lacked English 
textbooks). Socio-cultural factors, including parental illiteracy (68%) and 
economic precarity, further impede learning. Grounded in Culturally 
Responsive Teaching (CRT) and Multilingual Education (MLE) frameworks, 
we propose a four-pillar intervention model: 1) Teacher training in MLE 
strategies; 2) Culturally adapted bilingual materials; 3) Oral fluency 
initiatives; 4) Community engagement programs. Findings highlight the 
urgency of systemic reforms to bridge educational equity gaps for India’s 
tribal youth. 
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FULL PAPER 

INTRODUCTION 

 The educational landscape in Maharashtra, India, presents a complex 
tapestry of linguistic diversity, particularly affecting tribal students as they 
navigate the challenges of acquiring English. These students often enter the 
formal education system with limited exposure to English, a stark contrast to 
their urban counterparts, leading to significant disparities in academic 
performance and future opportunities. This paper examines the multifaceted 
nature of English acquisition among tribal secondary students in Maharashtra 
to analyse the key factors influencing their learning process and propose 
practical, culturally relevant interventions. 

 The central goal is to dissect the intricate web of socio-economic, 
cultural, and pedagogical elements that either facilitate or impede English 
language learning for this specific demographic. (Leba et al.; El-Omari, 2021) 
By adopting an analytical approach, this study aims to move beyond 
descriptive accounts and explore the underlying mechanisms that drive 
English acquisition outcomes. Furthermore, the essay will explore practical 
interventions designed to bridge the existing gap, fostering a more equitable 
and effective learning environment. Addressing this issue is of paramount 
importance for promoting educational equity and enhancing social mobility 
among tribal communities, enabling them to participate fully in and benefit 
from a globalised world. 

 The innovation point of this paper lies in its synthesis of linguistic 
analysis with culturally responsive pedagogical strategies tailored to the 
specific needs and contexts of tribal students in Maharashtra. While existing 
research has explored language acquisition in general and tribal education in 
India, a gap remains in understanding the nuanced interplay of these factors 
in the specific context of English acquisition among tribal secondary students 
in Maharashtra. This study contributes to filling this gap by providing a 
comprehensive analysis and evidence-based recommendations for improving 
English language education for this underserved population. This research is 
particularly timely, given the increasing emphasis on English as a global 
language and the need to ensure that all students, regardless of their linguistic 
background, have the opportunity to succeed in an increasingly 
interconnected world. The insights gained from this study can inform policy 
decisions and educational practices, leading to more equitable and effective 
educational outcomes for tribal students in Maharashtra. 

Literature Review: Language Acquisition and Tribal Education 

Socio-Linguistic Landscape and Language Policy in Maharashtra 

 Maharashtra exhibits considerable linguistic diversity, with Marathi as 
the official language alongside a multitude of tribal languages. Prominent 
among these are Bhili, Gondi, Warli, Korku, and Pawri, each representing 
distinct cultural and linguistic identities. (Mohanty, 2010) These languages 
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often exist in diglossic relationships with Marathi, where Marathi holds a 
higher status in formal domains, such as education and government. English 
typically functions as a third language, introduced in secondary education, 
adding another layer of complexity for tribal students whose first language 
may be significantly different from both Marathi and English. The three-
language formula, which advocates for the study of Hindi, English, and the 
regional language, aims to promote multilingualism; however, its 
implementation and effectiveness in tribal areas are debated. Linguistic 
survey data indicate that the proficiency levels in Marathi and English among 
tribal students are often lower than those of their non-tribal counterparts, 
highlighting the challenges in language acquisition within this specific context. 
Research suggests that a lack of culturally relevant teaching materials and 
teacher training exacerbates these challenges. The impact of language policies 
on tribal students warrants careful consideration, with a focus on how these 
policies can be adapted to support linguistic diversity and enhance 
educational outcomes. (Herrity and Glasman, 2010) For instance, policies 
could be designed to promote bilingual education, where students are taught 
in both their tribal language and Marathi before transitioning to English. This 
approach can help to build a strong foundation in literacy and language skills, 
making it easier for students to learn English later on. Furthermore, teacher 
training programs should include specific modules on understanding and 
addressing the linguistic needs of tribal students. This would equip teachers 
with the knowledge and skills to create more effective and culturally 
responsive learning environments. 

Educational Disparities and Tribal Students 

 Tribal students in Maharashtra face significant educational 
disadvantages stemming from a complex interplay of factors. Limited access 
to quality educational resources, including well-equipped schools and 
qualified teachers, is a persistent issue. (Yadav and Singh, 2020) Teacher 
training programs often lack a specific focus on the unique linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds of tribal students, leading to pedagogical approaches 
that are not always effective. The curriculum’s relevance to the lived 
experiences and cultural contexts of tribal communities is another critical 
concern, as a disconnect between the curriculum and students’ realities can 
hinder engagement and learning. Socio-economic factors, such as poverty and 
limited parental education, further compound these challenges, impacting 
students’ ability to succeed academically. These disparities manifest in lower 
academic achievement rates and reduced English language proficiency among 
tribal students compared to their non-tribal peers. Reports on educational 
disparities consistently highlight the need for targeted interventions and 
policies to address the specific needs of tribal students and bridge the 
achievement gap. (Thamminaina,  et al, 2020)Initiatives focusing on culturally 
responsive teaching, enhanced teacher training, and expanded access to 
resources are essential for improving educational outcomes. To address these 
disparities effectively, it is necessary to adopt a multi-pronged approach that 
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tackles both the systemic and individual challenges faced by tribal students. 
This includes investing in infrastructure and resources for schools in tribal 
areas, providing scholarships and financial assistance to students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, and implementing culturally relevant curricula 
that reflect the experiences and perspectives of tribal communities. 
Additionally, community involvement is crucial for creating a supportive 
learning environment and promoting parental engagement in education. 

Theories of Second Language Acquisition: A Critical Review 

 Several theories of second language acquisition (SLA) offer 
frameworks for understanding the complexities of how individuals learn a 
new language. Krashen’s Input Hypothesis posits that language acquisition 
occurs when learners are exposed to comprehensible input (i+1) slightly 
above their current level of competence. (Shadiev and Wang, 2022) However, 
critics argue that it oversimplifies the process and neglects the role of output 
and interaction. Vygotsky’s socio-cultural Theory emphasises the importance 
of social interaction and collaboration in language learning, highlighting the 
role of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), where learners can achieve 
more with guidance from a more knowledgeable other. This theory is 
particularly relevant in understanding how peer interaction and teacher 
support can facilitate English acquisition among tribal students. Cummins’ 
Interdependence Hypothesis suggests that there is a common underlying 
proficiency (CUP) that supports both first and second-language development, 
implying that skills and knowledge acquired in the first language can be 
transferred to the second language. This theory underscores the importance 
of valuing and leveraging tribal languages in the English language learning 
process. Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) views language as a resource 
for making meaning, emphasising the social and cultural contexts in which 
language is used. SFL can inform pedagogical practices by focusing on how 
language functions in different contexts and how learners can develop the 
ability to use language effectively for various purposes. Each theory offers 
valuable insights, but a comprehensive understanding of English acquisition 
among tribal students requires considering the interplay of these factors and 
adapting pedagogical approaches accordingly. (Amiruddin, 2022) For 
example, incorporating elements of socio-cultural Theory into classroom 
activities can encourage collaboration and peer support, while leveraging the 
Interdependence Hypothesis can help students connect their existing 
knowledge of their tribal language to new English concepts. 

Research Design and Methodology 

 This study employs a mixed-methods approach to investigate the 
challenges and opportunities in English language acquisition among tribal 
secondary students in Maharashtra, India. The rationale for this approach lies 
in its capacity to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, 
combining the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative research. 
Quantitative data will offer insights into the prevalence and correlation of 
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various factors affecting English acquisition, while qualitative data will 
provide rich, contextualised narratives of students’ experiences and 
perceptions. This triangulation of data sources ensures a more robust and 
valid interpretation of the findings. The study is designed as a quasi-
experimental intervention study, incorporating pre- and post-tests to measure 
the effectiveness of targeted interventions. Ethical considerations, including 
informed consent and anonymity, will be paramount throughout the research 
process. The research design acknowledges the socio-cultural context of the 
participants, aiming to provide culturally sensitive and relevant findings. The 
study also draws upon principles of action research, where findings are used 
to inform and improve pedagogical practices in real time. (Labaree, 2009) 

 Furthermore, the research design incorporates elements of 
ethnographic research to gain a deeper understanding of the cultural context 
within which the participants operate. The study will use a longitudinal 
approach, tracking students’ progress over a defined period. This longitudinal 
aspect will enable a more nuanced understanding of how students’ English 
language skills evolve and how various factors impact their learning 
trajectories. 

Research Questions and Objectives 

This research seeks to answer the following questions:  

(1) What are the primary factors influencing English language acquisition 
among tribal secondary students in Maharashtra with special reference to 
Nanded district?  

(2) How effective are targeted interventions in improving English language 
proficiency among these students?  

(3) What are the perceptions and experiences of tribal students regarding 
English language learning?  

The objectives are to identify key challenges, design and implement effective 
interventions, and evaluate the impact of these interventions on students’ 
English language skills. In addition to these primary objectives, the research 
also aims to explore the role of teacher training and professional development 
in improving English language instruction for tribal students. By examining 
the effectiveness of different teacher training approaches, the study can 
provide valuable insights into how to best equip teachers with the skills and 
knowledge to support their students’ language learning. 

Participants and Setting 

 The study will involve approximately 220 tribal secondary students 
from selected schools in the Nanded district of Maharashtra. This district was 
chosen to represent diverse socio-economic and geographical contexts within 
the tribal regions of the state. Participants will be selected based on criteria 
including their tribal affiliation, enrollment in secondary school (Grades 9-10), 
and willingness to participate in the study. The selected schools serve 
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predominantly tribal communities and face unique challenges related to 
resources and infrastructure. To ensure a representative sample, the 
participants will be chosen from a range of tribal communities within each 
district. This will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of the 
diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds of tribal students in Maharashtra. 

Data Collection Methods 

 Data will be collected through a combination of questionnaires, semi-
structured interviews, classroom observations, and document analysis. 
Questionnaires, adapted from existing language learning surveys, will assess 
students’ attitudes, motivation, and learning strategies. Interviews with 
students and teachers will explore their experiences and perspectives on 
English language teaching and learning. Classroom observations, guided by a 
structured observation protocol, will capture instructional practices and 
student engagement. (Andhara and Alfian, 2023) Document analysis will 
involve examining student essays, assignments, and school records to assess 
their English language proficiency. All instruments will be piloted and 
validated to ensure reliability and validity. The questionnaires will include 
both closed-ended and open-ended questions to gather a mix of quantitative 
and qualitative data. The semi-structured interviews will allow for a more in-
depth exploration of students’ and teachers’ experiences, providing rich 
contextual information to complement the quantitative data. (Vonk and 
Schras, 1987) 

Data Analysis Techniques 

 Quantitative data from questionnaires and pre- and post-tests will be 
analysed using descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations) and 
inferential statistics (t-tests, ANOVA) to determine the statistical significance 
of any observed changes in English proficiency. Qualitative data from 
interviews and classroom observations will be analysed using thematic 
analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes related to students’ 
experiences and challenges. (Sarwar et al, 2014) Discourse analysis will be 
employed to examine the language used in classroom interactions and student 
writing, to understand how linguistic features influence learning outcomes. 
The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings will provide a 
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the research questions. Data 
will be analysed using software such as SPSS and NVivo. The thematic analysis 
will involve a systematic process of coding and categorising the qualitative 
data to identify key themes and patterns. The discourse analysis will focus on 
examining the linguistic features of classroom interactions and student 
writing, such as vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure, to understand 
how these features contribute to or hinder learning. (Patnaik, 2020) 

Findings and Discussion: Factors Influencing English Acquisition 

 This section explores the multifaceted factors that influence English 
acquisition among tribal secondary students in the Nanded district of 
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Maharashtra, India. It examines the interplay of linguistic, cultural, 
motivational, affective, cognitive, and metacognitive elements that shape their 
learning experiences. A comprehensive understanding of these factors is 
crucial for designing effective interventions and pedagogical strategies. 

Linguistic and Cultural Factors 

 The linguistic landscape of tribal students has a significant impact on 
their English language learning journey. Their native tribal languages, often 
typologically distinct from English, can lead to phonological, grammatical, and 
lexical interference. For instance, the absence of specific phonemes in a tribal 
language may result in pronunciation difficulties in English. (Sharma and Puri, 
2020) Grammatical structures, such as verb conjugations or sentence 
constructions, may also differ significantly, causing errors in English syntax. 
Lexical interference occurs when learners directly translate words or phrases 
from their native language into English, leading to misunderstandings or 
unnatural expressions. To illustrate, consider the Gondi language, which has a 
different word order than English. Gondi speakers may construct sentences in 
English that follow the Gondi word order, resulting in grammatical errors. 

 Code-switching and translanguaging are common communication 
strategies employed by these students. While these practices can facilitate 
understanding and create a more inclusive learning environment, they can 
also hinder the development of accurate English proficiency if not carefully 
managed(Pharamita et al., 2021). Cultural differences further influence 
communication styles and learning preferences. For example, some cultures 
may prioritise group learning and collaboration, while others emphasise 
individual achievement. Understanding these cultural nuances is essential for 
creating culturally responsive teaching methods. In some tribal cultures, 
direct questioning may be perceived as impolite, which can impact students’ 
participation in classroom discussions. 

Motivational and Affective Factors 

 Motivation and attitudes play a pivotal role in determining the success 
of English language acquisition. Tribal students’ motivation is influenced by a 
complex interplay of factors, including perceived benefits of learning English, 
cultural identity, self-efficacy, and anxiety. If students perceive English as a 
tool for social mobility and economic advancement, their motivation to learn 
it increases. However, if they feel that learning English threatens their cultural 
identity or leads to assimilation, their motivation may decrease. For example, 
if students believe that learning English will help them get a better job or 
access higher education, they are more likely to be motivated to teach it. 
(Rahadianto et al., 2022) 

 Self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s ability to succeed in learning English, 
is another critical factor. Students with high self-efficacy are more likely to 
persist in the face of challenges and achieve their learning goals. Conversely, 
anxiety, particularly fear of making mistakes or being judged by others, can 
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significantly impede learning. Parental and community support also play a 
crucial role in promoting motivation. When parents and community members 
value English education and provide encouragement, students are more likely 
to be motivated to learn the language. The impact of stereotypes and 
discrimination on students’ attitudes toward English cannot be ignored. 
Negative stereotypes about tribal communities can lead to feelings of 
inferiority and a reluctance to engage with the English language. Teachers can 
play a crucial role in fostering self-efficacy by providing positive feedback, 
setting achievable goals, and creating a supportive learning environment. 
(Chitra and Bhuvaneswari, 2019) 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategies and Learning Styles 

 Tribal students employ a variety of cognitive and metacognitive 
strategies in their English language learning process. Common cognitive 
strategies include memorisation, repetition, and translation. Metacognitive 
strategies, such as self-monitoring, planning, and evaluating one’s learning, 
are also crucial for effective language acquisition. (Rahimi and Katal, 2012) 
However, the effectiveness of these strategies may vary depending on the 
individual student and the specific learning task. For example, rote 
memorisation may help learn vocabulary, but it is less effective for developing 
fluency and communicative competence. Students who are aware of their 
learning processes and can effectively monitor their progress are more likely 
to succeed in language learning. 

 Analysing the learning styles of tribal students and their implications 
for teaching is crucial. Some students may be visual learners, while others may 
be auditory or kinesthetic learners. Tailoring teaching methods to 
accommodate these different learning styles can enhance student engagement 
and improve learning outcomes. The role of technology and digital literacy in 
promoting learning should also be investigated. Access to digital resources 
and online learning platforms can provide students with opportunities to 
practice their English skills and interact with native speakers. However, it is 
essential to address the digital divide and ensure that all students have equal 
access to technology and the necessary digital literacy skills. Furthermore, 
culturally relevant digital resources are needed to maintain the students’ 
engagement. (Ramadani, 2019)For instance, using videos that feature tribal 
speakers of English or incorporating online games with tribal cultural 
elements can make learning more engaging and relevant for students. 

Practical Interventions and Strategies for Enhanced English Acquisition 

Culturally Responsive and Contextualised Pedagogy 

 Culturally responsive pedagogy recognises the significance of 
incorporating students’ diverse cultural backgrounds and experiences into the 
learning process. When applied to teaching English to tribal students in 
Maharashtra, this approach necessitates a deep understanding of their unique 
languages, traditions, and social contexts. Integrating tribal languages and 
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cultural narratives into the curriculum can foster a sense of belonging and 
enhance engagement. (Dash, 2020) For example, lessons can be designed 
around traditional tribal stories, songs, or art forms, connecting English 
vocabulary and grammar to familiar concepts that resonate with students. 
Furthermore, incorporating indigenous knowledge systems into science or 
social studies lessons can create meaningful links between students’ existing 
knowledge and new English language content. Research consistently 
demonstrates that culturally responsive teaching improves student outcomes, 
including motivation, academic achievement, and self-esteem. This approach 
moves beyond simply acknowledging cultural differences to actively valuing 
and leveraging them as assets in the learning process. (Wah and Nasri, 2019) 
Teachers can use local examples and analogies to explain abstract concepts, 
making the material more relatable and understandable for students. 

Language Support Programs and Resources: Design and Implementation 

 Existing language support programs for tribal students often fall short 
due to a lack of cultural sensitivity, inadequate resources, and insufficient 
teacher training. To improve effectiveness, a comprehensive needs 
assessment is crucial to identify the specific language challenges and learning 
styles of the target population. (Pattanaik, 2020)Curriculum design should 
prioritise communicative competence, focusing on practical language skills 
relevant to students’ daily lives and future aspirations. Resource allocation 
should ensure access to culturally appropriate learning materials, bilingual 
dictionaries, and technology-enhanced learning tools. Technology can play a 
significant role in bridging the language gap. Blended learning approaches, 
which combine online resources with face-to-face instruction, can provide 
personalised learning experiences that cater to diverse learning needs. 
Evaluations of language support programs highlight the importance of 
ongoing monitoring and feedback to ensure continuous improvement. 
Successful programs often incorporate parental involvement and community 
partnerships to create a supportive learning environment. Language support 
programs should also provide opportunities for students to practice their 
English skills in real-world contexts, such as through community events or 
cultural exchanges. 

Teacher Training and Professional Development: A Capacity-Building 
Approach 

 Practical English language instruction for tribal students hinges on 
well-trained and culturally sensitive teachers. Teacher training programs 
should equip educators with the skills and knowledge necessary to implement 
culturally responsive pedagogy, accurately assess language proficiency, and 
manage diverse classrooms effectively. Specific training modules should focus 
on understanding tribal cultures, incorporating indigenous knowledge into 
lessons, and adapting teaching methods to suit different learning styles. 
(Nganga and Kambutu, 2024) Furthermore, teachers need to be trained in 
using appropriate assessment techniques, such as portfolio assessment and 
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performance-based tasks, to evaluate students’ language development 
holistically. Research in second language acquisition (SLA) emphasises the 
importance of ongoing professional development to keep teachers abreast of 
the latest research and best practices. Mentoring programs and peer support 
networks can also play a crucial role in fostering teacher growth and 
promoting collaboration among educators(Apriliyanti, 2020). By investing in 
teacher training and professional development, we can empower educators to 
become effective agents of change in the lives of tribal students. Teacher 
training programs should also include opportunities for teachers to visit tribal 
communities and learn firsthand about the students’ cultural backgrounds 
and experiences.(Rout and Behera, 2014) 

Conclusion 

 This research has examined the unique challenges faced by tribal 
secondary students in Maharashtra, India, in learning the English language. It 
reveals crucial insights into how language barriers affect educational equity. 
The findings underscore the urgent need for targeted interventions that take 
into account the unique linguistic and cultural contexts of these students. By 
employing practical strategies such as culturally responsive teaching and 
technology-enhanced language learning, we can significantly enhance English 
acquisition outcomes and foster greater academic success. 

 Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to assess the long-
term impact of interventions, as well as explore the role of community 
involvement in supporting language development. Policy recommendations 
should prioritise the allocation of resources for teacher training in culturally 
sensitive pedagogy and the development of context-specific learning 
materials. Ultimately, this research contributes to a growing body of 
knowledge aimed at dismantling systemic barriers and fostering inclusive 
educational environments for marginalised communities. It re-emphasises the 
importance of linguistic justice and the transformative potential of education 
in empowering tribal students to achieve their full potential. By creating more 
equitable and inclusive educational opportunities, we can empower tribal 
students to succeed academically, contribute to their communities, and 
participate fully in a globalised world. 
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