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ABSTRACT 

The Three-Language Formula (TLF), adopted by the Government of India in 1968, seeks to balance national unity with 

linguistic diversity by mandating instruction in (1) the student’s mother tongue or regional language, (2) Hindi, and (3) 

English. Although widely studied in mainstream settings, its long-term impact on tribal learners—who often speak languages 

outside the Indo-Aryan and Dravidian families—remains under-researched. This manuscript investigates the TLF’s 

educational, cognitive, and socio-cultural consequences for tribal students in Central India between 1980 and 2010. 

Employing a convergent mixed-methods design, we analyzed three decades of enrollment and examination data from 30 

government schools across Balaghat and Mandla districts (Madhya Pradesh) and Kanker district (Chhattisgarh). 

Quantitative analyses reveal that while secondary-level pass rates rose from 45% to 62% and Hindi proficiency improved 

by over 15 percentage points, dropout rates spiked during periods of intensified TLF enforcement, particularly among 

younger cohorts. English proficiency gains were more modest, averaging a 12-point increase over the study period. 

Complementary surveys of 400 alumni and in-depth interviews with 45 stakeholders (students, teachers, and district officers) 

highlight barriers such as inadequate instructional materials, untrained teachers for tribal languages, and cognitive overload 

from simultaneous trilingual instruction. Crucially, although mother-tongue classes bolstered cultural pride for those who 

remained in school, many early leavers reported feeling alienated by Hindi-English centric curricula. We conclude that a 

rigid TLF framework, without contextual adaptation, can inadvertently marginalize tribal languages and learners. 

Recommendations include introducing mother-tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-MLE) models in early grades, 

phasing language introduction to reduce cognitive load, targeted teacher training in tribal linguistics, and community-driven 

curriculum design to ensure cultural relevance and sustainable language preservation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The linguistic landscape of India is characterized by profound diversity, encompassing over 19,500 dialects and more than 1,600 

distinct mother tongues. In pursuit of national integration, the Government of India, through the Central Advisory Board of 

Education (CABE), introduced the Three-Language Formula (TLF) in 1968. The TLF mandates that students learn three languages: 

(1) their mother tongue or regional language, (2) Hindi, and (3) English. In Central India—comprising present-day Madhya Pradesh, 

Chhattisgarh (which emerged as a separate state in 2000), and adjoining tribal belts of Maharashtra—implementation of the TLF 
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began in earnest during the early 1980s, with the goal of elevating literacy, promoting socio-economic mobility, and fostering 

national unity. 

 

Figure-1.The Three-Language Formula’s Impact on Tribal Education 

Tribal communities in Central India, including the Gond, Baiga, Bharia, Halba, and others, predominantly use languages classified 

under the Munda, Dravidian, or Austro-asiatic families—languages that differ significantly in phonology, morphology, and syntax 

from the standardized Hindi and English used in formal education. Historically, these groups have had limited access to formal 

schooling, relying predominantly on oral transmission of cultural knowledge, traditional livelihoods, and community governance 

systems. Pre-1980 literacy rates among tribal children in the region were staggeringly low—often below 20%—with virtually no 

structured support for mother-tongue instruction. 

The TLF’s dual objectives—to equip learners with national (Hindi) and global (English) lingua francas while preserving regional 

identities—implicitly presuppose an additive bilingual or trilingual environment. However, proponents and critics alike have 

debated its practical viability. On one hand, proponents argue that early exposure to English and Hindi creates future opportunities 

for higher education and employment in a multilingual nation; on the other hand, critics caution that mandating three languages 

without contextual adaptation imposes undue cognitive burden, disincentivizes mother-tongue maintenance, and exacerbates 

dropout rates among vulnerable groups. 

This study probes the TLF’s multifaceted impact on tribal learners from 1980 to 2010 in Central India, addressing three core research 

questions: 

1. Academic Outcomes: How did TLF implementation influence enrollment, retention, and standardized examination 

performance across tribal cohorts? 

2. Language Proficiency & Attitudes: What were learners’ proficiency trajectories and attitudinal dispositions toward their 

mother tongue, Hindi, and English? 
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3. Cultural & Identity Effects: In what ways did the TLF shape tribal students’ sense of cultural identity, language use 

within families, and community engagement? 

 

4. Figure-2.Adapting TLF for Tribal Learners 

By integrating longitudinal quantitative data—from digitized archival records and standardized test scores—with qualitative insights 

gleaned from alumni surveys and stakeholder interviews, this research offers comprehensive evidence on the TLF’s outcomes. It 

underscores the necessity of policy adaptations—such as mother-tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-MLE), phased 

language instruction, and community-anchored curricula—to reconcile national aims with tribal educational realities. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Foundations of Multilingual Education  

Early childhood education theory emphasizes the critical role of the mother tongue in cognitive development and conceptual 

understanding (Cummins, 1979). Scholars like Skutnabb-Kangas (2000) argue that additive bilingualism—introducing a second 

language without displacing the first—yields optimal academic and socio-emotional outcomes. Conversely, subtractive models, 

where the dominant language supplants the mother tongue, often result in language shift and cultural alienation (Batibo, 2005). 

Evolution of the Three-Language Formula in India  

Following India’s independence, language policy sought equilibrium between regional autonomy and national integration. The 1968 

CABE report formalized the TLF, proposing that students learn their mother tongue, Hindi, and English. By the 1986 National 

Policy on Education, the TLF was reaffirmed, with guidelines for medium-term implementation. However, implementation varied 

widely: southern states often substituted Hindi with another Indian language, while northern states emphasized Hindi and English 
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alongside regional tongues. In tribal areas of Central India, rigid adherence to the formula without contextual flexibility became a 

subject of critique (Ghosh, 1981; Skutnabb-Kangas & Heugh, 2008). 

Empirical Studies in Mainstream vs. Tribal Contexts  

Much of the extant literature on the TLF examines urban and semi-urban populations, reporting mixed outcomes: improved Hindi 

proficiency but variable English competency and negligible mother-tongue retention (Annamalai, 2001; Mohanty, 2006). In 

contrast, tribal contexts—owing to distinct linguistic ecologies and resource constraints—remain understudied. Limited pilot 

projects (Patel, 1998) demonstrated initial increases in attendance when Gondi was used as the medium of instruction in primary 

grades, yet scalability issues and lack of trained teachers curtailed sustained impact. 

Teacher Training and Material Resources  

Quality of instruction hinges on teacher preparedness and availability of curricular materials. Studies reveal that, until the mid-

2000s, state initiatives failed to produce adequate tribal-language textbooks, and teacher training programs seldom included modules 

on tribal linguistics (Heugh & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2010). The absence of supportive pedagogical frameworks forced teachers to 

improvise, often using Hindi as a de facto bridge language, thereby undermining mother-tongue instruction. 

Socio-Cultural Implications and Identity  

Language policy extends beyond pedagogy into realms of identity and cultural continuity. Hornberger (2003) conceptualizes 

language ecologies as “continua of biliteracy,” where competence in multiple languages coexists. However, when educational 

policies favor dominant languages, tribal students may experience identity dissonance, leading to reduced cultural participation and 

stigmatization of mother tongues (Goswami, 2004; Ball, 2011). 

Research Gaps and Rationale  

Despite policy reforms and sporadic interventions, systematic longitudinal analyses of TLF effects on tribal learners over extended 

periods are scarce. This study addresses that lacuna by synthesizing three decades of quantitative outcomes with qualitative 

experiences, thereby offering policy-relevant insights into the design of inclusive, context-sensitive multilingual education models. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design  

We adopted a convergent mixed-methods design, enabling parallel collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data, 

followed by integrative interpretation. This approach allows for corroboration, expansion, and contextualization of findings. 

Study Sites and Sampling Strategy  

Three districts—Balaghat and Mandla in Madhya Pradesh, and Kanker in Chhattisgarh—were selected based on (a) tribal population 

proportions exceeding 60% per the 2001 Census and (b) administrative accessibility for record retrieval. Within each district, 10 

government schools (five primary, five secondary) were randomly sampled, yielding a total of 30 institutions. 

Quantitative Component 
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1. Data Sources: Enrollment registers, Class X board exam results, dropout logs, and subject-wise grade sheets were obtained 

from district education offices and school archives. Pre-1995 records (1980–1994) were digitized from ledgers; post-1995 

data were directly exported from district management information systems. 

2. Variables: Primary outcomes included pass rates, language-specific exam scores (Hindi, English, mother tongue where 

available), and cohort-wise retention rates. Predictor variables encompassed year of examination, school type (primary vs. 

secondary), and district. 

3. Analysis: Descriptive statistics charted trends across three decades. Linear regression models assessed associations 

between TLF exposure (proxied by calendar year) and academic outcomes, adjusting for school resources (e.g., teacher–

student ratio) and socio-economic indicators at the village level. Interrupted time-series analyses evaluated shifts 

corresponding to key policy milestones (e.g., 1990 TLF reinforcement, 2000 formation of Chhattisgarh). 

Qualitative Component 

1. Surveys: A structured questionnaire, piloted with 20 alumni for clarity, was administered to 400 tribal graduates (1980–

2010) tracing back via school records. Questions probed language attitudes, perceived instructional quality, and cultural 

identity markers. Responses were coded on 5-point Likert scales and analyzed using frequency distributions. 

2. Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 45 stakeholders—20 alumni (evenly split across decades), 

15 currently serving teachers, and 10 district education officers. Interview guides explored implementation challenges, 

material adequacy, pedagogical strategies, and community engagement. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed 

verbatim, and thematically coded using NVivo. 

3. Ethical Considerations: Ethical clearance was obtained from the Indian Council of Social Science Research. Informed 

consent was secured; anonymity and confidentiality were strictly maintained. 

Integration of Findings  

A joint display matrix juxtaposed quantitative trends (e.g., dropout spikes) with thematic insights (e.g., cognitive overload 

narratives), facilitating a holistic interpretation of how TLF policies played out in tribal educational ecologies. 

RESULTS 

Quantitative Outcomes 

• Pass Rates: Class X aggregate pass rates rose from 45% (1980–1990) to 55% (1991–2000) and 62% (2001–2010). 

Regression analysis confirmed a significant upward trajectory (β = 0.72, p < .001), with a noticeable inflection post-2000, 

coinciding with Chhattisgarh’s state restructuring and renewed resource allocation. 

• Language Proficiency: Mean Hindi scores increased from 42% (1980 cohort) to 58% (2010 cohort). English scores, 

though improving, lagged—rising from 28% to 40%. Mother-tongue exam scores (introduced in 1998) averaged 65%, 

underscoring stronger comprehension when assessed in first languages. 

• Dropout Rates: Secondary-level dropout rates fluctuated: 32% (1980s), 38% (1990s to early 2000s), and 30% (late 2000s). 

Interrupted time-series analysis identified a significant dropout spike during 1995–2005 (p < .05), aligning with TLF 

intensification without pedagogical support measures. 
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Survey Insights 

• Perceived Value: 78% of respondents rated English as highly valuable for employment; 65% endorsed Hindi for social 

integration; only 40% affirmed mother-tongue instruction as beneficial, citing poor implementation quality. 

• Cultural Retention: Among alumni with uninterrupted schooling, 55% reported that mother-tongue classes reinforced 

cultural identity. Conversely, only 30% of early school leavers felt similarly, indicating retention mediates cultural benefits. 

Interview Themes 

1. Teacher Preparedness: 70% of teachers lacked formal training in tribal languages, relying on unqualified bilingual aides. 

This deficit led to ad-hoc translation and uneven instructional quality. 

2. Curricular Materials: Prior to 2005, tribal-language textbooks were virtually nonexistent. Post-2005 state initiatives 

produced limited editions, but distribution gaps persisted. Educators described “flimsy” booklets that failed to engage 

students. 

3. Cognitive Overload & Coping Strategies: Alumni recounted difficulties juggling three languages—often prioritizing 

Hindi and English at the expense of their mother tongue. Some resorted to rote memorization or private tutorials, 

exacerbating inequities. 

4. Community Engagement: Where schools engaged tribal elders in curriculum design (notably a pilot in Mandla district, 

2003–2007), attendance and cultural pride improved markedly. 

Joint Interpretation  

While TLF enforcement correlated with improved Hindi and overall pass rates, these gains came at the cost of elevated dropout 

rates during periods lacking supportive measures. Mother-tongue instruction, though theoretically additive, functioned subtractively 

in practice due to resource and pedagogical shortfalls. 

CONCLUSION 

This longitudinal examination of the Three-Language Formula’s implementation among tribal students in Central India from 1980 

to 2010 reveals a complex interplay of educational advancement and unintended marginalization. Key findings include: 

1. Academic Gains vs. Retention Challenges: Secondary-level pass rates and Hindi proficiency improved significantly over 

three decades; however, dropout rates peaked during mid-1990s to early 2000s, reflecting cognitive and logistical strains 

of trilingual instruction without corresponding support. 

2. English Learning Trajectory: English competence improved modestly but remained below Hindi gains, suggesting 

differential resource allocation and pedagogical emphasis. 

3. Mother-Tongue Instruction Gaps: High mother-tongue test scores affirmed the benefits of first-language assessment, 

yet poor teacher training, inadequate materials, and delayed introduction undercut potential cultural and cognitive 

advantages. 

4. Learner and Community Perspectives: Surveys and interviews underscore that tribal language maintenance and cultural 

identity flourish when curricula are co-designed with community stakeholders and delivered through adequately trained 

educators. 
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Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

• Mother-Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE): Implement MTB-MLE models in early grades, using 

tribal languages as primary instructional media, with Hindi and English introduced gradually. 

• Phased Language Introduction: Delay the third language until students demonstrate proficiency in the first two, 

minimizing cognitive overload. 

• Targeted Teacher Training: Develop specialized certification programs in tribal linguistics and multilingual pedagogy, 

accompanied by continuous professional development. 

• Robust Curriculum Development: Collaborate with tribal communities to produce high-quality, culturally relevant 

textbooks and audiovisual materials in local languages. 

• Community-School Partnerships: Institutionalize mechanisms for ongoing community engagement in curriculum 

design, monitoring, and evaluation. 

By aligning multilingual education policies with tribal linguistic ecologies and pedagogical realities, future reforms can more 

effectively foster equitable learning outcomes, cultural preservation, and socio-economic advancement for India’s tribal populations. 
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