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Abstract

In contemporary India, discussions, dialogues and suitable policies directed towards women literacy, gender equality and fundamental rights have become fairly commonplace. But such attention and subsequent measures for women upliftment notwithstanding, the women belonging to the tribal belt have received disproportionately less attention vis-à-vis literacy education and empowerment. The empowerment void concerning tribal women can be multifactorial, but it primarily emanates from ignorance, lack of legal and financial literacy, their rights and the requisite skill sets without which they are deprived of any agency. As a consequence, such total ignorance produces nefarious effects wherein the intermediaries or the middlemen suppress and swindle the tribal women folk when it comes to receiving their wages. To reiterate, migrant tribal women often cannot avail or exercise their right to legal protection. Furthermore, exacerbating the extant issues is witch-hunting which has become widely prevalent among tribals. Quite understandably, a comprehensive targeted 
sensitisation programme is the need of the hour wherein tribal women are educated in multiple facets and domains- viz. adult literacy, government run schemes, inter-loaning through SHGs, and bank loans for economic development and the methods by which they can exercise such rights and also can suppress insurgence activity of Jharkhand. Therefore, the primary purpose of the present research is foreground on ‘adult literacy’ as one of the viable alternatives and ‘enabling factors’ for women empowerment in order to improve the literacy levels of tribal women empowering them to rightfully avow their place in the society. Moreover, the study will also examine existing literacy programs and their efficacies in raising the status of the tribal women and attempt to establish the relationship between literacy, poverty and employment of Jamshedpur block.
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Introduction
It  is  widely  accepted  that  literacy  generally  is  simply  defined  as  “the  ability  to  read  and  write”. Some  attempts  have been undertaken  to  classify people  who are literate and people 1989)  to  do  this  task  as  “there  is  no  precise  dividing  line  between  a  person  who is  fully literate and one who is not” (OECD, 2003, p.17).

Literacy is a universal prerequisite for societies as it mitigates and ameliorates the detriments of poverty, facilitates economic development and fosters the spirit of democracy (McCaffery et. al, 2007). Hence, it would necessitate revisiting and discerning past and present definitions of literacy and its constituents. Over the years, the simplistic operationalisation of the term ‘literacy’ has evolved thereby rendering its definitional parameters to be more inclusive and holistic (Oxford University Press, n.d.; Rintaningrum, 2009). A facile and a superficial delineation of literacy or someone ‘literate’would primarily foreground on an individual’s capacities to ‘read’ and to ‘write’ (Rintaningrum, 2009, p. 4). However, such simplistic representations of literacy fails to reflect the ground realities
 and evade nuances afforded by cultures, contexts and the actual competencies of persons apropos reading and writing (Ibid). As extant works of literatures suggest, contemporary assessments have taken into cognizance the complexities and intricacies that need to be considered whilst formulating the definitional constituents of literacy (Oxford University Press, n.d.). Such subtleties vis-a-vis literacy notwithstanding, some scholarships and reports have adopted an extended and improvised definitional approach. An OUP published report includes myriad definitions of literacy that involves the confident use of language in multiple forms, to effectively  communicate via many forms viz. visual art, reading, storytelling etc. and to exhibit competencies of analysing texts among others (Oxford University Press, n.d.). Additionally, similar reports published by UNESCO  has augmented the definition of literacy thereby going beyond the basics of reading and writing and emphasising on the idea that literacy is an ever evolving term that should be amenable to the requirements and the changing times of societies (Rintaningrum, 2009; UNESCO, 2025). By the same token, adult literacy’s scope and definition have undergone revisions and alterations in the past. In an OECD report for example citing IALS
, literacy isdefined (in the context of highly industrialised societies) as someone who possesses the requisite competencies and abilities to apprehend, process and make use of print information in their everyday lives and activities (OECD, 2000). The report further indicates that adult literacy can be evaluatedvia three domains viz. prose, document and quantitative literacy wherein individual skills will be further analysed for grasping and extracting information from texts,the usage of information found in documents and the effective use of arithmetic quantitative skills and knowledge (Ibid).Akin to literacy for children and youths, adult literacy too plays an extremely integral role for realizing the goal of universal literacy (Brown et al., 1996) . In a study done by the National Adult Literacy, it was known that adult literacy tremendously facilitatesin enhancing skills, enables adults to effectively contribute to their society, renders them to be independent thereby requiring minimum assistance concerning literacy activities and ensuring their civic participation (Ibid). Moreover, the growing demand of economies and labour sectors makes continual learning and literacy an imperative requirement for adults (Ibid). However, from an intersectional vantage point, the outcomes of literacy is differentially experienced by individualswhich is contingent upon their position and placement in the society (McCaffery et. al, 2007). Intersectional differences constituting gender, race and ethnicity among others are important determiners that ascertain how literacy impacts individuals. For example, considering gender/sex as a determinant, the disparities of literacy levels between male and female becomes clearly evident (World Bank’s Gender Data Portal, 2025). The following table indicates the literacy levelsofsome countries coming under the geographical ambit of South Asia (Ibid). 
Table 1 shows the levels of literacy rates (segregated gender/sex wise) for countries of South Asia
	Country
	Male (literacy rate %)
	Female (literacy rate %)
	Year

	Afghanistan
	52.1%
	26.6%
	2022

	Bangladesh
	77.8%
	74%
	2021

	Bhutan
	77.9%
	63.9%
	2022

	India
	82.4%
	70%
	2023

	Nepal
	81%
	63.3%
	2021

	Pakistan
	69.3%
	46.5%
	2019

	Sri Lanka
	93.3%
	91.6%
	2022


 (Source- World Bank’s Gender Data, 2025)

The above table demonstrates that the disparities between male and female literacy rates are a recurrent theme with males surpassing the females by minimum, moderate and substantive margins. Quite understandably, gender plays an integral role with regards to accessibility to literacy and education in most of the regions of South Asia. In context to India, the literacy levels of male and female across India stood at 80.9% and 64.63% respectively. And understandably so, the literacy disparity between male and female continues to reflect in the other states and union territories of India such as Jharkhand, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Daman & Diu and Delhi among others (Swargiary, 2023). However, as the following table demonstrates, the literacy rates for the male and the female tribal populace across Indian states are still lower when juxtaposed with the national average. 
Table 2 Indicates the low levels of tribal literacy rates. The figures are particularly diminutive for the tribal women
	Name of State
	Male
	Female

	Jammu & Kashmir
	60.6
	39.7

	Rajasthan
	67.6
	37.3

	Uttar Pradesh
	67.1
	43.7

	Jharkhand
	68.2
	46.2

	Odisha
	63.7
	41.2

	Chhattisgarh
	69.7
	48.8


(Source- Ministry of Tribal Affairs, GoI, 2021)

Visibly, the tribal ilk and more specifically, the female tribal ilk across most Indian states have less access to literacy and are doubly impacted because of their identities of being a ‘tribal’ and a ‘female’. However, over the years, there has been some gradual changes with regards to their access to higher education, but many tribal women still continue to be influenced by their community norms and are steeped and bounded by their culture and superstitious beliefs (Rani et. al, 2011).The tribal community is primarily beleaguered with ignorance and illiteracy which poses as impediments for their development (Ibid). Consequently, it would necessitate addressing these concerns before any effective progress can be made by government led policies and socio-economic programmes (Ibid). Apart from conventional literacy drives and programs, the Indian government has also initiated the New India Literacy Programme (NILP) that specifically targets and addresses the issue of adult literacy (PIB, 2022).As per estimates, the total non-literate adults in India stood at 18.12 crore which translates to 13.13% of the total Indian population (The Hindu, 2024).

Hence, programs and provisions on adult literacy can be considered as an integral measure to address the problems and challenges experienced by non-literate adults in 21st century India. Moreover, to reiterate, the intervention of adult literacy programswould prove to be particularly beneficial for the marginalised and socio-economically deprived communities and genders such as the tribal women of India.From an intersectional lens, it is necessary to take cognizance of the unique challenges and concerns encountered by the tribal women when conducting adult literacy intervention programs and assessing their distinct lived realities apropos their experiences with literacy as they belong to differing socio-cultural contexts (Varghese, 2024). 
Purpose of the Study 


Given the salience of adult literacy programs and interventions, the present paper attempts to collate and analyse the opinions of adult learners enrolled under the Adult Education Programme conducted in East Singhbhum district at Jamshedpur block of Jharkhand.The primary purpose of the programme is to imbue in learners a sense of self-esteem and agency enabling them to lead productive and empowered lives.The findings of the current research will be particularly useful for future policy formulations as it focuses on the acquisition and retention aspects of functional literacy and other related skills and attributes. 
During the course of the research, it was also discovered that adult literacy and education produces other latent benefits such as enabling parents to communicate better with their children and also facilitate them in appreciating the progress of their child’s education. Consequently, if implemented effectively, the programme will lead to the creation of a learning society where literacy and education are deemed as in valuable and imperative for the survival of any democracy.

The objectives of the present paper are two folds- 
1. To analyse the relationship between participation in adult education programme and learners participation of social development activities. 
2. To study the Socio Economic profile and literacy level of tribal women learners in the Adult Literacy Centres of Study area.

Review of Literature 


Undoubtedly, literacy and by that extension, education figures as an imperative and salient measure to systematically mitigate and alleviatemyriad problems emanating from individual, systemic and societal levels. Venkataiah in his work on ‘Adult and Modern Education’ views education as the only device that positively shapes and moulds societies while equipping and providing individuals with the requisite training to meet current challenges (Venkataiah, 1998). Govindappa in his work on ‘Historical Perspective of Adult Education in India’ perceived adult education as an effective intervention for adults who missed their opportunities of availing regular education services and therefore proffering them the prospect of benefiting from education again (Govindappa, 2002). He further asserts that adult education does not only produce linear literacy development in adults but also enables them to identifyand be conscious of their personal and community problems ( Ibid).Extant works of literature and research have further demonstrated a positive relationship between adult learners and adult education programmes characterised by an increase in their awareness, their readiness to avail employment opportunities and their ability to enhance their earnings (Xavier Labour Relations Institute, 1981a; Lal 1973; Lal & Mishra 1983). As a case in point, Lal & Mishra in their study of Adult Education in Bihar had assessed its working and the functioning as implemented via the Rural Functional Literacy Project (Lal & Mishra, 1983).The study findings demonstrated that the overall performance of adult learners in their respective centres apropos reading and writing were good (Ibid). Moreover, the education rendered the learners to become more aware about facilities and services available at the block panchayat and at village levels (Ibid).Similarly, in a study carried out by the Xavier Relations Institute at Patamda Block of Singhbhum district Bihar to assess the outcomes of adult education programmes, it was known that the learners exhibited social awareness post the completion of programme, for e.g. 92 percent were informed that dowry is illegal (Xavier Labour Relations Institute, 1981c). A sizeable percentage of learners were also cognizant about the presence of primary health institute, veterinary centres, block development office and post office in their area while also expressing concerns about drinking water problems and issues relating to road, transportation and irrigation (Ibid).The positive co-relation between adult education and the progress made by adult learners is also reflected in Devendra’s work on Adult Education and Social Change in Tamar Block of Ranchi, Bihar (Devendra, 1993). As per his findings, the benefits of adult education programme extended beyond the basic abilities of reading, writing and doing simple calculations (Ibid).His findings suggest that more than half of learners found the adult education programme (AEP) to be beneficial for them in their daily lives in more ways than one (Ibid). Also, the learners reportedly gained the skills that enabled them to prepare better for their occupation while also instilling in them the confidence to venture for jobs in towns and cities (Ibid). Furthermore, the learners also demonstrated an understanding of techniques about agricultural farming and exhibited awareness about government related schemes on agriculture, education, health, finance and water (Ibid).In a similar assessment study undertaken in Tamil Nadu, it was known that the literacy programmes act as catalysts for holistic empowerment and development wherein learnersaugment their skills and knowledge that extends beyond the basics of reading, writing and arithmetic apprehension (Rajan 2004).These skill sets enabled male and female learners to financially support their family, appreciate the significance of healthcare, food, nutrition, diet and hygienewhile simultaneously protecting their families from cholera, malaria and other pestilence (Rajan 2004; Vasumathi 2008).In a similar vein, Senguptain their study conducted a review on the impact of the literacy campaignin Midnapore (Sengupta, 2002). The primacy of the research was to evaluate the degrees of impact of literacy for learners that went beyond the acquisition of basic literacy skills (Ibid).The insights from the study showed that the total literacy campaign had a pervasive and positive effect at multiple levels viz. political, administrative and the grass roots (Ibid).Also,it produced additional beneficial outcomes such as increased social and political awareness and the instillment of scientific temper in neo-literates(Ibid).
A similar parallel can be drawn for women learners exposed to literacy campaigns or adult literacy programmes wherein post completion of such courses, they have shown increased awareness towards their health, nutrition,their rights, societal consciousness and cognizance of social problems as well as the development of soft skills like confidence and self-assertiveness (Banerjee, 1992; Lind 2004, Kundu, 2022). Additionally,literacy programs engenderotherlatent effects, for example in a studyit was known thatthe enrolment of children of neo literate women in primary schools witnessed an increase which can be primarily attributed to women realizing the importance of such literacy programs (Ibid).A study done by Deo on women’s literacy reiterates on the latent and manifest benefits of literacy programs wherein women post completion demonstrated the skills to improve their financial conditions and emboldened them to maximize their agricultural productivity (Deo 2012). Moreover, many women alsoexpressed their intentions to enrol their daughters to schools to ensure that they became literate too (Deo, 2012).Understandably, the enforcement of literacy and education are crucial and necessary for cementing pathways for women empowerment (Joshi, 2007).
The foregoing section covered myriad studies wherein literacy programme and its impact assessments were considered as the fulcrum of their analysis. The aforementioned studies clearly deemed literacy programme as an integral determinant factor for social development. But an important lacuna in the existing works of literature is the absence of a context specific study that focuses onthe nexus between the tribal women and the effects of adult education on their socio-economic conditions, their retention and use of literacy skills and the consequence of such programs in bringing about holistic development and empowerment to the community. Therefore, the present research particularly attempts to understand the relationship between adult literacy programmes and its impact on the tribal women of Jamshedpur. 
Sample Size, Sampling Method& Research Sites
Given that the main respondents for the study were the present cohort of adult learners enrolled in the literacy program and also those learners who have completed the course, the sampling method selected was the purposive sampling method to ensure the representation of these learners. However, other additional respondents such as the educators and the supervisors of the adult literacy centres too were included to glean any additional insights during the course of investigation. To assess the functioning of the literacy programs, the research was conducted in two separate sites i.e. one in Potka Block of East Singhbhum district and the other in Jamshedpur Block. Two adult literacy centres were selected for the study located under the Jamshedpur and Potka Block. The literacy centres were identified for the research as it demonstrated the highest enrolment of tribal women and as a consequence was indicative of their learning, reading and writing skills. The total sample size inclusive of supervisors and educators stood at 52. The Jamshedpur Block is represented by 26 respondents whilst the Potka Block is represented by 26 respondents respectively. To ensure equal representation, a set of 12 respondents each belonging to learners who have completed the literacy course and learners still engaged in the course were selected. 
Methods Used
To extract rich narratives and standardised responses from the respondents, a mixture of closed ended and open ended questions were used. The mixed methods would enable respondents to freely express their experiences of literacy programs while the close ended ones would obtain responses for specified set of queries. Focus group discussions, key informant interviews and observations were used for the study and the meanings culled from such descriptive narratives enabled the researcher to understand the respondents social and economic patterns, their perceptions and the meanings they attach to their everyday life.Certain aspects like personal characteristics, level of education and economic empowerment were considered when formulating questions which included both open and close ended questions. Under personal characteristics, metrics like respondent’s age, level of education, religion, marital statis and occupation were subsumed. For the second section on educational empowerment, itincluded concerns classified as follows- 1) the impact of education on their socio-economic status 2) their aspirations for continuing further training and 3) their initiatives to enhance female education. As for the last section on economic empowerment, questions were formulated that were based onwomen’s access to farmland, their income generating activities, the influence of their spouses on their income-generating activities and their monetary savings.Using an admixture of open and close ended questions, both sets of standardized answers and rich, expressive and in-depth responses were collected from the field. With the support of local research assistants (who are trained teachers) and well versed in local language, the field data was obtained from tribal women. All the interviews administered by the research assistants when interviewing tribal women were conducted in the local dialect. This ensured a seamless, rich and accurate collection of information from the field.
Findings 

Jamshedpur is defined broadly by its urban clusters and populace which falls under the jurisdiction of the three municipalities of the region.With reference to the concerns of literacy, the urban sites of the region benefits because of the presence of major private corporations working in tandem with the municipalities to increase the literacy levels via multiple initiatives and interventions. Overall, the literacy rate of Jamshedpur is at par with the national average of 74%. However, the literacy rates of rural Jamshedpur only stood at 60% and the rates only continueto decline when considering factors such as the gender differential in rural areas. As a case in point, the literacy rates of tribal men and women stood at 68% and 51% respectively. From the given data, it would be possible to deduce that the literacy levels are comparatively lower when considering the rural areasof the region. Understandably, the tribal dominated rural areas are often left out fromliteracy drives and intervention programs that are accessible to the urban populace. Therefore, a substantive number of people inhabiting the rural spaces (i.e. 1,02,623 as per 2011 census)virtually remain unengaged and left out from literacy centric programs. The tribals and more particularly the illiterate tribal women continue to be marginalised because they are ignorant about the positive and beneficial merits of literacy and education.Moreover, there is paucity and dearth when it comes to credible research concerning the educational status of tribal women of Jamshedpur and Potka Block.Hence, the present researchwill attempt to address the existing gaps in extant literatureby examining the adult literacy centres present in the rural areas.
As per the findings, a significant number of respondents came under the age bracket of 16 to 55 years. The respondents falling under this age category constituted the work force of the community.It was further known that themaximum number of respondents were primarily engaged in the capacities of a daily wage worker or as house maids.Also, for necessary information dissemination, the respondents mainly relied on their SHG group leaders, Gram Pradhan or the Panchayat President and the mediums of mass media such as the television.Additionally, the respondents demonstrated an average interest in matters concerning economic motivation, scientific temper or orientation.In context to the tribal women’s personal status such as levels of formal education and occupation, the study’s findings demonstrated that the illiteracy levels were abysmally low for the women ilk (around 73 per cent illiterates), 4.89per cent received basic level schooling, around 10.4per cent have had access to intermediary levels of formal education and only 1.16 per cent had attended training college.Despite their educational deprivations, the tribal women expressed their interest in the participation of training programs to increase their chances of bettering their economic and employment opportunities and to promote female education.With regards to their economic status,many women respondents were employed and were engaged in some form of income generating livelihood.They were mostly working in unorganised labour sectors, petty trading and non-farming activities. The study demonstrated that the majority of the respondents (about 96 per cent) were involved in some income-generating activities, about 28 per cent of women were permitted by their husbands to decide on how to expend their own money while 72.2 per cent were capable of controlling or managing their own income; and 96 per cent of the women were strongly determined to partake in any training programme to upgrade themselves and improve upon their career. Based on these results, it could be deduced that the women enjoyed a medium to good level of economic independence. However, some tribal women still relied on their husbands since they did not have a regular source of income. This implies that the women need to gain financial freedom and agencyin order to reduce their levels of dependence and exerciseindependence.Apart from this, the study further observed that the women enrolled in the adult literacy centres exhibited more political consciousness and were vocal about their demand for rights. Additionally, the engagement of tribal women in literacy programs enabled them to be functionally literate, improve their family lives and trained them to draft for practical purposes such as keeping of accounts, writing their signatures and maintaining a written record of their savings. The learners also were more sensitised about relevant government schemes and demonstrated knowledge about the benefits of schemes sponsored by the government. 
Recommendations
Taking into account the advantageous benefits and the overall positive developmental changes that adult literacy intervention proffers, it is necessary to extend its reach to every women hailing from economically and socially backward families across rural and tribal milieus. Multiple measures can be taken for the inclusion of all socio-economically deprived women to avail its incentives. One possible approach would be to conduct a comprehensive awareness campaign highlighting the significance and salience of education. Prioritising on women from rural and tribal dominated districts as the rate of elementary and high school drop outs are high, the campaign could initiate the sensitization process focusing on the merits of education and functional literacy and the impact it engenders in women’s lives. A specialised core team can also be formulated for the dissemination of information regarding myriad governmental schemes in these sites. The team could also simultaneously educate parents and the tribal ilk to understand the value of female education and encourage them to enrol their female children to schools and for higher studies. Moreover, suitable scholarships and stipendsfor multiple academic streams like engineering, medical, teaching methods (pedagogy) etc.specifically for the targeted group of deprived and weak tribal women ilk should be initiated and disbursed in a timely manner. It is also necessary to recruit the native lectures, teachers and female faculties that hail from similar social groups or reside in the same social milieus. The hiring of local teachers could possibly increase the participation and engagement of the local residents and particularly the women folk.Also infrastructural support like the construction of residential facilities in the targeted areas would encourage women to opt for higher studies thereby catalysing the mission of making education accessible for all. Furthermore, to maintain the quality standards of the educational facilities, timely and routine checks should be conducted by the designated officials.  
Conclusion

The progress of the backward and disadvantaged sections of the society is crucial for the advancement of the Indian economy. The women folk and communities residing across the rural hinterlands of the country experience lack of access to basic amenities like water, hygiene, sanitation and literacy. The rural tribal communities (men and women alike) in Jharkhand encounter such ordeals due to poverty, ignorance and absolute lack of resources thereby remaining marginalised and underprivileged.The rural and tribal communities are beleaguered by multiple problems of unemployment, erosion of traditional patterns of livelihood (cultivation of forest land, rearing of livestock), dowry killings, female foeticide, honour killingsand the uncertainty of working as migrant labourers. Moreover, these communities also experience turbulent changes and upheavals brought about by radical religious groups resorting to proselytization of the communities and are adversely affected by the fundamentalist and rigid ideologies of the ultra-left groups. Understandably so, a need for a transformative overhaul is deeply felt to improve and ameliorate the ill-effects of negative societal forces, lack of education and employment opportunities for the women ilk and the community. The spread of education as an ideology and its sustained implementation and practice is one way to uproot dysfunctional and obsolete ideas and to challenge the bastions of systemic patriarchy. More particularly, the uneducated tribal folk can be empowered via the effective implementation of Adult Literacy Education.As extant works of literature suggest that education can be viewed as transformative tool which guarantees sustainable development, ushes positive growth, progress and changes in peoples lifestyles. Pragmatically, education has the power to inculcate functional and specialised skills which will subsequently enable individuals to enhance their financial independence, be conscious of their health and simultaneously raise their productivity levels. Adult education can be perceived as an agency of liberation and knowledge which endows in its learners the requisite skills they need to function, thrive and flourish in their societies. 
The current research findings demonstrate that with the current intervention of adult literacy programs, some levels of change are clearly visible. Women of the rural communities were able to exhibit medium to high levels of understanding pertaining to management of finances, writing, and reading skills. However, adult literacy programs would require further improvisation for bettering its outcomes with regards to learners’ performances in fields like economic independence and decision making (in their homes and communities). Decision making and the skills of assertiveness would be particularly useful for the women ilk which would embolden them to make their own (albeit informed) choices thereby lessening their dependence on their male counterparts. The adult literacy programs still require proper mechanisms and solutions in place to address the multitudinous challenges. As a case in point, the communities still are under the hold of orthodox values, superstition and detrimental ideologies that impede individuals from accessing opportunities of development and growth. Suitable and effective policies could include making functional literacy easily accessible and mandatory for all, creating proper liaisons with stakeholders by government officials to train and educate female children and female adult learners and proffering training programs to women for self-employment and income generation methods and enterprises. 
With such measures in place, it would efficaciously contribute to the enhancement of socially disadvantaged communities and would render robust support for women to hone their capabilities and capacities for a better future, building their self-reliance, assertiveness and to judiciously utilize resources at their disposal to counter any challenges or eliminate any problems of subordination, oppression, and dependence. 
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�The definition produces the dichotomy of ‘literacy’ and ‘illiteracy’ or ‘literate’ and ‘illiterate’. In the real world however, such a straightforward definition of literacy or being ‘literate’ cannot be translated to apprehend the complexities exhibited by individuals (Rintaningrum, 2009).  
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