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Abstract  
   
Illiteracy in India persists as a deeply entrenched challenge, sustained by historical legacies, socio-economic 
marginalization, and structural inequities in education. Despite policy reforms, significant gaps remain in addressing the 
multidimensional barriers that restrict access and continuity for marginalized groups. This study adopts a qualitative, 
exploratory design combining an extensive literature review with semi-structured interviews of diverse stakeholders, 
including teachers, first-generation learners, community members, and dropouts. Thematic triangulation revealed 
intersecting determinants of illiteracy: caste- and gender-based exclusion, infrastructural and pedagogical deficiencies, 
economic constraints, and weak policy implementation. Building on these insights and informed by systems theory, 
critical pedagogy, and the capability approach, the study proposes the Integrated Three-Pathway Model for Ending 
Illiteracy. This framework emphasizes (i) socio-economic empowerment of disadvantaged families, (ii) targeted 
academic and structural support for first-generation learners, and (iii) systemic reforms to create inclusive and resilient 
educational ecosystems. Findings highlight that illiteracy eradication demands simultaneous attention to economic 
security, culturally responsive pedagogy, and participatory governance, rather than fragmented or single-dimensional 
interventions. The model advances both conceptual and operational knowledge, offering a scalable, context-sensitive 
strategy with direct relevance to India and comparable Global South contexts. By situating literacy as both a human 
right and a developmental capability, this research contributes to global debates on educational equity and provides 
policy-relevant insights toward achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4. 
 
Keywords: Illiteracy Eradication, Educational Inequality, Socio-Economic Empowerment, First-Generation Learners, 
Inclusive Education, India, Sustainable Development Goal 4 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Illiteracy remains one of India’s most persistent 
developmental challenges, despite notable progress in 
technology, infrastructure, and economic growth. The 
2011 Census reported a literacy rate of 74.04%, yet this 
aggregate conceals stark inequalities across regions, 
gender, caste, and class ([1]). Urban centers record 
significantly higher literacy levels, while rural states such 
as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan continue to lag far 
behind ([2]). Women in rural and tribal communities face 
particularly acute barriers, reflecting the intersection of 
gender and socio-economic disadvantage. These 
disparities extend beyond individual limitations, creating 
systemic cycles of exclusion that restrict employment 
opportunities, access to healthcare, and civic 
participation ([3]; [4]).  
 

*Correspondant Author’s ORCID ID: 0009-0007-6509-4334 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14741/ijmcr/v.14.2.6 

The relationship between illiteracy and socio-economic 
development is multidimensional. From a structural 
functionalist perspective, dysfunction in education 
produces ripple effects across other social institutions 
([5]). Merton’s distinction between manifest and latent 
functions highlights how illiteracy generates not only 
obvious disadvantages but also hidden consequences, 
such as stratification, marginalization, and exclusion from 
the economy and polity ([6]). [7] confirm that illiterate 
populations face restricted mobility and heightened 
vulnerability to poverty. Beyond economics, illiteracy 
excludes individuals from exercising full citizenship in an 
information-driven society. The cultural implications are 
equally profound. Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic 
violence explains how dominant groups sustain privilege 
by reproducing cultural hierarchies that delegitimize 
indigenous, rural, and women’s knowledge systems ([8]; 
[9]). Addressing illiteracy therefore requires recognizing 
its roots in structural inequality. Freire’s critical pedagogy 
situates illiteracy as a form of oppression rather than 

https://ijmcr.com/
https://evegenis.org/


Farhad Mirkhil et al                Ending Illiteracy in India: An Inductive Model for Inclusive and Sustainable Educational Reform 

 

141|Int. J. of Multidisciplinary and Current Research, Vol.14, No.2 (Mar/Apr 2026) 

 

Evegenis Publications 

individual deficiency, emphasizing the need for 
conscientization and problem-posing education ([10]; 
[11]). Building on this, Giroux’s critical literacy theory 
frames literacy as a political tool that can either reinforce 
or challenge power structures, while feminist pedagogues 
such as bell hooks and Gloria Ladson-Billings stress the 
cultural and gendered dimensions of literacy ([12]; [13]). 
Together, these perspectives underscore that literacy 
programs ignoring cultural and gender contexts risk 
unsustainable outcomes. Finally, social capital theory 
provides additional insights into persistent disparities. 
Coleman’s concepts of bonding, bridging, and linking 
capital explain why some communities mobilize 
educational resources effectively while others remain 
excluded, while Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital 
highlights how dominant knowledge systems privilege 
certain groups over others ([14]). These frameworks 
collectively illustrate that illiteracy in India is not simply 
an educational shortfall, but a structural, cultural, and 
political issue requiring multidimensional interventions. 

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital illustrates how 
dominant knowledge systems privilege certain groups 
while disadvantaging others, thereby reproducing 
disparities in literacy ([14]). In rural India, where social 
networks and alignment with formal education are often 
weak, illiteracy persists. Putnam’s work on civic 
engagement complements this view by showing how 
limited social ties and weak community participation 
undermine collective educational outcomes ([15]). From a 
developmental perspective, Sen and Nussbaum’s 
capability approach positions literacy as a basic capability 
essential for human flourishing, with illiteracy restricting 
freedoms and constraining opportunities ([16]). Historical 
forces further deepened these inequalities: the caste 
system and colonial education policies systematically 
excluded large populations from access to quality 
schooling ([17]; [18]). Gramsci’s theory of cultural 
hegemony explains how colonial systems imposed 
Western knowledge while marginalizing indigenous 
perspectives ([19]), a legacy reinforced by postcolonial 
critiques such as those of Said and Bhabha, who 
demonstrate how present-day education continues to 
reproduce hierarchies ([20]). Cultural norms add further 
complexity: in many rural and tribal contexts, rigid gender 
roles continue to restrict girls’ educational opportunities, 
thereby perpetuating intergenerational cycles of 
exclusion ([21]; [22]). 

To understand contemporary challenges, the social 
constructivist framework of Berger and Luckmann and 
Butler’s theory of gender performativity explain how 
social attitudes toward literacy are socially produced and 
sustained ([23]). In communities marked by caste-based 
discrimination, education is often subordinated to 
immediate economic survival, perpetuating 
intergenerational cycles of illiteracy ([24]). Galtung’s 
structural violence theory further contextualizes how 
systemic inequalities limit opportunities for 
disadvantaged families, especially in rural India ([25]; 

[26]). Spatial theories of development, informed by [27], 
highlight the role of geography, with remote regions 
disproportionately suffering from inadequate 
infrastructure and poorly trained teachers. While state-
led initiatives such as Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan have 
expanded access, they often fail to meet the diverse 
needs of marginalized groups ([28]). Institutional theory 
and principal–agent perspectives suggest that these gaps 
arise from top-down approaches poorly aligned with local 
contexts. In contrast, grassroots organizations have 
emerged as critical actors by promoting participatory, 
culturally responsive approaches to literacy. Community 
development theories, including Chambers’ participatory 
framework and Freire’s dialogical pedagogy, demonstrate 
the potential of locally owned initiatives to build 
sustainable change. International evidence reinforces this 
view: Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory highlights 
the scalability of locally adapted programs, while case 
studies from Uganda, the Philippines, Brazil, and 
Bangladesh illustrate how technology integration and 
social welfare incentives can strengthen literacy 
outcomes ([29]). 

Systems theory and the theory of change emphasize 
that literacy cannot be separated from broader socio-
economic and political conditions. Thus, a comprehensive 
strategy must combine the scale of government 
interventions with the sensitivity of grassroots 
approaches. Building on these insights, this study is 
guided by three objectives: (i) to examine the root causes 
of illiteracy in India, (ii) to identify viable solutions 
through stakeholder perspectives, domestic innovations, 
and global best practices, and (iii) to develop a practical, 
grassroots-oriented model for eradicating illiteracy. 
 
Methodology 
 
This study adopted a qualitative, exploratory design to 
examine the root causes of illiteracy in India and to 
develop an evidence-based model for its eradication. The 
approach was twofold. First, a comprehensive review of 
scholarly publications, policy reports, and program 
evaluations was undertaken to establish the theoretical 
and empirical foundations of the study. This review 
identified key structural constraints and highlighted 
innovative practices that informed the model’s 
conceptualization. Second, primary qualitative data were 
generated through semi-structured interviews with 
diverse stakeholder groups. The sample comprised 25 
teachers working in under-resourced schools, 25 
individuals who discontinued formal education after 
grade eight, 25 individuals who attained literacy through 
non-formal programs, and 25 educated community 
members engaged in grassroots initiatives. Purposive 
sampling ensured variation across age, gender, socio-
economic background, and educational experience. 

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s thematic 
analysis framework, involving systematic coding, 
categorization, and identification of cross-cutting themes. 
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Triangulation between literature review insights and 
interview data enhanced validity and provided a robust 
empirical foundation for model development. Emergent 
themes directly informed the structure of the Integrated 
Three-Pathway Model. To strengthen relevance and 
applicability, the preliminary model was subsequently 
reviewed by experts in education, development, and 
policy. Their feedback validated its conceptual soundness, 
operational feasibility, and alignment with contemporary 
educational needs. This iterative process ensured that the 
proposed framework was theoretically grounded, 
contextually appropriate, and practically viable for 
addressing India’s persistent literacy challenges. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
The triangulated results are presented in line with the 
study objectives and organized into three parts: (i) causes 
of illiteracy in India, (ii) solutions, and (iii) strategies, 
culminating in the development of an integrated model. 
 
Causes of Illiteracy in India 
 
Historical and Structural Determinants 
 
Colonial educational legacies continue to shape literacy 
outcomes through institutional path dependency. Dey 
(2023) found that regions with fewer than three colonial-
era educational institutions per 100,000 population 
exhibit literacy rates 12–18% lower than historically 
privileged areas, with tribal regions most disadvantaged. 
This aligns with institutional persistence theory, where 

historical arrangements create self-reinforcing 
inequalities ([17]). Stakeholders also linked present 
institutional weaknesses to inadequate historical 
foundations. Despite interventions such as the Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan and the Right to Education Act (2009), 
implementation gaps remain: a 12% increase in 
enrolment between 2000–2023 yielded only a 6% rise in 
literacy ([28]). Literature and interviews jointly reveal that 
inadequate funding, corruption, weak monitoring, and 
limited accountability undermine policy effectiveness, 
suggesting institutional reform as a prerequisite for 
sustainable literacy progress. 
 
Socio-Economic Status 
 
Socio-economic stratification is a primary determinant of 
literacy outcomes. Children from the lowest income 
quintile are 2.8 times more likely to remain illiterate than 
peers in the highest quintile ([3]). Exclusion operates 
through both direct costs and the opportunity costs of 
foregone child labor ([99]). Household expenditure 
analyses reveal that hidden costs i.e., examination fees, 
materials, transport, constitute 40–60% of total 
educational investment for poor families, systematically 
excluding them even in free schooling systems ([4]). 
Stakeholders reported that agricultural labor demands 
create seasonal conflicts between education and survival. 
These constraints reflect Sen’s concept of capability 
deprivation ([98]), where poverty limits fundamental 
freedoms, including education. Triangulated evidence 
shows that addressing literacy inequality requires tackling 
both direct and indirect costs of schooling. 

 

 
Figure 1 Causes of Illiteracy in India 

https://evegenis.org/


Farhad Mirkhil et al                Ending Illiteracy in India: An Inductive Model for Inclusive and Sustainable Educational Reform 

 

143|Int. J. of Multidisciplinary and Current Research, Vol.14, No.2 (Mar/Apr 2026) 

 

Evegenis Publications 

Social Identity, Caste, and Gender 
 
Caste-based discrimination generates barriers beyond 

economic status. Scheduled Caste and Tribe children 

show literacy rates 18–22% lower than forward caste 

peers, even after income controls ([24]). Discriminatory 

practices like segregated seating, bias in mid-day meals, 

and teacher prejudice discourage participation ([32]). 

SC/ST students face 2.4 times higher risk of verbal or 

physical abuse, contributing to dropouts ([33]). Gender 

inequity compounds these disadvantages: literacy gaps of 

15–20% persist between boys and girls in states like 

Rajasthan and Bihar ([21]; [22]). Early marriage raises 

dropout probability by 45% ([34]), while domestic work 

burdens disproportionately affect girls ([35]). Interviews 

confirm that intersectional disadvantages require 

integrated rather than single-axis interventions. 

 

Educational System Inadequacies 

 

Infrastructure and pedagogical deficits significantly 

undermine literacy outcomes. Forty-two percent of rural 

schools lack boundary walls, and 38% lack sanitation, 

contributing to absenteeism and dropouts, especially 

among girls ([36]). Teacher absenteeism affects 35% of 

rural schools ([37]; [38]), while untrained teachers 

produce reading proficiency scores 28% lower than 

qualified counterparts ([39]). Enrollment often masks 

poor learning outcomes 47% of Grade 5 students cannot 

read Grade 2 texts ([40]). These findings highlight the 

need for simultaneous investment in infrastructure and 

pedagogical capacity. 

 

Geographic Disparities 

 

Literacy outcomes mirror uneven regional development. 

States like Kerala and Tamil Nadu outperform lagging 

states such as Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Jharkhand by 20–

25% ([41]). Regional disparities correlate with differences 

in expenditure, teacher-student ratios, and infrastructure 

([37]; [38]). Rural students consistently underperform 

urban peers, even after controlling for socio-economic 

status ([42]). Interviews emphasized how geographic 

isolation compounds disadvantages by limiting access to 

role models, supplementary resources, and educational 

networks. 

 

Cultural, Linguistic, and Community Factors 

 

Linguistic diversity presents unique challenges. Students 

taught in their mother tongue achieve literacy scores 20% 

higher than those instructed in non-native languages, 

while linguistic minorities face 1.8 times higher dropout 

risk during transitions ([43]). Yet fewer than 15% of 

primary teachers receive training in multilingual pedagogy 

([44]). Community cultural capital also matters: children 

of illiterate parents have 40% higher dropout probabilities 

([45]). Stakeholder narratives confirmed that lack of 

parental guidance and educational role models 

perpetuates intergenerational exclusion ([46]). 

 

Health, Nutrition, and Development 

 

Health status critically shapes literacy. Malnutrition 

reduces literacy attainment probability by 18% ([47]), 

while micronutrient deficiencies impair cognitive 

development ([48]). Chronic illness exacerbates 

absenteeism and cumulative learning loss ([49]). Iron 

supplementation has been shown to improve attendance 

and achievement ([50]). Interviews reinforced that 

health-related absenteeism disrupts learning continuity, 

suggesting literacy interventions must integrate nutrition 

and health strategies. 

 
Technology and Digital Divides 

 
The digital divide worsens literacy inequalities, 

particularly during COVID-19. Only 12% of rural 

households had adequate digital infrastructure versus 

65% of urban households, contributing to a 15% literacy 

gap ([38]). Barriers include poor connectivity, power 

supply, and limited digital literacy among students, 

parents, and teachers ([52]). Over half of rural teachers 

report lacking confidence in using technology effectively 

([53]). Stakeholders highlighted how school closures 

deepened disadvantages for digitally excluded students, 

underscoring the need for equitable technology 

integration. 

 
Migration and Mobility 

 

Seasonal and internal migration disrupts educational 

continuity. Migrant children show literacy rates 22% 

lower than peers, with migration increasing illiteracy risk 

by 35% ([54]; [55]). Causes include frequent school 

transfers, language transitions, and poor enrolment 

mechanisms ([56]). Stakeholders confirmed that families 

often prioritize survival over education. Governance 

challenges exacerbate exclusion, as mobile populations 

remain undercounted in planning ([57]). Flexible 

educational delivery systems are thus essential. 
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Figure 2 Sankey diagram of Causes of Illiteracy in India 
 

Family Environment and Cultural Capital 
 
Home environments strongly influence literacy 

trajectories. Children from educated families benefit from 

structured study routines and academic guidance absent 

in illiterate households ([58]). First-generation learners 

face systematic disadvantages due to lack of parental 

support and cultural familiarity with schooling ([59]). 

Interviews revealed that illiterate parents, even when 

motivated, often cannot guide children through academic 

requirements, perpetuating intergenerational 

disadvantage ([60]). 
 

Policy and Governance Challenges 
 

Despite ambitious frameworks, governance deficits 

undermine outcomes. Enrollment has expanded, but 

literacy gains remain marginal, reflecting weak 

implementation ([31]). Centralized design often fails to 

address region-specific needs, while corruption, 

inadequate monitoring, and weak accountability further 

constrain delivery ([61]). Stakeholders highlighted 

capacity gaps and lack of political commitment as major 

obstacles. Effective literacy reform thus requires 

decentralization, participatory planning, and stronger 

accountability mechanisms. 

Solutions to Illiteracy in India 
 

Residential Education for Marginalized Learners 

 
Residential schooling has proven effective in addressing 

disparities among first-generation and Below Poverty Line 

(BPL) learners. [30] found that residential schools 

improved outcomes by 34% compared to day schools by 

eliminating socio-economic distractions and providing 

structured environments. Kasturba Gandhi Balika 

Vidyalayas reported 89% retention for rural girls, far 

higher than conventional schools (67%) ([62]). Studies 

show residential education supports both cultural 

preservation and social mobility among tribal 

communities ([X]). Interviews reinforced these findings: 

BPL parents cited inadequate study space, family 

responsibilities, and child labor demands as barriers, 

while teachers emphasized that structured study hours, 

nutrition, and peer learning environments provided by 

residential schools were critical supports. Illiterate 

respondents who discontinued post-eighth grade 

consistently indicated that residential facilities could have 

enabled continuation despite financial constraints. 
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Figure 3 Solutions to Illiteracy in India 

 
Universal Free Education and Hidden Costs 
 
Despite the Right to Education Act (2009), hidden costs 
such as uniforms, books, and transport average ₹8,400 
annually per child, limiting access for poor families ([95]). 
Comparative research demonstrates that successful free 
education systems incorporate nutritional programs, 
transport subsidies, and provision of materials ([22]; 
[112]). Interviews confirmed that ancillary costs hinder 
participation, with parents reporting inability to afford 
basic supplies and teachers observing that students 
without materials faced low self-efficacy and 
engagement. Economic stability consistently predicted 
continuation. 

Socio-Economic Empowerment and Job Security 
 
Household economic improvement strongly correlates 
with literacy. Each 10% increase in income translates to a 
7.3% rise in educational investment ([93]). Without 
economic empowerment, educational interventions fail 
to break intergenerational poverty ([94]). Families with 
secure employment are three times more likely to 
maintain children in post-primary education ([95]), while 
guaranteed employment under MGNREGA significantly 
boosted school enrollment ([92]). Interviews highlighted 
that unstable wages forced parents to rely on child 
income, whereas families with stable jobs invested more 
in education and achieved better attendance. 
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Teacher Education Reform and Professional 
Development 
 
Gaps in teacher preparation undermine instructional 
effectiveness, particularly in rural and disadvantaged 
contexts ([96]). Research shows effective professional 
development must be continuous, collaborative, and 
contextually grounded ([97]). Teachers in interviews 
reported inadequate preparation for multilingual, socio-
economically diverse, and special-needs classrooms, 
stressing the need for practical, not theoretical, training. 
Parents and students consistently identified teacher 
empathy and encouragement as pivotal to retention. 
 
Tracking and Monitoring Systems 
 
Child-tracking systems can significantly reduce dropout 
rates. Communities with robust systems achieved 23% 
higher literacy rates ([64]), while randomized trials 
confirmed early identification of at-risk students 
improved retention ([65]). [63] data shows persistent 
non-enrollment among children aged 6–16, underscoring 
the need for systematic monitoring. Interviews revealed 
that lack of follow-up led to “silent exclusions.” Parents 
and teachers stressed that continuous tracking from 
enrollment to completion is essential for timely 
intervention. 
 
Parental Engagement Programs 
 
Parental involvement substantially improves academic 
outcomes ([66]). Effective programs are culturally 
responsive and address multiple literacies beyond 
academics. However, implementation remains weak 
([67]). Interviews revealed that existing programs were 
sporadic, irrelevant, or inaccessible to illiterate parents. 
Parents expressed a preference for linguistically 
appropriate, flexible initiatives aligned with work 
schedules ([68]). 
 
Pedagogical Innovation 
 
Student-centered pedagogies increase engagement and 
retention ([69]). Creative methods, play-based learning, 
and culturally responsive approaches are particularly 
effective for marginalized groups ([70]; [71]). Mother-
tongue instruction significantly reduces dropout rates 
([43]). Interviews showed students found monotonous 
methods disengaging, while parents emphasized the 
value of relatable and context-specific teaching. Teachers 
confirmed that cultural alignment mattered more than 
technological sophistication, though technology could 
complement effective pedagogy ([72]). 
 
Infrastructure Development 
 
School infrastructure strongly influences outcomes ([73]). 
Inclusive facilities, particularly gender-sensitive amenities, 

improve enrollment and retention ([74]). Interviews 
confirmed that distance, sanitation, and poor facilities 
were key deterrents. Parents emphasized basic 
infrastructure as a condition for sending children to 
school, while girls reported dropping out due to 
inadequate sanitation. Teachers linked poor facilities to 
weak engagement and instructional effectiveness. 
 
Nutrition and Health Integration 
 
Nutrition programs directly enhance attendance, 
retention, and performance. School meals increase 
enrollment by 9% globally ([75]), and micronutrient 
supplementation improves cognitive outcomes ([76]). 
Parents in interviews highlighted hunger and illness as 
barriers to participation, while teachers reported that 
well-nourished children were more attentive and 
performed better academically. 
 
Digital Literacy and Technology Integration 
 
Effective digital interventions require access, training, and 
culturally relevant content. Teacher capacity and 
technical support are critical ([77]). Interviews showed 
mixed responses: stakeholders recognized potential 
benefits but stressed the need for meaningful training 
and culturally sensitive integration. Parents and teachers 
emphasized that technology should complement, not 
replace, human-centered pedagogy. 
 
Community Participation and Governance 
 
Community involvement enhances ownership, 
accountability, and outcomes ([78]). Participatory 
governance has been shown to reduce dropout rates by 
up to 23% ([79]). Interviews revealed parents and 
community leaders want greater roles in decision-making 
but feel excluded. Stakeholders stressed that sustainable 
solutions must emerge from within communities rather 
than top-down impositions. 
 
Vocational Integration and Skills Development 
 
Linking education with livelihoods sustains engagement 
and improves post-education outcomes ([80]). Vocational 
and entrepreneurship training enhances retention and 
motivation ([81]; [82]). Parents interviewed emphasized 
that education must guarantee employability to be 
valued, while teachers reported higher engagement when 
lessons connected to practical skills. 
 

Policy Implementation and Governance Reform 
 

Educational success requires coherent policies with 
flexible local adaptation. Poor coordination and 
fragmented implementation often undermine outcomes 
([83]). Continuous monitoring and adaptive frameworks 
enhance sustainability ([84]). Interviews highlighted 
program duplication, poor awareness, and weak 
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coordination as barriers, with stakeholders emphasizing 
the need for context-sensitive yet standardized policies. 
 
Inclusive Educational Systems 
 
Inclusive systems that address multiple disadvantages 
simultaneously yield higher community benefits ([85]). 
Girls’ education, in particular, creates multiplier effects 
across health, economy, and social progress ([86]; [87]). 
Interviews confirmed that educated women often 
become advocates for community-wide educational 
participation. Stakeholders emphasized that uniform 
approaches fail, and solutions must adapt to diverse 
needs of gender, caste, disability, and socio-economic 
background. 
 
Strategies for Eradicating Illiteracy in India 
 
The second objective of this study was to identify 
actionable, context-sensitive strategies to eradicate 
illiteracy in India. A triangulated analysis of interviews and 
literature review led to the development of a three-tier 
strategic framework, each addressing distinct but 
interrelated barriers. Collectively, these strategies aim to 
disrupt the intergenerational transmission of illiteracy 
and foster an inclusive, sustainable educational 
ecosystem. 
 
Strategy I: Socio-Economic Empowerment of 
Marginalized Families 
 
The foundational strategy emphasizes economic 
empowerment, recognizing poverty as the most 
significant structural barrier to education. Research 
affirms a reciprocal relationship between economic 
security and educational attainment ([88]; [89]). 
Conditional cash transfers and employment-linked 
incentives have been shown to increase participation 
([90]). Interviews reinforced these patterns: parents 
reported prioritizing immediate survival over long-term 
education, particularly when dependent on irregular or 
seasonal labor. These accounts echo Krishna and 
Brihmadesam’s (2020) argument that literacy programs 
achieve limited results if economic vulnerability persists. 
This strategy therefore, includes employment-generation 
schemes (e.g., MGNREGA), microfinance support, 
vocational training, and social security frameworks to 
reduce child labor and ensure educational continuity. 
Although resource-intensive and politically complex, this 
strategy represents the most transformative long-term 
approach to eliminating illiteracy. 
 
Strategy II: Targeted Support for First-Generation 
Learners 
 
The second strategy targets first-generation learners, 
whose parents lack formal education and thus cannot 
provide academic guidance or role modeling. Literature 

shows these learners face distinctive disadvantages 
([100]). Residential education models such as ashram 
schools and Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalayas have 
demonstrated success in improving retention and 
outcomes for tribal and disadvantaged children ([30]). 
Interview data strongly echoed these findings: teachers 
highlighted the importance of residential schooling, 
structured study hours, and nutritional support, while 
parents and illiterate respondents recalled that access to 
such facilities might have prevented early dropout. This 
strategy includes early identification, free residential 
schools, mentorship programs, accelerated learning 
pathways, and transition support. While it does not 
directly alter household economics, it insulates vulnerable 
learners from external pressures, making it a medium-
feasibility, high-impact complement to economic reforms. 
 

 
 

Figure 4 Strategies for Eradicating Illiteracy in India 
 

Strategy III: Inclusive and Need-Based Educational 
Ecosystem Reform 
 

The third strategy advocates for systemic reform, 
addressing infrastructure, pedagogy, and governance to 
build an inclusive ecosystem. Research stresses that 
effective systems must be flexible, culturally grounded, 
and pedagogically innovative ([106]; [107]). Teacher 
preparation reform, parental involvement ([108]), and 
digital inclusion ([109]) emerge as critical elements. 
Interview data revealed systemic weaknesses: theoretical 
teacher training disconnected from classroom realities; 
lack of parental guidance and counseling services; 
inadequate sanitation, transport, and classrooms; weak 
health and nutrition integration; digital divides worsened 
by COVID-19; and limited community participation in 
governance. Although national frameworks such as NEP 
2020 and Samagra Shiksha aim to address these issues, 
implementation remains fragmented and often fails to 
adapt to local contexts. This strategy thus calls for 
context-sensitive, community-led reforms that bridge 
policy intent with ground realities. 
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Strategic Interdependence and Implementation 
Dynamics 
 

A comparative analysis shows these three strategies form 
a hierarchical yet interconnected framework: 

Table 1 Strategic Implementation Dynamics 
 

Strategy Scope Difficulty Transformative Potential 

I. Socio-Economic Empowerment Structural High Maximum 

II. First-Generation Learner Support Targeted Moderate High 

III. Ecosystem Reform Systemic Moderate Moderate to High 

 
Most countries, including India, prioritize Strategy III due 
to immediate feasibility. However, its success is 
contingent on localized adaptation to linguistic, cultural, 
and socio-economic diversity. Strategy I, though most 
difficult, addresses root causes and has maximum 
transformative potential by dismantling structural 
poverty. Strategy II offers a middle path, providing 
immediate relief to vulnerable groups while 
complementing long-term structural reforms. 
Development of the Integrated Three-Pathway Model for 
Ending Illiteracy 
Building on a synthesis of systems theory ([102]), socio-
ecological perspectives, and equity-driven educational 
reform models ([102]), the Integrated Three-Pathway 
Model for Ending Illiteracy conceptualizes illiteracy as a 

consequence of interconnected socio-economic 
deprivation, educational exclusion, and institutional 
inertia. This model recognizes that literacy is not solely a 
pedagogical outcome, but a developmental capability 
shaped by structural, cultural, and political forces ([101]). 
Drawing from this interdisciplinary understanding, the 
model articulates three converging pathways that address 
different dimensions of the literacy challenge: 
 
1. Pathway 1: Socio-Economic Empowerment of 

Marginalized Families 
2. Pathway 2: Targeted Learning Acceleration for First-

Generation Learners 
3. Pathway 3: Inclusive and Systemic Reform of the 

Educational Ecosystem 
 

 
 

Figure 5 Three-Pathway to Ending Illiteracy 
 
Each pathway is grounded in both theoretical insights and 
empirical evidence. Together, they comprise a holistic, 
multi-level intervention model designed to confront not 
only the symptoms but also the root causes of illiteracy, 
particularly in low-income and socially disadvantaged 
contexts. This conceptual architecture draws from 
Amartya Sen’s capability approach, which emphasizes 
that freedom to achieve literacy is contingent upon the 
removal of structural barriers, and Paulo Freire’s 
pedagogy of the oppressed, which highlights the 
emancipatory potential of literacy when linked to social 
transformation. 
 

Model Development Framework 
 

The model’s design embraces a convergent intervention 
logic, wherein three distinct strategies i.e., socio-

economic empowerment, targeted learner support, and 
systemic educational reform operate in tandem to create 
synergies rather than functioning in isolation. This 
integrative approach responds to long-standing critiques 
of earlier literacy interventions, which have often been 
sectorally fragmented and hindered by inadequate 
interagency coordination. At its core, the model adopts a 
structured input, activity, output, outcome impact 
framework, ensuring logical progression and 
accountability at each stage of implementation. 
 

The inputs to the model include human capital, 
community infrastructure, financial resources, and an 
enabling policy environment. These inputs feed into a 
diverse set of activities across the three pathways: 
employment generation, vocational training, and parental 
guidance under Pathway 1; residential schooling, learner 
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tracking, and mentorship under Pathway 2; and free and 
compulsory education, community engagement, teacher 
training, infrastructure reform, and digital integration 
under Pathway 3. These activities produce tangible 
outputs such as the creation of jobs, establishment of 
learning centers, development of trained educators, and 
the retention of students in the system. The anticipated 
outcomes of these efforts include increased literacy rates, 
lower dropout levels, enhanced community participation, 
and greater student engagement and confidence. Over 
the long term, the model aims to generate lasting 
impacts, including intergenerational literacy, decreased 
dependency on poverty-driven survival strategies, and the 
emergence of a self-sustaining culture of education. 
To strengthen its adaptive capacity, the model 
incorporates a feedback loop structure, enabling learning 

and course correction across pathways. For instance, 
gains in household income through economic 
interventions in Pathway 1 can directly enhance school 
attendance and performance under Pathway 3. Likewise, 
learners benefiting from residential and targeted support 
programs in Pathway 2 can evolve into community 
mentors and literacy champions, thereby reinforcing 
broader systemic change. This interconnected 
architecture draws upon international best practices, 
including Brazil’s Bolsa Família program ([103]), 
Bangladesh’s Literacy for All initiative ([104]), and India’s 
Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalayas ([105]), all of which 
underscore the necessity of simultaneous investment in 
education, income generation, and institutional 
transformation for successful literacy outcomes. 

 

 
Figure 6 Three-Pathway Model for Illiteracy 

 
Components of the Model 
 
The Integrated Three-Pathway Model for Ending Illiteracy 
comprises three interlinked and mutually reinforcing 
pillars. The first component, Socio-Economic 
Empowerment Engine, recognizes poverty as a 
fundamental structural constraint to educational access 
and continuity. This pathway includes strategies such as 
employment security, skills-based job training, and 
household-level adult literacy programs. Empirical 

evidence consistently affirms that stable household 
income significantly enhances educational investment, 
particularly in resource-constrained settings. By 
improving economic security, this component aims to 
alleviate the financial pressures that often compel 
children to drop out of school or engage in labor, thereby 
indirectly reinforcing school participation. 

The second component, Targeted Learning 
Acceleration, is designed to support first-generation 
learners, who are disproportionately at risk of academic 
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failure and dropout. This strategy involves proactive 
measures such as birth-to-school learner monitoring, 
provision of residential education facilities, bridge 
courses, and individualized support systems. Such 
interventions have proven especially effective among 
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe students, as 
demonstrated in the longitudinal studies by [30], who 
found that targeted, intensive academic support 
significantly improved learner retention and achievement 
in disadvantaged communities. This pillar seeks not only 
to close learning gaps but also to create aspirational 
pathways for children from educationally disadvantaged 
families. 

The third component, Universal Education Ecosystem 

Reform, addresses the broader structural and systemic 

barriers within the educational landscape. It focuses on 

improving infrastructure, pedagogical approaches, 

governance mechanisms, and teacher quality factors 

widely acknowledged as critical to learning outcomes. 

Drawing from the work of [111], the model emphasizes 

culturally responsive and practice-based teacher training 

that is attuned to the realities of diverse learners. 

Moreover, studies by [110] highlight the direct correlation 

between improved school infrastructure, effective 

governance, and student retention rates. This component 

aims to institutionalize quality and inclusivity within the 

public education system, ensuring that reforms are 

embedded at both policy and practice levels. 
 

Innovative Features of the Model 

 

The Integrated Three-Pathway Model introduces a set of 

innovations that collectively distinguish it from 

conventional literacy interventions. Central to its design is 

the principle of convergence, integrating economic 

empowerment, learner-specific pedagogical support, and 

systemic educational reform within a unified framework. 

This interdependent approach ensures that progress in 

one domain reinforces outcomes in others. The model 

also adopts a lifecycle perspective, offering continuous 

support from early childhood through adulthood, which is 

essential for preventing regression into illiteracy and 

ensuring sustained educational engagement. A further 

innovation lies in its emphasis on community ecosystem 

transformation, promoting cultural relevance, grassroots 

ownership, and participatory governance. By involving 

families, local institutions, and community leaders in 

program delivery, the model fosters accountability and 

contextual responsiveness. Moreover, it establishes a 

critical economic-literacy nexus by linking education with 

livelihood opportunities and household resilience, thus 

treating literacy as both a human right and a 

development strategy. Technological integration further 

enhances the model’s adaptability through real-time data 

monitoring, personalized learning support, and mobile-

enabled community engagement. These features 

together create a dynamic, inclusive, and context-

sensitive framework capable of addressing India’s deeply 

rooted illiteracy through a scalable and sustainable 

pathway aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 4. 

Conclusion 
 
Illiteracy in India is not merely a deficiency in educational 
attainment but a manifestation of deep-rooted structural 
inequalities, cultural marginalization, and governance 
deficits. The evidence from this study underscores the 
inadequacy of fragmented or one-dimensional 
interventions, revealing the necessity of a 
comprehensive, context-sensitive strategy. Through an 
inductive synthesis of literature and stakeholder 
narratives, the study presents the Integrated Three-
Pathway Model holistic framework that addresses the 
socio-economic, pedagogical, and institutional 
dimensions of illiteracy. Pathway I targets economic 
empowerment, recognizing poverty as a foundational 
barrier to educational continuity. Pathway II focuses on 
the academic inclusion of first-generation learners, whose 
vulnerabilities are magnified by intergenerational 
disadvantage. Pathway III reforms the systemic 
ecosystem, emphasizing quality infrastructure, teacher 
development, participatory governance, and culturally 
relevant pedagogies. The strategic interdependence of 
these pathways ensures synergy and scalability, offering a 
model that is both grounded in empirical realities and 
adaptable to regional diversity. This research offers a 
policy-relevant roadmap for transforming India’s literacy 
landscape, emphasizing that sustainable change requires 
a convergence of grassroots engagement, institutional 
reform, and socio-economic justice. Future research 
should operationalize this model in diverse geographies 
through pilot studies, evaluate its cost-effectiveness, and 
explore its integration with digital and vocational learning 
systems for broader societal impact. 
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