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ABSTRACT

	Aims: The present study addresses a critical educational priority in India by assessing the current status of Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) among Grade III students, an area central to achieving the goals of NEP 2020 and NIPUN Bharat. The study provides both quantitative and qualitative evidence from Odisha, a region where limited empirical FLN research exists. The mixed-method approach strengthens understanding by combining student-level performance data with teacher-reported classroom challenges. The findings are significant for policymakers, teacher educators, curriculum designers, and researchers working to strengthen early-grade learning outcomes in India.
Design: The present study followed a mixed-method approach.
Methodology: Data were collected from 104 Grade III students and 15 FLN teachers of the Cuttack district of the state government schools of Odisha. Quantitative data were analysed using mean, SD, t-test, and percentage, and for the qualitative data, thematic analysis was used. 
Findings: Findings revealed a tripartite distribution of student achievement: 23% were high achievers, 50% were at an intermediate level, and 27% were low achievers in foundational skills. Major challenges identified through qualitative analysis included insufficient infrastructure, a critical shortage of teachers, and low parental literacy.
Recommendation: The study recommends promoting students' participation in the classroom and making use of contextualised and competency-based strategies.
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1. Introduction
Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) is the ability to read, write, and perform basic arithmetic, as the base of all future learning and national development. Foundational literacy and numeracy skills are the first step of human capital. This is why it should be available for everyone in a country. In this situation, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) have focused on scaling up school years through compulsory enrolment in elementary education.  SDG 4.1 states - “all girls and boys to complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes by 2030.” According to a UNESCO report 2014, in 21out of 85 countries, less than half of the children have learned the basics; India was one of those countries (Ali & Khan, 2024).
NEP 2020 indicates that India faces a serious learning crisis, with many children in early grades lacking these essential skills. To address this, the government has launched several key initiatives. The NIPUN Bharat Mission aims to ensure every child attains FLN by Grade 3 through play-based and activity-based learning. The Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan integrates all school education schemes to provide quality and inclusive education. DIKSHA offers digital learning resources, NISHTHA focuses on large-scale teacher training, and Vidya Pravesh helps children transition smoothly into Grade 1 through play-based learning. Additionally, UNICEF supported initiatives for child development and nutrition in 130 regions. By ensuring that children receive primary education in better health and have greater development preparedness, these efforts establish the basis for improved learning outcomes. Together, these programs strengthen the foundation of education, enhance teaching quality, promote digital learning, and support India’s goal of achieving universal foundational literacy and numeracy by 2026–27 (NEP, 2020; NIPUN Bharat, 2021; Ali & Khan, 2024).
2. Review of Related Literature
The reviewed research indicated that foundational literacy and numeracy (FLN) remain primary to improving learning outcomes, ensuring equity, and strengthening education systems across diverse contexts. Several Indian studies give importance to the role of national initiatives such as NIPUN Bharat, Vidya Pravesh, Samagra Shiksha, DIKSHA and NISHTHA in directly enhancing FLN delivery and improving early learning environments (Ali & Khan, 2024; NEP, 2020; NIPUN Bharat, 2021). 
Studies in international contexts similarly point to structural barriers and resource limitations. Research in Ethiopia indicates insufficient teaching materials, traditional instructional methods, and a lack of technology as major obstacles to effective FLN teaching-learning (Geda et al., 2025). In Spain, students’ literacy and numeracy outcomes are strongly shaped by socio-economic backgrounds, parents' education, and overall academic performance, with a substantial proportion of children still non-readers or non-numerate (Jabanes & Futalan, 2025). Across African countries, using the mother tongue as the medium of instruction has been shown to strengthen foundational skills and support second-language learning, underlining the influence of language policy on early education (Trudell et al., 2019). This aligns with findings in India, where teaching through mother-tongue under the NEP 2020 promotes inclusivity and improves access for linguistically diverse learners (Gautam & Chauhan, 2025). Evidence also shows that socio-cultural factors shape children’s learning trajectories; gender stereotypes and parental expectations influence the distribution of educational support in early schooling (Mallik & Suna, 2025). Some research results revealed that regional disparities exist. For example, while Tamil Nadu’s Context-Sensitive model significantly improved Grade III FLN proficiency, states like Uttar Pradesh and Assam continue to struggle with systemic issues, including teacher shortages and limited flexibility in implementation (Sarkar & Gaur, 2025; Vats & Malik, 2024).
Further studies reaffirm the need for conducive learning environments, systemic reforms, and coherent administrative structures to support foundational learning (Chandra, 2024). Although literacy levels sometimes exceed numeracy outcomes, as seen in Odisha (Sathua & Krishnan, 2024). Household factors such as socio-economic status, educational background, school choice, and children’s own study habits continue to strongly influence FLN attainment (Kumar & Chowdhury, 2022). At a broader policy level, investing in foundational learning is not only cost-effective but also essential for long-term educational and economic gains, though more longitudinal research is needed to fully understand the causal effects (Evans & Hares, 2021). Evidence from Indonesia supports this claim, showing that foundational skills contribute to improved educational attainment and broader social benefits that extend beyond economic returns (Crawfurd, 2025). Despite the large-scale expansion of primary education in India, learning levels continue to lag, and programmes such as Shishu Aloy face limitations due to shortages of trained personnel, particularly in rural settings (Ghosh, 2021). Some researchers revealed that foundational learning must be progressive and continuous, stressing that missed learning links at early stages are difficult to compensate for later in life (Khandpur, 2024; Sathua & Krishnan, 2024). The existing research was conducted on variables like home environment and parental involvement for FLN. And the majority of research was conducted on the qualitative method and literature review. But very few studies have been conducted to determine the status of the implementation of FLN. There is a lack of Quantitative research in the field of foundational literacy and numeracy in the context of Odisha. 
3. Rationale of the study:
At the foundational stage, all children must acquire reading, writing, and number skills before moving ahead, as gaps at this level can affect their progress and confidence throughout school. Strong literacy and numeracy are not only vital for academic success but also for building an equitable and empowered society. Understanding how these abilities take root, whether through timely support in the early years or sustained guidance later on, calls for thoughtful reflection and deliberate investment in a child’s educational path. Some research findings revealed that high-quality early childhood education programs lower the likelihood of dropping out and repeating school and increase academic performance at all levels. (Bashir & Jan, 2023; Vat & Malik, 2024; NIPUN Bharat, 2021). When children perform excellently in literacy and numeracy skills that are embedded in their curriculum, they are confident in all their core skills. Confidence is important to carry up their interest in learning.  And also, fundamental education for learners to be literate and numerate is vital for any tasks to be accomplished in their daily lives (Vat & Malik, 2024). According to the National Educational Policy 2020, multiple governmental and non-governmental surveys show that we are currently experiencing a learning crisis. Over 5 crore elementary school students are estimated to lack foundational literacy and numeracy, or the ability to read and comprehend basic text and perform simple addition and subtraction using Indian numerals (NEP, 2020). Students cannot read a book in their school life if they are unable to read a letter or a word, and they cannot study algebra without basic arithmetical skills (Sathua & Krishnan, 2024). It is realised that in-depth studies that assess FLN of children can give a detailed understanding of children’s learning based on various components of FLN. So, the present study investigated the significant difference between genders among students in their literacy and numeracy skills during the initial phase of children’s lives. In addition, the study identifies the challenges arising in the early literacy and numeracy classroom.  
4. Delimitation:
1. The study is delimited to grade III students and their FLN teachers of the state government schools of the Salepur block of Cuttack district.
5. Research Questions:
1. What is the level of foundational literacy and numeracy skills of Grade III students of Government schools of Cuttack district?
2. What are the challenges faced by teachers to enhance foundational literacy and numeracy?
6. Objectives:
1. To study the level of foundational literacy and numeracy skills of Grade III students of the Government schools of Cuttack district.
2. To study the foundational literacy and numeracy skills of Grade III students of Government schools of Cuttack district in terms of gender.
3. To identify the challenges faced by teachers to enhance foundational literacy and numeracy.
7. Hypotheses:
1. There is no significant difference in the foundational literacy and numeracy skills of Grade III students in terms of gender.
8. Methodology:
The mixed method approach is employed to study the foundational literacy and numeracy of the students of the Cuttack district of Odisha. Grade III students studying in primary schools of the district constitute the population of the study. There are fourteen blocks in the district, of which one block, i.e., Salepur, was selected randomly for the present study. Ten primary government schools of the block were randomly selected, wherein 104 (boys 56 and girls 48) Grade III students who are enrolled in these state government schools of the Salepur block of the Cuttack district were considered as the sample of the study. All students of Grade III available on the day of data collection in these schools had participated in the study. Also, fifteen FLN teachers were selected randomly to identify the challenges faced by them while teaching in FLN classrooms.
9. Tools and Techniques: 
 A Literacy and numeracy test in Odia was developed by the investigators, including the following domains: reading comprehension, vocabulary and writing, pre-number concept or place value, basic addition, subtraction, multiplication, division and shape. The total score of the literacy and numeracy test was 100. Also, a semi-structured interview schedule was developed by the researcher for FLN teachers to know the challenges. The content validity of the test was established by experts in the field, including subject teachers and teacher educators. For analysing the collected quantitative data, mean, standard deviation, percentage and t-test were used, and for analysing the qualitative data, thematic analysis was used. 
10.  Data Analysis and Results
10.1 Level-wise achievement in Foundational literacy and numeracy skills
To find out the foundational literacy and numeracy skills levels of Grade III students, Mean and percentage were used.
Table 1: Level-wise achievement in literacy and numeracy skills
	Total students
	 High level (67-99 score)
	 medium-level (34-66 score)
	Low level (0-33score)

	104
	24 students (23%)
	52 students (50%)
	28 Students (27%)



Table 1 above shows that there are three levels of students' achievement in literacy and numeracy skills. Three levels are defined as high, moderate, and low.  The total number of students is 104. In which 24 high-level students (23%) achieved (securing the score between 67 to 99 marks out of 100), the medium level achieved 52 students (50%) (securing the score between 34 to 66marks out of 100), and the low level achieved 28 students (27%) (securing the score between 0 to 33 marks out of 100). This means that more students achieve a moderate level in literacy and numeracy skills tests.
10.2 Gender Difference in Foundational Literacy and Numeracy Skills 

The objective was to study the foundational literacy and numeracy skills of Grade III students of Government schools of Cuttack district in terms of gender, namely, boys and girls. The data was analysed with the help of an independent t-test, and the results are given below.
Table 2. Difference in Foundational Literacy and Numeracy skills with respect to Gender
	Gender
	    N
	   df
	 Mean
	   SD    
	  t value 
	p-value	
	Remarks

	Girls
	48
	102
	52.3
	20.9
	1.43
	0.157
                     
	Not Significant

	Boys
	56
	
	46.2
	22.3
	
	
	



From the above table (2), it is seen that the t- t-value is 1.43 with df =102 is not significant. This indicates that the mean scores of Foundational literacy and numeracy skills of grade III boys and girls do not differ significantly. Thus, the null hypothesis that there is no significant difference between the foundational literacy and numeracy skills of grade 3 students in terms of gender is not rejected. Therefore, it may be said that the foundational literacy and numeracy skills of grade 3 students do not vary significantly across gender.
10.3 Challenges faced by teachers to enhance foundational literacy and numeracy
There are many challenges the researcher found through the semi-structured interview done by FLN teachers. 15 teachers are given their interview to find the obstacles to achieving 100% FLN in the Cuttack district. The major challenges are theme-wise described below:
10.3.1 Theme 1: Insufficient Infrastructure
One third of teachers revealed that there is no proper classroom for students; in one classroom, 1 to 6 classes of students sit together. Primary schools are not in an appropriate place to teach. In one classroom, we all should manage 6 classes at a time, i.e., Shisu Vatika to the 5th class.
One of the teachers said that “we should strengthen our government. Primary school system. We need proper class-wise classrooms for all students.”
Most of the teachers express that FLN kits, workbooks, teacher-made TLMs, student-made TLMs, and books are available but insufficient. These TLMs are not enough to engage and encourage students in language learning and math learning.
One of the teachers said that “the TLMs were made by students as well as teachers and are low-cost and no-cost. Mostly, these TLMs are made of paper, clay and waste materials. It destroys as soon as possible on rainy days.”
10.3.2 Theme 2: Shortage of Teachers
The majority of schoolteachers (70%) said their school is suffering from a lack of teachers, and they need trained teachers for their schools. Primary schools need more teachers to teach the small children.
One of the teachers said that “a primary school is in the hands of 2 teachers, one HM and one FLN teacher. This school has 2 classrooms. In one classroom, Shishu Vatika to 3rd-class students are sitting together, and in another classroom, 4th- and 5th-grade students are sitting together. When HM goes for meetings and other school-related work, one classroom is without a teacher. It happens many times, so students’ education is hampered. So, we need teachers.”
10.3.3Theme 3: Parents' Illiteracy
The majority of teachers (70%) said that parents are not very educated in this area. So, they are involved in any school-related activities to a very small extent. Also, they did not take care of their children's education at home. We know how important home education is for students' literacy and numerical development.
One of the teachers said, “Most of the parents are illiterate, and they also don’t understand the power of education. They mainly focus on the midday meal and teachers' activities. They bring the home problems to the school to solve.”
Discussion
Foundational literacy and numeracy (FLN) remain primary to improving learning outcomes, ensuring equity, and strengthening education systems across diverse contexts. The foundational learning must be progressive and continuous, stressing that missed learning links at early stages are difficult to compensate for later in life (Khandpur, 2024; Sathua & Krishnan, 2024). The present study revealed that literacy and numeracy levels were demonstrated by students of Grade III. This study identified that half of the students achieved at the medium level, the other half of the students at High (23%) and low levels (27%) of literacy and numeracy skills. That means a smaller number of students achieve a high level in literacy and numeracy skill tests, and a higher number of students achieve a medium level in literacy and numeracy skill tests (Barham et al., 2019). 
Some studies also found that there is no significant difference between the foundational literacy and numeracy skills of grade three students in terms of their gender.  This result is in line with that of (Mallik & Suna, 2025; Sathua & Krishnan, 2024; Barham et al., 2019).  This study also identified that there are many challenges to enhancing foundational literacy and numeracy. The major challenges are insufficient infrastructure, a shortage of teachers, and Parents' Illiteracy (Geda et al., 2025; Sarkar & Gaur, 2025; Jabanes & Futalan, 2025; Vats & Malik, 2024).

Conclusion 
It is widely accepted that quality early-year learning experiences lead to children's overall development. These experiences help in improving enrolment, participation and attainment of learning outcomes of children in formal schooling. Early literacy-numeracy skills in children are not only related to later academic achievement, but they are also required for the development of higher-order mathematics and problem-solving skills and skills in creative linguistic expression. Considering the importance of early literacy and numeracy skills, the present study was conducted on children’s literacy and numeracy skills; the early foundational skills are helpful in promoting lifelong learning and education over time. Early literacy-numeracy skills in children are not only related to later academic achievement, but they are also required for the development of higher-order mathematics and problem-solving skills and skills in creative linguistic expression. This study will help educators and policymakers to explore and then implement the best ways and strategies for fostering foundational skills in children.

Educational Implications  
1. This study provides valuable guidance for teachers and policymakers who need to work together and adopt innovative, well-coordinated strategies that support early learning. In rural and socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, strong FLN development depends on fair and inclusive policies, along with early intervention programs that address learning gaps at the right time.
2. The study also provides the idea of the need to identify students who struggle with foundational skills (reading, writing and number learning) at an early stage. Once identified, schools should develop simple, locally relevant learning resources that reflect students’ culture, language, and environment. Additionally, the FLN materials and tools already created by the State should be used consistently and effectively to support classroom teaching.
3.  To promote students' participation and learning, teaching should be student-oriented and make use of contextualised and competency-based approaches. 
4. Teachers (Foundational stage) could be redirected to provide an enjoyable, play-based environment for learning that encourages FLN skills improvement.
5.  Future studies should employ longitudinal designs to look at outcomes over time and be more demographically and geographically diverse.
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