


School Management Committees as Catalysts for Curriculum Reform and Interdisciplinary Learning

Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]School Management Committees (SMCs), established under India’s Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 2009, play a vital role in promoting decentralized governance and strengthening community participation in elementary education. While existing research has largely emphasized the administrative, financial, and monitoring responsibilities of SMCs, their pedagogical role, particularly in integrating local knowledge and supporting curriculum reform which remains underexplored. This study undertakes a qualitative synthesis of empirical and theoretical literature published between 2015 and 2025 to examine how SMCs facilitate contextualized and interdisciplinary learning in elementary schools. Drawing on peer-reviewed journal articles, policy documents, and regional case studies from India, the review identifies mechanisms such as teacher community interaction, use of local languages and cultural practices, engagement of community resource persons, participation in School Development Plans, and promotion of experiential learning rooted in local contexts. These practices enable interdisciplinary connections across subjects such as environmental studies, social sciences, language and vocational learning. The findings indicate that despite their significant potential, SMCs’ pedagogical contributions remain underutilized due to limited role clarity, inadequate capacity-building, socio-economic constraints, and weak policy linkages. The study underscores the need to strengthen SMC capacities and align community participation with curricular and instructional objectives to enhance curriculum relevance, interdisciplinary learning, and continuity with the holistic educational vision of the National Education Policy 2020.
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 Introduction
It is widely acknowledged that the objectives of Universalization of Elementary Education (UEE), Education for All (EFA), and the Right to Education (RTE) cannot be realized without recognizing the crucial role of community participation.. A community is generally understood as a group of individuals living within a specific geographical area who share common interests and work collectively. Members of a community often possess a sense of belongingness, which strengthens collective efforts. Although communities may not always be homogeneous, their shared interests and sense of belonging significantly contribute to achieving the goals of UEE and the RTE Act, 2009. (Bray, 2001; Government of India, 2009) Since elementary education is a shared responsibility of the state and society, community involvement facilitates improvements in access, quality, and equity in education. (World Bank, 2004) Furthermore, various policies, programmes, and research studies consistently highlight meaningful community participation that is necessary for attaining desired outcomes in school education.
Elementary education constitutes the foundation of lifelong learning and plays a important role in shaping learners’ cognitive abilities, social awareness, and epistemic dispositions. In India, significant progress has been made in expanding access to elementary education through initiatives such as Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) and the enactment of the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 2009. However, concerns regarding the quality, relevance, and contextualization of learning continue to persist (Govinda, 2019). Traditional classroom practices in many elementary schools remain textbook centred and examination oriented, often detaching learners from socio-cultural environments. 
Educational theorists argue that learning becomes meaningful when it is connected to learners lived experiences, cultural practices, and local contexts (Vygotsky, 1978; Rogoff, 2003). Along with this, Indian education policy has increasingly emphasized community participation and the integration of local knowledge into school education. School Management Committees (SMCs) were institutionalized under the RTE Act, 2009, as decentralized bodies comprising parents, local leaders, and community representatives. While SMCs are mandated to monitor school functioning and prepare School Development Plans, their potential role in influencing curriculum and pedagogy has not been adequately examined. NEP (2020) further reinforces the need for experiential, interdisciplinary, and community linked learning, thereby creating renewed relevance for exploring the pedagogical role of SMCs.
Community Participation and School Governance
 The past decade studies highlight the growing importance of community participation in improving school accountability and responsiveness. Govinda and Bandyopadhyay (2010) argue that decentralized governance structures enhance transparency and foster local ownership of schools. Bray (2015) emphasizes that the involvement of community contributes to improve school management, particularly in developing countries. Recent studies indicate that SMCs have strengthened parental engagement and monitoring of school resources, although their involvement often remains limited to administrative functions (Singh, 2023; Pradhan et al., 2019). In the state of Haryana SMCs were constituted in all government and government-aided schools.  SMCs has made their contribution regarding enrolment and retention (Singh, 2017) These findings suggest a need to expand the scope of SMC engagement beyond governance into pedagogical domains.
Research Gaps
The reviewed literature reveals three key gaps. These are limited focus on SMCs as pedagogical actors rather than administrative bodies. Insufficient exploration of SMCs’ role in interdisciplinary and curriculum reform processes. Weak linkage between community participation and the broader educational vision of NEP (2020).
SMCs and Pedagogical Engagement
Empirical studies between 2018 and 2025 reveal that SMCs can positively influence teaching–learning processes when adequately empowered. Tyagi et al. (2023) found that schools with active SMCs participation demonstrated greater use of experiential and activity-based learning strategies. Naik (2024) reported that in tribal regions, community involvement facilitated culturally responsive pedagogy through the inclusion of indigenous knowledge and practices. However, Wardak and Narwal (2025) observed that teachers and school leaders often perceive SMCs primarily as oversight bodies, limiting their pedagogical engagement. This reflects a persistent gap between policy intent and school-level practice. Nyamisa and Flourish (2025) well-functioning SMCs can lead to notable improvements in student achievement, resource mobilization, and parental involvement that contribute to a more inclusive and effective educational environment.
The specific objectives of this research are:
· to analyze the role of SMCs in integrating local knowledge in elementary education.
· to examine theoretical perspectives supporting the integration of local knowledge and interdisciplinary learning.
· to identify challenges faced by SMCs in integrating local knowledge into teaching–learning processes.
Methodology
Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The study adopted a qualitative research design based on a systematic review and thematic synthesis of literature published between 2015 and 2025. The inclusion criteria comprised peer-reviewed journal articles from Google Scholar, government policy documents, official reports, and scholarly books or book chapters addressing School Management Committees (SMCs), community participation in education, curriculum reform, interdisciplinary pedagogy, and related educational policy frameworks. Both empirical studies (qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods) and conceptual or theoretical works were included, provided they offered substantive insights into governance roles, pedagogical practices, institutional constraints, or policy implications at the school level. In total, 40 documents were reviewed for this study. Only full-text publications available in English and accessible through recognized academic databases or official institutional repositories were considered to ensure credibility and analytical consistency. Studies were excluded if they were published outside the specified timeframe, lacked direct relevance to school governance or curriculum reform at the school level, or focused exclusively on higher education without meaningful linkage to school-level structures. Additionally, non-scholarly sources such as opinion articles, blogs, and unverified online materials were excluded to maintain academic rigor. Duplicate records and studies without accessible full texts were removed during the screening and eligibility stages.
RESULTS
1. Role of School Management Committees in Integrating Local Knowledge
School Management Committees (SMCs), constituted under the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act, 2009, serve as institutional mechanisms for strengthening community participation in school governance. Although their formal responsibilities include school monitoring, financial oversight, and preparation of School Development Plans (SDPs), research suggests that SMCs can also contribute to pedagogical processes by facilitating the integration of community knowledge within teaching learning practices. Within decentralized school governance systems, the participation of community representatives enhances the relationship between schools and local communities, thereby enabling curriculum practices to become more responsive to local contexts and needs (Bandur, 2012). Local knowledge comprising indigenous practices, cultural traditions, occupational skills, environmental understandings, and community experiences provides a contextual foundation that makes learning meaningful and relevant for children. Educational scholars argue that learning becomes more effective when school knowledge is connected to learners’s socio cultural environments and lived experiences (Rogoff, 2003; Banks, 2015). In this context, SMCs act as an important bridge between schools and communities by facilitating dialogue among teachers, parents, and local stakeholders (Dahal, 2025). Through regular meetings and participation in School Development Plans, SMC members can identify locally relevant themes such as agriculture, local ecology, crafts, festivals, and oral traditions that can be incorporated into curricular activities. Such community driven inputs help contextualize curriculum content and align school learning with students  everyday realities (Govinda & Bandyopadhyay, 2010; Tyagi et al., 2023).
Research on school based management further indicates that decentralizing educational decision making enables schools to adapt teaching practices according to local conditions and community priorities (Leithwood & Menzies, 1998; Bandur, 2012). When parents and community members participate actively in school decision making, educational institutions become better positioned to design learning experiences that reflect local socio economic and cultural contexts. Evidence from participatory education initiatives also shows that community engagement improves the relevance and effectiveness of classroom instruction (Pradhan et al., 2014). SMCs also contribute to promoting the use of local languages and cultural practices within classrooms, particularly in the early grades. Research demonstrates that instruction rooted in learners home language enhances comprehension, participation, and confidence, especially among first generation learners (Cummins, 2001; Mohanty et al., 2009). By encouraging the inclusion of folk stories, songs, traditional games, and community narratives in classroom teaching, SMCs support culturally responsive pedagogies that validate students’ cultural identities and promote inclusive learning environments (Banks, 2015).
Another important role of SMCs is facilitating the engagement of community resource persons, including farmers, artisans, environmental practitioners, and local elders, who contribute experiential knowledge to classroom learning. Such collaboration enriches the curriculum by connecting academic subjects with real-life contexts. For example, agricultural practices discussed by community members can support learning in environmental studies, science, mathematics, and language education simultaneously. Schools with active community participation often demonstrate greater use of experiential and activity based learning approaches that strengthen students’ conceptual understanding (UNESCO, 2021; Naik, 2024). From a theoretical perspective, the role of SMCs in integrating local knowledge aligns with constructivist and socio-cultural theories of learning. Constructivism emphasizes that learners construct knowledge through connections with prior experiences (Piaget, 1973), while socio-cultural theory highlights the importance of social interaction and cultural tools in learning processes (Vygotsky, 1978). By facilitating the incorporation of community experiences and cultural knowledge into classroom instruction, SMCs help operationalize these theoretical principles in school settings.
Furthermore, collaborative leadership involving teachers and community members encourages innovative teaching approaches and interdisciplinary learning experiences rooted in local knowledge systems (Phay & Talip, 2024). Empowering parents and community stakeholders in school governance also enhances accountability and fosters a sense of ownership over educational processes (Gertler et al., 2012).  The importance of such community-linked learning is strongly emphasized in the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which advocates experiential, multidisciplinary, and contextually relevant education. By fostering contextualized and interdisciplinary learning at the elementary level, SMCs contribute to the development of critical thinking, adaptability, and holistic understanding that support the multidisciplinary vision of education promoted under NEP (2020).
  



Figure 1: Flow diagram 
The figure shows how the participation of  SMCs can improve the teaching learning process. When SMC members participate actively, they help recognize useful local knowledge from the community. This local knowledge can then be incorporated in the school curriculum. As a result, learning becomes more experiential, relevant,  interdisciplinary, and engaging for students.
2. Local Knowledge and Interdisciplinary Learning
Local knowledge refers to indigenous, community based, and culturally embedded understandings that learners acquire through lived experiences, social practices, and interactions with their immediate environment. Such knowledge includes traditional ecological practices, cultural traditions, occupational skills, community histories, and local languages that shape children’s everyday experiences. Educational theorists argue that learning becomes more meaningful and effective when school knowledge is connected to learners’ socio-cultural contexts and prior experiences (Vygotsky, 1978; Rogoff, 2003). In elementary education, the integration of local knowledge allows learners to relate abstract academic concepts to real-life situations, thereby enhancing conceptual understanding, engagement, and retention of knowledge.
Closely linked to this perspective the concept of interdisciplinary learning, which involves the purposeful integration of concepts, skills, and perspectives across subject boundaries in order to address real world issues and complex problems. Interdisciplinary approaches encourage learners to apply knowledge from multiple disciplines simultaneously, thereby promoting deeper understanding and holistic learning (Drake & Reid, 2018). Research suggests that interdisciplinary learning enhances higher order thinking, creativity, and problem solving abilities among students while encouraging them to view knowledge as interconnected rather than fragmented (Bassachs et al., 2020). When local knowledge is incorporated across subjects such as environmental studies, social sciences, language education, and vocational learning, it creates authentic learning experiences grounded in the lived realities of students.
Within this context, School Management Committees (SMCs) play an important mediating role in facilitating the integration of local knowledge and interdisciplinary learning in elementary schools. SMCs, constituted under the Right to Education Act (2009), function as participatory governance structures that bring together parents, community members, teachers, and local representatives to support school development and monitoring. Through their participation, SMCs strengthen the relationship between schools and local communities, thereby enabling the inclusion of community experiences, cultural traditions, and indigenous knowledge in the teaching learning process. By creating platforms for dialogue between schools and communities, SMCs help teachers and school administrators understand the socio cultural background of learners and incorporate locally relevant examples, practices, and resources into classroom instruction (Puri & Chhetri, 2024). Active community participation through SMCs also contributes to the contextualization of curriculum content. During meetings and school development planning processes, parents and community members often share insights about local livelihoods, environmental conditions, traditions, and cultural practices that are directly relevant to students daily lives. Such community inputs encourage teachers to design learning activities that reflect real world situations, thereby strengthening students conceptual understanding and engagement with the curriculum (Bhattarai, 2022). For example, local agricultural practices can be used to explain scientific concepts related to soil, water cycles, and plant growth, while also supporting mathematical learning through measurement, estimation, and data collection. 
Another important contribution of SMCs lies in promoting the integration of indigenous knowledge and local resources within school activities. Community members often possess valuable experiential knowledge related to agriculture, crafts, environmental conservation, and local history. By involving farmers, artisans, elders, and other community resource persons in school activities, SMCs help schools utilize these knowledge systems as educational resources. This process bridges the gap between formal schooling and community knowledge systems, thereby promoting a culturally responsive and inclusive approach to education (Patro, 2024). Such engagement also allows students to appreciate the relevance of traditional knowledge while connecting it to formal academic learning. Community participation facilitated by SMCs further supports interdisciplinary and experiential learning. When community knowledge is incorporated into classroom instruction, teachers can design activities that link multiple academic subjects with real life contexts. For instance, discussions on local agricultural practices can simultaneously support learning in environmental studies, science, mathematics, and language education. Similarly, local festivals, folklore, and oral traditions can be integrated into language and social science learning. These interdisciplinary connections allow students to understand complex concepts from multiple perspectives while strengthening their ability to apply knowledge in practical contexts (Epstein, 2018).
The involvement of SMCs also enables schools to incorporate local traditions, environmental knowledge, and occupational practices into the teaching learning process. Community members possess rich experiential knowledge about local ecosystems, agricultural cycles, biodiversity, and cultural heritage. Integrating such knowledge into school education enhances the relevance of learning and promotes respect for indigenous knowledge systems. At the same time, it helps preserve cultural heritage while encouraging students to value the knowledge embedded within their communities (Luitel, 2021). Another important aspect of SMC participation is the alignment of curriculum with community needs and local developmental priorities. Through participatory decision making processes, SMC members contribute to identifying educational themes and learning activities that reflect the socio economic realities of the region. This alignment ensures that school education addresses local challenges and opportunities while contributing to community development and empowerment (Faozanudin & Sulistiani, 2023). 
Scholars also emphasize that community participation through school governance structures promotes culturally responsive curriculum practices. By involving parents and community members in educational planning and decision making, schools become more sensitive to the cultural identities, languages, and traditions of learners. Such inclusive practices encourage the incorporation of diverse cultural perspectives into teaching and learning processes, thereby supporting interdisciplinary learning and fostering respect for cultural diversity within the classroom (Banks, 2015). Learning environments that draw upon community knowledge and cultural practices are often more engaging and meaningful for students. Local knowledge systems provide authentic contexts for understanding scientific, social, and environmental concepts, enabling learners to connect theoretical knowledge with practical experiences. As a result, students develop deeper conceptual understanding and enhanced ability to apply knowledge in real life situations (Rogoff, 2003).
 At the global level, educational frameworks also highlight the importance of community participation in shaping curriculum and learning experiences that reflect local knowledge systems. International organizations emphasize that education systems must actively engage communities in school governance in order to ensure that learning remains relevant, inclusive, and responsive to local contexts. In this regard, school management structures such as SMCs play a crucial role in promoting holistic education systems that value cultural diversity, community engagement, and interdisciplinary learning (UNESCO, 2021). The importance of integrating local knowledge and interdisciplinary learning has also been emphasized in national education policies. The National Curriculum Framework (NCF) 2005 and the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 advocate contextualized, experiential, and multidisciplinary learning approaches across educational stages. NEP 2020 particularly emphasizes flexibility in curriculum design, integration of knowledge systems, and stronger community engagement in education. By fostering contextualized and interdisciplinary learning at the elementary level, SMCs contribute to the development of skills, adaptability, and holistic learning dispositions among students. These competencies form an essential foundation for the multidisciplinary and flexible curriculum structures planned for higher education under the National Education Policy (Government of India, 2020).
Table 1: Theoretical Perspectives on Local Knowledge and Interdisciplinary Learning
	Concept
	Key Scholars
	Core Argument
	Relevance to SMCs

	Socio-cultural theory
	Vygotsky (1978); Rogoff (2003)
	Learning mediated by culture
	SMCs connect school and community

	Cultural responsiveness  
	Banks (2015)
	Validates learners’ identities                      
	Promotes equity

	Interdisciplinary learning
	Drake & Reid (2018); Bassachs et al. (2020)
	Promotes higher-order thinking
	Community contexts support integration

	Constructivism
	Piaget (1973)
	Learning through experience
	Experiential learning via SMCs   

	Policy vision
	NEP 2020
	Multidisciplinary learning
	Grassroots implementation


Interdisciplinary learning involves connecting concepts across subjects and real life contexts. SMCs support this by integrating local environmental knowledge, community history, and occupational practices across subjects. Such integration aligns with NEP (2020) focus on multidisciplinary and flexible learning pathways.
Figure 2: Conceptual Framework Showing the Role of SMCs in Integrating Local Knowledge and Promoting Interdisciplinary Learning
            [image: ]
Source: Banks, 2015; Epstein, 2018; Luitel, 2021.
The figure illustrates how community knowledge can be incorporated into school education through the active role of  (SMCs). Knowledge related to local culture, traditions, occupations, and environmental practices is carried into schools through the participation of parents, teachers, and community representatives in SMCs. Through community discussions, school development planning, and the involvement of local resource persons, this knowledge can be integrated into the school curriculum. Such integration encourages experiential and interdisciplinary learning by connecting different subjects with real-life situations. Therefore, the teaching learning process becomes more meaningful, contextualized, and consistent with the vision of holistic education promoted in the NEP 2020.
3. Challenges Faced by SMCs in Integrating Local Knowledge 
School Management Committees (SMCs) face several challenges that bound their effective role in integrating local knowledge into education. In many schools, their responsibilities remain restricted to administrative and financial monitoring, while their potential role in curriculum and teaching-learning processes is frequently unclear. Another major challenge is the lack of training and capacity-building opportunities, which makes it difficult for SMC members to participate. The challenges further classified into following category-
1. Structural and Role-Related Challenges
2. Capacity and Training Constraints
3. Socio-Economic and Cultural Barriers
4. Institutional and Policy-Level Gaps
1. Structural and Role-Related Challenges
School Management Committees (SMCs) were established under the provisions of the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009 to promote decentralized school governance and strengthen community participation, their functioning in practice often remains limited to administrative and financial monitoring. In many schools, SMC members primarily focus on tasks such as overseeing school grants, monitoring infrastructure, and ensuring student enrollment and attendance. While these responsibilities are essential, they often minimize the broader educational role planned for community participation in school development. Empirical studies suggest that there is considerable ambiguity regarding the pedagogical responsibilities of SMCs, particularly in relation to curriculum planning, teaching learning processes, and the incorporation of contextual knowledge into classroom practices (Wardak & Narwal, 2025; Singh, 2023). As a result, teachers and school authorities may perceive curriculum related matters as exclusively professional domains, limiting the scope for meaningful collaboration with community members. This structural limitation reduces opportunities for SMCs to contribute their contextual insights, local knowledge, and community experiences to the educational process. Consequently, despite their potential to act as a bridge between schools and communities, SMCs often remain peripheral to decisions related to curriculum enrichment and interdisciplinary learning.
2. Capacity and Training Constraints
Another significant challenge affecting the effectiveness of SMCs is the limited capacity of members to engage with academic and pedagogical issues. Most SMC members are parents or community representatives who may not possess formal training in educational planning, curriculum development, or pedagogical practices. While their experiential knowledge and understanding of local contexts are valuable resources for enriching the learning process, the absence of structured training programmes often restricts their ability to translate this knowledge into actionable educational inputs. Research indicates that many SMC members are not adequately oriented about their broader roles in school improvement, including their potential contributions to curriculum contextualization and interdisciplinary learning initiatives (Sehrawat & Roy, 2021). Furthermore, capacity building programmes for SMCs tend to focus primarily on financial management, record maintenance, and administrative compliance rather than on academic engagement. Without systematic orientation and continuous professional support, SMC members may lack the confidence to participate in discussions related to teaching methodologies, curriculum adaptation, or experiential learning activities. Studies therefore emphasize the importance of regular training, collaborative workshops, and institutional support mechanisms to enable SMCs to participate more effectively in educational decision-making processes (Tyagi et al., 2023).
3. Socio-Economic and Cultural Barriers
Socio-economic inequalities and cultural hierarchies within communities also pose significant barriers to the effective functioning of SMCs. In many rural and marginalized contexts, disparities related to caste, gender, economic status, and educational background can influence participation patterns within school governance structures. Members from socially disadvantaged groups may feel shy to express their views in meetings dominated by more influential community members or school authorities. Additionally, low literacy levels among some SMC members may create a sense of inadequacy when engaging with formal school procedures or educational discussions. These factors can result in unequal participation and limit the representation of diverse community perspectives in school decision making processes. Research on community participation in education has long emphasized that structural inequalities can restrict the inclusiveness and democratic functioning of local school governance bodies (Bray, 2000). Recent studies further indicate that socio economic barriers and limited awareness about educational policies continue to affect the active participation of SMC members in many regions (Survi, 2025). Consequently, the voices of marginalized communities, which often hold rich indigenous knowledge and cultural traditions, may remain underrepresented in school planning and curricular discussions.
4. Institutional and Policy-Level Gaps
Institutional and policy level limitations also constrain the ability of SMCs to integrate local knowledge into the formal education system. Although national education policies increasingly emphasize community participation and contextualized learning, there is often a weak alignment between these policy aspirations and the operational frameworks governing curriculum design and implementation. In practice, curricular frameworks and textbooks are typically developed at centralized levels, leaving limited scope for local adaptation at the school level. As a result, the knowledge and experiences of local communities may not be systematically incorporated into classroom practices despite the presence of institutional structures such as SMCs. Studies highlight that insufficient coordination between curriculum authorities, teacher training institutions, and community based governance bodies creates a gap between policy intentions and ground level implementation (Pradhan et al., 2019). Furthermore, the absence of clear guidelines outlining how SMCs can contribute to curriculum enrichment or interdisciplinary learning initiatives further restricts their involvement in academic processes. Scholars therefore argue that strengthening institutional linkages between school governance structures and curricular frameworks is essential for translating community participation into meaningful educational outcomes (Govinda, 2019). Without such policy integration, the potential of SMCs to facilitate contextualized, culturally responsive, and interdisciplinary learning remains largely underutilized.
 Conclusion
The study indicates that  (SMCs) hold significant potential to support curriculum reform and encourage interdisciplinary learning in elementary education. By incorporating local knowledge, cultural practices, and community experiences into classroom activities, SMCs can enhance the relevance and contextualization of the curriculum. Integrating locally grounded themes such as environmental knowledge, traditional livelihoods, and community histories can make learning more meaningful and engaging for students while promoting experiential learning approaches. Community participation through SMCs also facilitates interdisciplinary learning by connecting academic subjects with real-life contexts. These practices are consistent with the vision of the National Education Policy 2020, which emphasizes experiential, multidisciplinary, and community linked education. Through collaborative engagement between schools and local communities, SMCs can contribute to the development of culturally responsive and contextually relevant learning environments. However, the educational potential of SMCs is often constrained by challenges such as unclear role definitions, limited training opportunities, socio economic barriers, and insufficient integration between community participation policies and curricular frameworks. Addressing these issues through clear guidelines, capacity building initiatives, and stronger school community partnerships can enable SMCs to function as effective partners in supporting holistic and interdisciplinary learning in elementary education.
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