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Community Schools Secretariat, and the Ministry of Education’s School 
Hygiene Unit.

The data collection methodology included questionnaires, focus group 
discussions, monthly monitoring reports, and reports submitted by 
schools and centres. The evaluation process, especially the July 2004 
evaluation, was conducted in a participatory manner, and was designed to 
ensure that the concerns of all beneficiaries and stakeholders were taken 
into account.

The main finding of the 2004 evaluation was that the programme had 
reached its objective of increasing overall school attendance, an increase 
estimated at about 18 per cent between July 2003 to June 2004. One 
interesting sub-finding of the evaluation was that there was a need to 
find ways to sustain the motivation of volunteers who prepared the wet 
breakfast ration, because these individuals were not benefiting from the 
ration themselves.

Lessons learned fed into subsequent planning phases of the programme. 
In particular, informing the growth of the programme beyond an 
activity mostly concerned with school feeding to the holistic approach 
employed today.

PROGRAMME HISTORY AND 
IMPLEMENTATION DETAILS

The BELONG programme was initially developed in response to the food 
and drought crisis that hit southern Africa in 2002. Beginning work in 
January 2003 as the OVC Support Programme, run by PCI and funded 
primarily by WFP, it eventually evolved into a programme addressing the 
impact of the AIDS epidemic on children in the country. The expanded 
programme receives support primarily from WFP, USAID and UNICEF. 
PCI has considerable experience in managing food programmes in a 
number of African countries. Because of the programme’s implementation 
in community schools, Zambia’s Ministry of Education is a key partner, 
and the ZOCS programme and the District Education Board Secretariat 
provide coordination support.

From 2005, the programme began to receive funding from USAID and 
PEPFAR to help provide essential non-food services to orphans and 
vulnerable children, using community schools and home-based care 
as platforms for service delivery. This wider-ranging group of services 
includes psychosocial support, improvement in water and sanitation, 
provision of sports equipment, better access to basic health care, 
assistance with school-based agriculture, and support for life skills 
education. It also covers the establishment and strengthening of anti-
AIDS clubs in order to facilitate prevention and increase awareness of HIV 
and AIDS. The programme also works on capacity-building in community 
schools and other local non-governmental organizations to further the 
sustainable deliver of quality services.

The expansion of the programme’s remit was accompanied by a change 
in its name from OVC Support Programme to Better Education and 
Life Opportunities through Networking and Organizational Growth, 
or BELONG. Besides direct funding from WFP and USAID/PEPFAR, 
the programme has enjoyed in-kind support from UNICEF and New 
Zealand AID in the form of teaching and learning materials, HIV and 
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AIDS supplementary readers, school furniture, school infrastructure, and 
sports equipment provided for community schools participating in the 
programme. In addition, UNICEF has supported the sinking of bore wells 
in needy communities served by the programme.

Programme management and funding

PCI, the organization ultimately responsible for managing the BELONG 
programme, has entered into a memorandum of understanding with 
every school that it supports. Because the community owns the schools, 
the memorandum facilitates a spirit of partnership between PCI and the 
community members, through their school. The community’s involvement 
in the day-to-day operation of the school is a continuous manifestation of 
their sense of ownership.

In pursuit of these aims, PCI seeks to:

•	 Orient not only school coordinators but also parents on the Parents 
Community School Committees so that they are supportive of the 
programme.

•	 Enable implementing partners to obtain feedback from community-
based organizations and share pertinent information.

•	 Facilitate a participatory planning process during the development of 
district work plans for school feeding activities.

The programme also collaborates with other programmes for orphans 
and vulnerable children run by international development organizations 
that include CARE, Catholic Relief Services, World Vision, and community-
based organizations such as Foundation of Hope, Zambia Red Cross 
Society, and the Christian Children’s Fund.

Advocacy

A key feature of the BELONG programme is recognition that the 
active participation of children and youth in programme development 
strengthens the likelihood of its sustainability. Through Theatre for 
Development activities, children play a key role in assessing community 
needs. Children and youth participating in the programme, along with 
children living and working on the streets who have entered gainful 
employment, are used as role models for other children, encouraging 
them to get involved. Such role models also encourage caregivers to send 
children to school.

This type of advocacy – using participating children as role models – also 
addresses the stigma and discrimination against orphans and vulnerable 
children. The programme manager and implementers feel “it is important 
to debunk the myth that [orphans and vulnerable children] will amount 
to nothing by continuing support to participating schools through 
feeding schemes and other activities, and linking this to the continued 
sensitization of communities on the value of sending children to school.”61

Interventions aimed at supporting orphans and vulnerable children in 
community schools are sustainable only if the community is involved. 
Sensitization is, of course, the main method of promoting a critically 
important sense of ‘ownership’ of schools by the community. Before 
the BELONG programme moves into any new district, it undertakes 
community mobilization at the school level though sensitization of 

61	 Kate Vorley, PCI Programme Coordinator, 2005.

“Children and youth can change 
other people’s behaviour and 
attitudes. This is happening in 
this program where OVC children 
and youth have been used as a 
vehicle of change and increasing 
awareness among their peers and 
in the community. The programme 
has trained youth as Trainer of 
Trainers (ToTs) for the Theatre for 
Development activities that address 
HIV/AIDS and other health-related 
issues. The ToTs have in turn trained 
approximately 140 OVC in 70 
schools who are now instrumental 
in imparting pertinent messages 
through the art of drama. The 
program has also implemented 
a school gardens/agricultural 
component in 10 schools under 
a pilot project. OVC in these 
schools participate in this activity 
(theory and practice). They learn 
farming skills as well as engage 
in instruction in the classroom.”

—Kate Vorley, PCI project coordinator, 2004
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Parents Community School Committees. Other means of ensuring that the 
community is committed to the programme include active participation 
in the preparation of school meals, the grain distribution process, school-
based agricultural activities, and active involvement in school planning 
and management through participation in school meetings and Parents 
Community School Committee meetings.

Training

The programme’s staff members have received on-the-job training, and 
also attend training workshops conducted by WFP. Training is subject 
to individual staff initiatives and the availability of training workshops 
relevant to their specific roles and responsibilities. During training, the 
staff is granted paid leave and funding for tuition. Some staff members 
also identify external training opportunities, which PCI partly finances.

Teachers in community school have been trained in such areas as 
classroom management using the ZOCS/ZATEC (Zambia Teachers 
Education Course) programme and record-keeping; basic education 
teaching skills (literacy and numeracy); HIV and AIDS as a cross-cutting 
issue; the Theatre for Development programme as a behaviour change 
communication tool; and basic environmental management skills. 
Teachers have also received training in basic agricultural extension 
through a PCI-contracted lecturer from the University of Zambia.

The duration of training for each staff member varies from one type of 
training activity to another. For example, training in agricultural extension 
lasts one week, as does a ZATEC course in classroom management; 
Theatre for Development training takes three days; and the duration for 
accelerated training in record-keeping is only one day.

As expected, BELONG’s WORTH component undertakes an extensive 
range of training activities that will not be fully reported here. Examples of 
trainings include ‘Building Strong Group Rules’, ‘Ten Safe Rules of Money 
Handling’ and ‘Building a Group’s Loan Fund’.

Lastly, some members of the community have received capacity-building 
in areas such as financial management and administration to enhance 
their participation in the programme. This training has been provided 
indirectly through school coordinators, who have themselves been 
trained by PCI. There has also been some training of members of Parents 
Community School Committees.

Materials
As mentioned above, the BELONG programme implements its activi-
ties through community schools that deliver basic education to or-
phans and vulnerable children. Details of teaching-learning materials 
and methods can be found in the ZOCS case study.

Gender equity is one of the programme’s key concerns. For instance, 
UNICEF’s ‘Go Girl’ Campaign, which advocates the right to education for 
girls, has been introduced into some PCI-supported schools. PCI is also 
exploring the possibility of delivering a household ration to the families of 
girls in schools where there is a high gender disparity in enrolment.

The programme has thus undergone a transition from being an 
emergency project focused primarily on nutrition to one that also focuses 
on a wide range of approaches that enable the delivery of quality basic 
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education, as well as education on HIV and AIDS, and education to 
orphans and vulnerable children and their households. It also institutes 
sustainable approaches to programme implementation.

Such a transition has necessitated the use of an increased range of 
training materials. Materials now used by the programme include:

•	 ‘Introduction to Psychosocial Support’ (Facilitators Guide) – used 
to train BELONG Focal Point Persons at the community based 
organisation CBO community school level.

•	 ‘Introduction to Psychosocial Support’ (Participants Guide) – used to 
train BELONG Focal Point Persons at the CBO community school level.

•	 Basic Counselling skills; ‘Training for Child Workers’ – used to train 
BELONG Focal Point Persons at the CBO community school level.

•	 ‘Our Group’ – literacy component used with WORTH women groups.

•	 ‘Road to Wealth’ – used during WORTH training for economic 
empowerment.

•	 ‘Read on Express’ Teaching Manual for Teachers – used with volunteer 
CBO community schoolteachers.

•	 ‘OVC Caregivers Training Manual’ – used with caregivers under home-
based care programme.

•	 M & E Training course curriculum and materials – used during in-
country workshops for local partners.

•	 Agricultural Training Manual – used to support school-based 
agricultural activities in participating schools.

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

The BELONG programme has dealt with a number of problems related 
to the management of food commodities. In addition, expanding the 
programme beyond its original focus on school feeding has presented 
many additional challenges.

Abuse of food commodities

Theft of food by some school coordinators and teachers, and attempts to 
sell food rather than provide it without charge, is one problem that has 
arisen since the BELONG programme was implemented. In response, a 
range of educational and informational materials have been developed 
by programme personnel that make clear that the programme’s food is 
given for free. These materials are designed to raise local awareness of 
the benefits of the programme. In turn, it is hoped that communities will 
put pressure on those who abuse their involvement in the programme to 
stop their activities.

Local checks and balances are further enhanced because community 
members, in close collaboration with the school management, are 
actively involved in implementing the programme. Where matters have 
not been rectified quickly, BELONG has frozen distribution of some or all 
commodities until the problem has been resolved. Cooking oil delivery, 
however, is halted only in extreme situations. Fortunately, because the 
local community is involved, accurate reports of instances of abuse are 
quickly provided. Managers either involve the local police and/or request 
that new local programme management be put in place.
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Logistical problems

Early in its history, the BELONG programme faced a number of logistical 
problems, which affected its ability to deliver food to its partners in a timely 
fashion. For example, the lack of a PCI-owned warehouse hampered the 
efficient distribution of food. These difficulties were resolved by contracting 
with a transport company in Zambia that handles all logistics pertaining to 
food distribution. The situation also improved with the procurement, location 
and management of a food distribution warehouse.

Monitoring and evaluation

Over the years, the BELONG programme has led to concerns about the 
quality of the education being offered to orphans and vulnerable children 
in some community schools. Maintaining regular monitoring visits in 
the schools supported by the programme has been a challenge, in part 
because of difficulty reaching remote schools whose access roads become 
impassable during the rainy season.

To improve standards of monitoring and evaluation, the programme has 
collaborated closely with local non-governmental organizations affiliated 
with some of the schools involved. An agreement also exists between 
BELONG and ZOCS that facilitates ZOCS’ monitoring of feeding activities 
in their community schools that participate in the BELONG programme. It 
is recognized that programme monitoring needs to take place within the 
framework of overall mapping and monitoring of the crisis of orphans and 
vulnerable children in the country.

BELONG has also worked to improve monitoring and evaluation by 
developing reporting forms and data collection tools that capture meaningful 
information about orphans and vulnerable children and their caregivers.

Motivating volunteer teachers

Community schools in Zambia are staffed by volunteers. The BELONG 
programme requires time from the volunteer teachers, who do not 
benefit from the food commodities. As a result, as was found in the 
2004 evaluation, some volunteers may feel little motivation to support 
programme activities.

Several things have been done to support and sustain volunteers. For 
example, a range of income-generating activities have been identified 
and integrated into the programme strategy. In addition, local support 
for volunteers has been enhanced through increased involvement of 
the Parents Community School Committees in each of the participating 
schools, and school coordinators have been active in raising awareness 
about the programme and its benefits.

Increasing the range of services offered by the programme

Soon after its inception as the OVC Support Programme, programme 
staff quickly identified the need for a comprehensive and multi-sectoral 
approach that would enable children to access quality basic education in 
child-friendly environments and, at the same time, address household-
level obstacles that were preventing orphans and vulnerable children 
from attending school. In 2005, the programme secured funding from 
USAID/PEPFAR that has enabled it to undertake a much wider range of 
activities – a broader approach that helps children access quality basic 

Box 1

“There is a strong incentive for 
implementing organizations to report 
‘success’ to donor organizations. Many 
donors push hard to know the maximum 
number of children who have benefited 
from their intervention, without much 
interest in how much they have benefited, 
or why. A programme that gives a 
single pencil to 10,000 mothers with 
four children each is deemed to have 
benefited 40,000 children – there appears 
to be a race to maximize the number of 
beneficiaries…

Encouraging implementing organizations 
to understand fully the effectiveness 
of their intervention methods and the 
impact of their programmes is essential. 
With such learning, responses to the 
problems of orphans and vulnerable 
children can be constantly improved (in 
terms of performance and efficiency) 
for the benefit of Zambian children. It 
is imperative that donor organizations 
ensure that M&E is accurate and useful. 
Information on good practice (and also 
lessons from failure) should be easily 
available for widespread learning.”
Source: Ministry of Sport, Youth & Child Development, Government 
of Zambia, Orphans and vulnerable children in Zambia - 2004 situation 
analysis, Government of Zambia, Lusaka, 2004, p. 2, <www.sarpn.org.
za/documents/d0001199/index.php>.
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education in child-friendly environments. This more holistic approach also 
addresses issues at the household level – including livelihood security, 
access to medical services, and legislation that protects their rights – that 
affect the ability of orphans and vulnerable children to attend schools.

The BELONG programme considers community schools not only as 
platform for providing education services to orphans and vulnerable 
children, but also as channels for delivery of a range of essential 
and critical services that reduce the vulnerability of these children. 
Critical among these has been the inclusion of activities and messages 
addressing the impact of the country’s AIDS epidemic. BELONG has 
implemented a comprehensive behaviour change and communication 
strategy that reflects the findings of research undertaken by PCI. HIV 
prevention activities have also been integrated into food distribution 
under the programme.

Creating effective partnerships

If children are to access quality basic education in a child-friendly 
environment, a comprehensive and multi-sectoral package of 
interventions is required. Providing such a package requires effective 
coordination and partnership among development sectors, between 
government and civil society organizations, and among donor partners. 
Sadly, such coordination has not always been visible in the past.

At the heart of the title of the BELONG programme is an enhanced 
attention to improving coordination and partnership. The programme 
has sought to extend services far beyond school feeding alone in order 
to encompass the wide range of needs that must be met to truly enable 
access to a quality education. To achieve this, rather than working alone, 
PCI and WFP have partnered with a wide range of stakeholders, including 
development partners (such as USAID/PEPFAR), local non-governmental 
organizations, and communities themselves.

Contact Information

Country Director
Project Concern International Zambia,
Plot #9086 Kasiba Road
Longacres
Lusaka, Zambia
Telephone: +260-125-6735
Fax: +260-125-6737
E-mail: info@pcizambia.org.zm

Education Officer
UNICEF 
P.O. Box 33610 
Lusaka, Zambia
Telephone: +260-211-252-055
Fax: +260-211-253-389
E-mail: lusaka@unicef.org

Box 2

Donor activity is not very well coordinated, 
particularly regarding funding provided to 
NGOs and CBOs. Information is not easily 
accessible from donors, and recipients 
of donor funding are reluctant to reveal 
the sources of their income. Improved 
coordination would enable organizations 
at all levels to share experiences of good 
practice, and facilitate monitoring of 
resource flows and utilization.

Many donor agencies do not support 
genuine multi-sectoral responses, 
but rather arrive with pre-planned 
interventions that offer ‘packaged’ 
solutions, or at least channel resources 
into predetermined sectors. Where 
flexible funding is clearly required to 
support communities responding to 
orphans and vulnerable children, it may 
be difficult to obtain. There appears 
to be greater concern with satisfying 
donor-generated priorities and results 
frameworks than with sustainable 
development and long-term impact.
Source: Ministry of Sport Youth & Child Development, Government 
of Zambia, Orphans and vulnerable children in Zambia: 2004 situation 
analysis. Southern African Regional Poverty Network, Pretoria, 2004, 
p. 27.
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The Interactive Radio Instruction (IRI) programme in Zambia, launched 
in 2000, has become an important way to provide education to orphans 
and vulnerable children who do not otherwise have access to formal 
schooling. The programme, also called Learning at Taonga Market, is 
heard in approximately 900 centres throughout the country, and in 2005 
reached around 60,000 students. This distance-learning method helps 
overcome a key barrier in Zambia to enrolment and completion of both 
primary and secondary schooling: the distance between a child’s home 
and school.

KEY FEATURES AND ACHIEVEMENTS

Learning at Taonga Market is a set of radio lessons for primary-school 
children in Grades 1 to 7 designed to provide affordable, quality 
education to out-of-school children, including orphans and other 
vulnerable children. The programme uses radio technology to provide 
lessons to children around Zambia who are unable to access formal 
schooling. The programme also promotes community participation in 
providing education.

Learning at Taonga Market is broadcast Monday to Friday from 9 a.m. 
to 4 p.m., with lessons for different grades broadcast at different times 
during the day. The programme is not broadcast on weekends or 
school holidays.

The interactive radio instruction is complemented by face-to-face 
teaching by volunteer teachers (called mentors) who are trained in (IRI) 
methodology. The average class size is 30 children. Mentors are mobilized 
and recruited by IRI community support groups.

The main beneficiaries of the programme are marginalized and vulnerable 
children 9–16 years old who have never been in school or have dropped 
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out of formal education, or who can’t participate in formal schooling 
because they are over-age. Illiterate adults can also participate.

Following are the programme’s main features, as well as key results of 
evaluations.

Production of high-quality radio broadcasts and printed 
materials

Educational Broadcasting Services (EBS), a unit of the Ministry of 
Education, has produced more than 1,000 Interactive Radio Instruction 
programmes for Grades 1 to 6, with programmes for Grade 7 currently 
under development. These programmes tailor the national basic 
education curriculum for delivery over the radio, and are accredited by 
the Ministry of Education. The following subjects are covered: Zambian 
language literacy and English language; mathematics; science and social 
studies; and life skills and HIV and AIDS.62 At the end of the programme 
in Grade 7, learners receive a certificate after passing an examination 
prepared and administered by the Examination Council of Zambia. That 
enables them to enter/compete for places in the higher-level grades in 
government-run schools.

HIV and AIDS-related health issues, as well as instruction on personal 
hygiene and attitudes towards the sick, have also been included in IRI 
programming, complementing the Ministry of Health’s School Health 
Project.

Establishing IRI centres

The number of IRI centres and students has grown steadily since the 
programme’s launch. By 2005, there were 893 IRI centres established in 

Box 1: Sample Learning at Taonga Market broadcast schedule for 2006
G1 = Grade 1  2 = Grade 2  Etc.

Time Length Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

09:00
09:30 30 min G1 G1 G1 G1 G1

09:30
10:00 30 min Music Music Music Music Music

10:00
10:10 10 min NEWS

10:10
10:40 30 min G2 G2 G2 G2 G2

10:40
10:55 15 min Break Break Break Break Break

10:55
11:25 30 min G3 G3 G3 G3 G3 

11:25
11:30 5 min Break

11:30
12:00 30 min G4 G4 G4 G4 G4

12:00
14:15

2 hrs
15 min Lunchtime programming

14:15
14:45 30 min G1 G1 G1 G1 G1

14:45
15:15 30 min G5 G5 G5 G5 G5

15:15
15:30 15 min Break Break Break Break Break

15:30
16:00 30 min G6 G6 G6 G6 G6

62	 Fourth Pan-Commonwealth Forum on Open Learning (PCF4) website, Curriculum details from Interactive Radio Instruction, by 
Martha Macwani Sitali, Ministry of Education, Directorate of Open and Distance Learning (Zambia), <http://pcf4.dec.uwi.edu/
viewpaper.php?id=449&print=1>, (accessed 15 January 2008).



Promoting Quality Education for Orphans and Vulnerable Children

113

Zambia

all nine provinces of Zambia, reaching 56,233 learners. Many kinds of 
settings function as IRI centres: churches, homes, community halls, even 
such outdoor locations as under trees. The participation of girls and boys 
is fairly balanced.

Involving the community

The IRI programme relies on strong community support to achieve 
success. Interested communities are first identified by programme staff 
in association with the Minister of Education. Communities are then 
responsible for choosing a mentor to lead lessons; identifying a venue as 
the IRI centre for the lessons; managing the centre; and providing a radio.

Like the ZOCS programme, also described in this Sourcebook, a key factor 
affecting the development of the IRI programme is the extent to which 
IRI centres enjoy community support. In the words of one programme 
implementer, “IRI centres that receive support from local communities 
have learners whose academic performance is higher/better than in IRI 
centres that do not receive support from local communities.”

Training mentors

Mentors, who are volunteers, receive three days of formal training from 
the Ministry of Education, necessary because the IRI broadcasts contain 
a high level of pedagogic instruction regarding classroom management. 
For example, following models and instructions from the radio-teacher, 
mentors understand how to play learning games and use songs for 
learning; organize activity-based learner-centred activities; ask and answer 
questions; teach literacy and mathematics; talk about HIV/AIDS and life 
skills issues and problems; and assess learning.

Monitoring and evaluation

The Education Development Center, Inc. (EDC), a US-based non-profit 
that helped set up the programme, has established a database designed 
to enable a comprehensive information flow between IRI centres, 
district education departments, provincial education departments, and 
the Directorate of Open and Distance Education. The database captures 
essential information on IRI learners, including data on age, gender 
and educational background. It also contains data on orphan status. In 
addition, monitoring data on IRI centres is gathered by the programme’s 
outreach coordinators and the Ministry of Education’s Senior Education 
Officers.

Because the IRI database is regularly updated, the programme benefits 
from routine monitoring. Supplementing this, evaluations of both the 
programme’s process and impact have taken place; the former have 
been conducted at all stages in the programme’s development, and cover 
topics ranging from broadcast design to broadcast production.

The IRI programme has also been evaluated and monitored by 
independent experts from such institutions as the Examination Council 
of Zambia and the University of Botswana. Among the key findings 
of evaluations undertaken during and after the pilot project were that 
the programme enjoyed a high level of popularity, especially among 
vulnerable children and poor communities; an IRI centre’s sustainability 
was determined by the community’s support of mentors; and flexible 

“Working with the Ministry 
of Education, churches and 
communities, we’re setting up 
learning centers in places where 
there are no schools. Some 
of these places are 100 miles 
from administrative centers and 
conventional schools. There are no 
roads, just paths or trails. Reaching 
these kinds of remote locations has 
been a challenge that has defied 
the government for years. We’re 
now building an infrastructure to 
reach these children, including 
children who cannot afford 
to attend formal school.”

—�Foster M. Lubinda, EBS Controller,  
Lusaka, 2004
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learning times provided the opportunity for busy children to both learn 
and perform their household chores.

Evaluations during the pilot phase also showed that about 80 per cent of 
children initially registered in the first centres were still attending three 
months later, and that, on average, they attended at least three-fourths of 
all lessons. The assessments also revealed significant learning gains and 
showed that many parents appreciated the fact that IRI centres offered 
learning opportunities for their children who were otherwise denied, 
or had limited access to, basic education. IRI was also able to provide 
an opportunity for children who were above the school-entry age to 
attend school.

Following the baseline study carried out during the programme’s pilot 
phase, annual evaluations have been conducted since 2001 for Grades 1, 
2, and 3. The purpose of these evaluations has been to assess the impact 
of the programme, focusing on the effectiveness of the IRI lessons being 
conducted in the centres.

The ongoing evaluations have assessed a number of issues, including:

Enrolment figures;

•	 Educational levels of the mentors;

•	 Community responses to the programme;

•	 Attendance;

•	 Number of orphans attending;

•	 Distance from school (IRI centre) to home; and

•	 Quality of support given to the centre and mentors by the community.

During the annual evaluations, various IRI programme stakeholders were 
interviewed, including parents, mentors, learners, staff members of non-
governmental organizations, church elders and district education officials. 
Evaluation methodologies included focus group discussions, semi-
structured questionnaires and in-depth interviews.

A programme evaluation undertaken in 2003 found that nearly 50 per cent 
of students were female, and that most of the students were orphans or 
other vulnerable children. The evaluation also found that the number of 
centres was growing.

In 2006, the Zambia Examination Council (ECZ) conducted a national 
assessment, which covered both basic schools (run by the government) 
and community schools (managed by the community; this group also 
included IRI centres) in the sample. The report is in the process of analysis 
and will be published by the end of 2007.

PROGRAMME HISTORY AND 
IMPLEMENTATION DETAILS

Faced with a pressing need to increase opportunities for all children, 
including orphans and vulnerable children, to access basic quality 
education, the Ministry of Education collaborated with the University of 
Zambia in 1999 to carry out a study to determine the educational needs of 
out-of-school children. Among other objectives, the study sought to:

“Basically, the needs of our 
children are to read, write, and 
count …The monthly monitoring 
results show children who could 
hardly read and that the same 
children are now able to read, a 
few months into the programme. 
This has been very encouraging 
indeed because the reading 
programme has transformed 
lives, teaching children to read 
in a low-resource environment.”

—�Programme implementer,  
Lusaka, Zambia, 2004
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•	 Identify the number of out-of-school children in selected study areas;

•	 Establish reasons why the children were not in school;

•	 Identify non-governmental organizations and community-based 
organizations that were providing education to out-of-school children;

•	 Determine the type of support and educational opportunities provided 
by such civil society organizations; and

•	 Identify suitable times for broadcasting distance learning radio 
programmes for out-of-school children, including orphans and 
vulnerable children.

Following this study, the Ministry of Education’s EBS was asked to 
produce radio programmes targeting Zambia’s out-of-school children, 
particularly orphans and vulnerable children, with the assistance of EDC.63

The IRI programme then began in 2000 with a pilot project undertaken 
in 21 centres in Lusaka urban areas, Lusaka rural areas (Chongwe), and 
in the Southern Province (Chikuni). Initially, 25 mentors were trained in 
IRI methodologies and 900 children were enrolled (quickly increasing to 
1,254). EBS produced 100 Grade 1 IRI programmes covering the national 
basic education curriculum – literacy, numeracy, and life skills training – 
which were broadcast over a six-month period.

The thrust of the IRI programme has evolved over time. Initially focusing 
on increasing access of out-of-school children (particularly orphans 
and vulnerable children) to basic education, the programme has taken 
on board the need to ensure that this is quality education. In this light, 
critically important links have been forged between IRI centres and 
schools run by the community or government, and with school-feeding 
programmes in selected schools around the country.

In order to improve the quality of basic education provided via the 
programme, IRI broadcasts were revised in line with the new curriculum 
framework, with a major focus on literacy. Literacy programmes have 
been carefully designed using the New Breakthrough to Literacy (NBTL) 
and Primary Reading (PRP) methodologies. One innovation in IRI 
programming in line with the new curriculum was the incorporation of life 
skills education segments, with strong HIV and AIDS components.

Plans are underway to introduce IRI into formal-sector primary schools, 
helping to ensure that children in rural areas – where there are few or 
untrained teachers and insufficient teaching materials – have access to a 
quality basic education. IRI programming may also be extended to include 
adult literacy segments.

Programme management and funding

The IRI programme is a partnership between Zambia’s Ministry of 
Education and local communities, and is directly under the administrative 
control of the Educational Broadcasting Services in the Ministry of 
Education’s Department of Distance Education. The programme is 
managed at the provincial and district level by provincial outreach 
coordinators and district outreach assistants. These have been recruited 
by EDC to form a conduit between IRI host communities and centrally 
based ministry officials who work on the programme.

“The lifeblood of the Interactive 
Radio Initiative (IRI) is continuous 
programme improvement.”

—�Foster M. Lubinda, EBS Controller, 
Commonwealth of Learning Meeting, 
Botswana, October 2004

63	 Information on EDC can be found at <http://main.edc.org>, (accessed 24 January 2008).
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Partnerships between the government and civil society are an important 
feature of programme design, because IRI centres are supported 
by community radio stations and managed on a day-to-day basis 
by communities with help from faith-based and community-based 
organizations, non-governmental organizations and the Ministry of 
Education. While the government pays the salaries of broadcast designers 
and producers, and the costs of programme transmission by the 
Zambia National Broadcasting Cooperation, communities make in-kind 
contributions such as providing the venue and identifying and supporting 
the volunteer mentors.

In addition, in the interest of the programme’s sustainability, the Ministry 
of Education, enabled by EDC, has formed partnerships with local 
radio stations to promote IRI broadcasts locally as well as rebroadcast 
programmes. These partnerships have popularized the IRI broadcasts 
locally, and have helped get the programme into areas where the Zambia 
National Broadcasting Corporation’s reception is poor.

Churches and other faith-based organizations are important IRI partners. 
These organizations usually have long-standing relationships with 
local communities and often provide necessary infrastructure, such as 
venues for IRI lessons, storage space for materials, etc. International 
organizations including the Freeplay Foundation, World Vision, Scope 
OVC, WFP and Rotary International are also partners; they provide such 
in-kind resources as radios, teaching-learning materials, clothing for 
mentors and food for learners, as well as some financial assistance.

Advocacy

To ensure the programme’s continued expansion as well as its 
sustainable management, it is critically important that the IRI centres, the 
programme’s goals, and the community-based mentors themselves enjoy 
the full support of local communities.

Awareness-raising in local communities, cultivating the involvement 
of a wide range of community members and building local capacity – 
priority activities for this programme, as for all such community-based 
programmes – are undertaken by an IRI outreach unit, which is based 
in the Ministry of Education. This group also facilitates the flow of 
information between communities and education department officials at 
the provincial and district levels.

The opinions of children and young people who participate in IRI centres 
are continuously taken into consideration. While there is no formal link 
with young people not involved in the programme, anecdotal evidence 
suggests that many people who listen to broadcasts at home or elsewhere 
often learn much from them. Activities that occur in communities 
and community schools in response to broadcasts can provide useful 
opportunities for advocacy, enabling the programme to reach more out-
of-school children and youth, as well as orphans and vulnerable children, 
in local communities.

Training

IRI training is offered to EBS writers, technical staff, producers and 
community-based mentors. Among the areas covered by such training 
are:
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For writers, technical staff and producers:

•	 Updated methods for producing distance learning methodologies 
and materials, and new uses of information and communication 
technologies in distance education.

•	 Designing and writing IRI broadcasts.

•	 Modern broadcasting and production techniques, including digital 
recording and editing.

For community-based mentors:

•	 IRI centre management.

•	 Life skills training techniques and care for children, especially orphans 
and vulnerable children.

A new development in the programme has been the introduction of 
IRI methodologies into pre- and in-service teacher training, and into 
conventional schools to supplement existing teaching. In collaboration 
with the national Teacher Education Department’s strategic planning 
objectives, IRI is being used in Teacher Resource Centres and Colleges of 
Education. This development is in line with the Ministry of Education’s 
decision to prioritize improved pre- and in-service teacher training.

Materials

The Ministry of Education provides mentors with support materials in the 
form of mentor guides, booklets with guidelines on the IRI programme, 
and suggestions for pre- and post-broadcast activities.

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

Sustainability

The lack of financial and material support for the volunteer mentors 
undermines the sustainability of IRI centres. Some communities are too 
poor to provide meaningful support to mentors, and centres often lack 
the requisite supplementary teaching and learning materials. In the words 
of an IRI implementer, “If the programme had to be done all over again, 
I would request more learning and teaching materials in the IRI centres 
to accompany/supplement radio lessons, especially in the Lower Basic 
(Grades 1 to 3) IRI centres.” And, given the crucial role played by outreach 
coordinators, an important lesson is that “the outreach coordinators 
should be permanent MOE staff and not hired by EDC as the case is now. 
This will ensure that the outreach unit is sustainable.”

Poor and erratic funding of the government’s EBS is also seen as a 
hindrance to the timely production of programmes.

The lack of durable, permanent structures for the programme is also seen 
as a challenge, as it is for the ZOCS programme.

Technical difficulties

The success of Learning at Taonga Market is predicated on broadcasting 
the radio programmes throughout the country. Yet the high cost of airtime 
and poor radio reception in some areas where IRI centres are situated 

“The wider community is involved in 
the programme because it is their 
programme and they have a sense 
of ‘ownership’ over the programme. 
The mentor is not always well 
supported by the community. 
But in some communities the 
mentor is supported very well, 
in cash, in kind, or both.”

—Programme implementer, Lusaka, 2004
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remain a challenge. One suggestion is that priority should be given to 
strengthening IRI centres in areas where there are existing community 
radio stations. Also of a technical nature, production staff at EBS must 
get by with inadequate information/communication technology, including 
both hardware and software.

Other challenges include the lack of transport for monitoring, especially in 
remote parts of the country. In addition, training for mentors has not kept 
pace with changes introduced by the revised IRI lessons.

Flux in system

One challenge to the IRI programme is its own success: The 
transformation of some IRI centres into either community or government-
run schools has sometimes resulted in mentors abandoning the radio 
lessons. Nevertheless, EBS encourages the evolution of IRI centres into 
full-fledged community schools.

Solutions and lessons learned

The obstacles cited above should be viewed in the general context of the 
challenges facing Zambia as it strengthens its response to the plight of 
orphans and vulnerable children.

For instance, programmes such as IRI highlight the fact that communities 
are critically important sources of support for orphans and vulnerable 
children. Yet there is some sense that external interventions must avoid 
demanding large commitments of voluntary time from people who, 
whilst not the poorest members of their community, are still struggling to 
support their families.

At the same time, the experience of Learning at Taonga Market does 
provide some positive lessons on community mobilization. Communities 
are indeed responding to the needs of orphans and vulnerable children – 
they are assisting these children and vulnerable families by participating 
in such programmes as IRI, and through home-based care, church groups, 
women’s groups, development associations, etc. While this assistance 
may not address material deprivation, it does demonstrate invaluable 
moral and spiritual support.

External interventions can provide extra resources to such community-
based initiatives. This may take the form of additional resources, or 
capacity-building and advocacy efforts. If such targeted programming 
takes place, the capacities of both the extended family and the wider 
community can be strengthened.

Traditional healers are often very influential members of rural 
communities. If chiefs and local headmen prioritize community 
participation in supporting orphans and vulnerable children and 
households, and these leaders are in regular contact with programme 
managers and implementers, such community-based initiatives are likely 
to be more effective.

Contact Information

Education Broadcasting Services
Fairley Road, off Government Road
P.O. Box 50231

“Until the government can provide 
enough schools and/or adequate 
space in our schools, the Interactive 
Radio Instruction (IRI) programme 
will continue to be an alternative 
mode of providing education 
to orphans, vulnerable children, 
and those in hard-to-reach areas. 
Though the initial investment of 
teaching by radio appears high, 
radio is still the cheapest way of 
reaching a critical mass of out-of-
school learners across the country.”

—�Foster M. Lubinda, EBS Controller, 
Commonwealth of Learning Meeting, 
Botswana, October 2004
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Lusaka, Zambia
Telephone: +260-1-255-076
Fax: +260-1-255-076

Education Officer
UNICEF 
P.O. Box 33610 
Lusaka, Zambia
Telephone: +260-211-252-055
Fax: +260-211-253-389
E-mail: lusaka@unicef.org
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Zambia Open Community Schools, popularly known as ZOCS, is a non-
profit organization that provides quality education to vulnerable children 
– particularly orphans and girls – as a pioneer of Zambia’s community 
schools programme, which provides education outside the formal school 
system. Since beginning work in 1992, ZOCS has helped children gain 
access to quality primary education, and has become a major part of 
efforts to create learning opportunities for some of the most vulnerable 
and underserved children in the country.

ZOCS currently provides technical support to 53 schools (17 ZOCS 
schools and 36 affiliated schools in Zambia’s Central, Eastern, Lusaka 
and Southern Provinces through partnership with Norwegian Church 
Aid, Zambia National AIDS Network, UNICEF and the World Food 
Programme), ensuring the primary education of 11,500 students taught 
by 250 volunteer teachers. Perhaps even more importantly, ZOCS was 
a trailblazer in efforts in Zambia that saw numerous other organizations 
open community schools throughout the country, enabling many 
thousands of children left out of formal schooling to access education.

More than 3,200 community schools – comprising about one-third of all 
primary schools in Zambia – have been founded by non-governmental 
organizations, community-based organizations, faith-based organizations 
and ad hoc local committees. The ZOCS programme provides a model 
of education for the neediest children and communities that could be 
replicated and sustained throughout Africa.

KEY FEATURES AND ACHIEVEMENTS

ZOCS works with empowered communities to address the needs of 
orphans and vulnerable children and increase their access to, and 
progression and retention in, quality basic education, as well as their 
promotion to senior grades and tertiary education.
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The twin pillars on which ZOCS builds its work are those of enhanced 
educational opportunities for children and increased community capacity 
to provide such opportunities. ZOCS also advocates for policies to 
support these approaches. The programme uses the establishment and 
support of schools, community development, income generation and 
governance/programme development to improve the access of orphans 
and vulnerable children to quality education. These strategies all focus on 
grounding ZOCS in local communities.

A strong emphasis on increasing community participation is meant to 
ensure that the programme is self-sustaining in terms of human and 
financial resources. Aside from the key features listed below, ZOCS also 
seeks to empower children, reach children not directly involved in the 
programme, provide opportunities for peer education, sensitize the wider 
community, and advocate policies supporting the rights of orphans and 
vulnerable children to a quality education that prepares them for their 
adult lives.

The programme’s main target groups are out-of-school children 
(especially girls and orphans), pregnant girls, and HIV-positive learners. 
Initially, the programme was geared towards children 9–16 years old. 
More recently, the programme has recognized the needs of younger 
children and now benefits children 6–18 years old. The programme also 
reaches out to guardians and caregivers, particularly grandparents and 
others caring for orphans and vulnerable children.

Following are the key features of the ZOCS programme, along with goals 
for each and summaries of key achievements:

Education

ZOCS currently provides technical support to 53 community schools 
educating about 11,500 students, while working to increase the number of 
classes in existing ZOCS community schools and to replicate successful 
ZOCS interventions in other districts. The organization also supplies 
relevant teaching/learning materials and supports pre-service and 
in-service teacher training. The programme has also trained teachers in 
psychosocial counselling to ensure that both teachers and children can 
receive emotional as well as psychological support and care. ZOCS also 
offers primary school scholarships to orphans and vulnerable children.

ZOCS seeks to facilitate increased enrolment, progression and retention, 
and provide quality education for increasing numbers of orphans and 
vulnerable children throughout Zambia.

Community development

ZOCS encourages local communities to take responsibility for and control 
of community schools; empowers local communities to plan, implement 
and monitor their activities and account for resources; seeks to recognize, 
develop and utilize local skills, and provides administrative and material 
support to local communities. The organization aims to increase and 
enhance community participation in its programmes and activities in 
order to improve the welfare of children under its care and support.
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Governance and programme development

ZOCS undertakes numerous activities under the rubric of governance and 
programme development. The organization networks with the Zambia 
Community Schools Secretariat; works to identify and establish new links 
and new partners that can add value; endeavours to identify the needs of 
orphans and vulnerable children; and is working to develop a document 
that will directly address the needs of orphans and vulnerable children.

In addition, ZOCS continues to network with existing partners through 
annual renewal of membership and memoranda of agreement. At the 
same time, ZOCS works to identify its organizational and staffing needs 
relating to HIV and AIDS and to benchmark workable practices of other 
organizations in this area. ZOCS also strives to identify the training needs 
of its staff, to develop programmes to address them, and to promote 
exchange programmes with local and international organizations.

ZOCS aims to influence Zambian national policies on children’s welfare. 
Other key goals include advocating for the government to support 
community schools, improving networks and building sufficient internal 
capacities to carry out its programmes through good governance and 
programme development.

Monitoring and evaluation

While the design of the ZOCS programme was informed by baseline 
studies on the educational needs of children and youth, ongoing 
monitoring has contributed to the programme’s evolution. Programme 
monitoring is augmented by consultations with orphans and vulnerable 
children themselves, and with community members, teachers, 
programme staff and partners.

A programme evaluation was conducted between January and 
September 2004. The objective of the external evaluation – conducted 
by PACT Zambia, USAID and UNICEF consultants – was to assess the 
programme’s organizational and management strength, with a particular 
focus on accounting systems, including sources and utilization of funds, 
staff salaries, teachers’ allowances, taxes, etc.

Among those interviewed during the evaluation were programme 
staff, members of the board of governors, parent-community school 
committee members, teachers, orphans and vulnerable children, and the 
programme’s financial partners. Data was collected using semi-structured 
interviews, focus group discussions, questionnaires, and one-on-one 
interviews.

The evaluation found that ZOCS lacked:

•	 Systematically maintained records, most notably the incomplete 
filing of relevant documentation to support items of revenue and 
expenditure;

•	 Accounting, financial and internal controls; and

•	 Office materials.

The evaluation was instrumental in helping ZOCS strengthen its structure 
and management system and substantially revise the programme. 
Measures were taken to improve day-to-day management and internal 
financial controls. In 2005, a Finance and Administration Manual was 
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developed with assistance from a local firm, and a qualified finance and 
administration manager recruited. In addition, ZOCS acquired the Pastel 
accounting package and trained relevant staff in its use. The evaluation 
had also underlined the lack of a strategic plan as one of the programme’s 
major weaknesses; subsequently, the organization prepared such a plan, 
enabling organizational structures to be rebuilt and responsibilities within 
these structures to be clearly spelled out.

The 2004 evaluation also recommended replacing the programme’s 
curriculum, and adaptation of the national curriculum, with the 
government’s Zambia Basic Education Curriculum (ZBEC). The rationale 
for this was that when community schools first began, their primary 
emphasis was on equipping children, usually ages 9–11, with basic life 
skills rather than enabling them to pass exams and proceed to higher 
grades. More recently, community schools have sought to enable children 
to pass beyond Level 3 (Grades 4 and 5) and to go on to take the same 
examinations as children in government schools, which would necessitate 
using the Zambia Basic Education Curriculum.

In addition, ZOCS’ increased use of teachers trained in teacher-training 
college means that using the same materials as government schools has 
become more feasible. ZBEC is now being used in most ZOCS schools. 
The SPARK manual, described below, continues to be used in some 
communities, especially in rural areas, where literacy classes and life 
skills education are only just beginning, and in places where trained 
teachers are unavailable.

PROGRAMME HISTORY AND 
IMPLEMENTATION DETAILS

The ZOCS programme was primarily developed to provide quality 
basic education that follows the national curriculum to vulnerable 
children in Zambia, with a particular focus on orphans and girls. Given 
the inadequate number of schools in the country and an increasing 
population of children of school age, those unable to access basic 
education in ‘conventional’ schools are absorbed by ZOCS and other 
community schools.

As the number of orphans and vulnerable children increases, ZOCS 
seeks to respond to the added pressure on existing schools. At the 
same time, programme activities are evolving in response to the needs 
of orphans and vulnerable children, with the organization prioritizing 
capacity-building, community empowerment, provision of psychosocial 
counselling, care and support to orphans and vulnerable children, and 
programme sustainability.

The Zambia Open Community Schools programme collaborates closely 
with two other programmes profiled in this Sourcebook: the Interactive 
Radio Instruction programme run by Zambia’s EBS, and the school 
feeding programme carried out by PCI and WFP.

Programme management and funding

The ZOCS programme is based on the conviction that a community has 
the most effective solutions to its own problems, because community 
members understand these problems best. In response to this, local 
communities are directly and actively involved in the management 
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of schools in their area, with locally composed community school 
committees being responsible for staff management, teacher recruitment 
and fundraising. Communities are responsible for supervising, monitoring 
and strengthening their schools.

Local community schools and their management committees draw 
upon support, training and guidance provided by ZOCS. In order for 
communities to be able to manage their schools, the programme 
offers training to interested members of the community. Such training, 
supported by ZOCS’ financial partners, includes sensitization workshops 
on HIV and AIDS and related issues; short training courses for teachers or 
facilitators; courses on running a business; and another course entitled 
‘Training for Transformation’.

As a result of such training, communities and community schools 
have been actively involved in interventions on behalf of orphans and 
vulnerable children. Given that the factors that limit these children’s 
participation in school and their overall development – including the 
debilitating effects of economic poverty – are day-to-day realities 
which also impact negatively on the lives of the broader community, 
participation in such training activities has been enthusiastic. Despite 
recognition of shared vulnerability, however, certain communities still 
stigmatize orphans and vulnerable children and discriminate against them 
in various ways.

With respect to the funding of activities, the programme has established 
a system whereby community members themselves pay teachers and 
supervisors small allowances, drawn from government grants and 
funding sources outside the community, where possible. This underlines 
the communities’ responsibility for their own schools, and promotes 
teachers’ accountability to the communities in which they live and work.

Nevertheless, in the words of one programme implementer, “Due to 
extreme poverty, some communities manage to pay teachers but others 
do not…” The situation worsened in 2003, for example, when teachers 
demanded that their salaries be doubled. At that time, community schools 
drew on the support of local government schools in the form of visits by 
government teachers and the use of peer outreach education.

Partnership is a key factor in the programme’s success. ZOCS also 
facilitates support for local schools from the Ministry of Education, the 
Curriculum Development Centre, the Zambia Education Capacity Building 
Project, Project Concern International, WFP, Zambia National AIDS 
Network, Community Response to HIV/AIDS, UNICEF, the Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation (through Norwegian Church Aid), 
Volunteer Service Overseas, SCOPE-OVC, as well as the private sector and 
individuals providing financial assistance.

ZOCS seeks to generate income to fund its activities at both the local and 
national levels. The organization continuously seeks to mobilize resources 
through proposal-writing to donors. At the same time, ZOCS has 
commercialized the Zambia Teacher Education Course (ZATEC) training 
provided to other community school teachers. In 2007, ZOCS sought to 
improve its financial sustainability by generating at least 15 per cent of its 
operational costs through internally generated resources.

Because it is grounded in local communities, the programme’s long-
term sustainability is likely. In addition, the Zambia Community 
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Schools Secretariat has signed a memorandum of understanding 
and a memorandum agreement with the government, which ensures 
that the ZOCS programme is owned both by the government and 
local communities. 

Advocacy

ZOCS responds to the socio-economic and health-related challenges 
of children in its schools by undertaking comprehensive advocacy 
efforts to enlist community support. A key concern of the programme is 
making communities aware of the specific problems faced by orphans 
and vulnerable children, and challenging the assumption that these 
children are ‘coping’ in environments in which HIV and AIDS, as well as 
widespread poverty, are everyday realities.

Curriculum

Zambia Open Community Schools follow the national primary school 
curriculum, teaching children basic literacy and numeracy, as well as 
offering life skills training and extracurricular activities. While after its 
inception ZOCS used a compressed and adapted version of the national 
curriculum, called SPARK, the programme now uses the standard Zambia 
Basic Education Curriculum in most of its schools. The programme 

Box 1

Roles and responsibilities 
of the ZOCS Programme 
Roles and responsibilities 
of the ministry of education

Ministry of Education personnel under the 
auspices of the Zambia Teacher Education 
Course (ZATEC) certification will also be 
involved in monitoring by:

•	 Obtaining progress reports from lecturers.

•	 Meeting with ZOCS officials for further 
consultation.

•	 Monitoring teaching standards in 
community school classrooms.

•	 Putting ZOCS-trained teachers on the 
government payroll and retaining them to 
teach in community schools

•	 Seconding specialised and experienced 
teachers to teach secondary school 
grades in community schools.

•	 Providing support to ZOCS schools, 
including infrastructure, furniture, learning 
and teaching materials, upgrading of 
teachers below Grade 12 and grants.

•	 Securing or providing bursary support to 
orphans and vulnerable children (e.g., 

bursaries for Grades 8 – 12 and tertiary 
education.

•	 Seconding a part-time officer from Teacher 
Education Specialised Services to 
supervise ZATEC sessions fortnightly.

•	 Promoting school health and nutrition 
programmes, and water, sanitation and 
hygiene education needs.

Roles and responsibilities 
of ZOCS

•	 Facilitating lecture sessions fortnightly, as 
well as periodic visits to classrooms of 
student teachers.

•	 Monitoring lecturer’s attendance.

•	 Advising District Resource Centres to 
assist student teachers.

•	 Encouraging student teachers to join 
meetings and study groups for their zone.

•	 Supervising students and reviewing their 
progress with the help of the support 
team.

•	 Attending to students’ training-related 
problems.

•	 Engaging mentors to mentor teachers in 
year two.

Roles and responsibilities 
of the Zambia Community 
Schools Secretariat

Assisting ZOCS in monitoring the quality 
of education offered in its schools and the 
needs of orphans and vulnerable children.

•	 Advocating with the government for 
policies in support of holistic education 
for orphans and vulnerable children.

•	 Assisting ZOCS to source for funds to 
implement the programme.

•	 Facilitating the procurement of ZATEC 
teaching and learning materials, and other 
supplementary materials.

•	 Ensuring that ZOCS is provided through 
sub-grants with some resources to enable 
it to run its operations (e.g., school visits, 
zonal meetings and PCSC works, etc.).

•	 Developing an accurate database of 
community schools, including those run 
by ZOCS.
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uses child-centred teaching methodologies, and children are taught 
individually, as well as in groups. The average class size is 40–45 children, 
and in some schools, boys and girls are taught separately.

ZOCS takes into account the real situation of children and youth by 
designing activities that respond directly to their needs. One example is 
ZOCS’ behaviour change programme, which aims to increase children’s 
knowledge, change their attitudes, and encourage them to acquire new 
skills. The “main focus of the programme is changing attitudes as this 
is the only way any measurable outcome can be achieved, and it is for 
this reason that ZOCS has expanded its enrolment age from 6–18 in 
promoting health activities, Early Childhood Care and Development 
and peer education for all children, and empowering teachers with 
pedagogical skills through in-service training and a two-year course run 
by MoE-ZATEC.”64

Like the IRI programme, this initiative similarly targets the access of 
orphans and vulnerable children to basic education. Community schools 
also encourage learning through peer education. The ZOCS curriculum 
includes health education, focusing on reproductive and hygiene-
related issues but including education on HIV and AIDS; sex and life 
skills education is also introduced. During life skills training, a teacher 
plays the role of facilitator rather than instructor, so that children are 
able to take the lead in training activities. The ZOCS programme works 
closely with other programmes focusing on health issues, including the 
Ministry of Education’s Changes Programme and the Forum for African 
Women Educationalists of Zambia (FAWEZA). Community schools’ health 
education is also supported by Ministry of Health clinics, which encourage 
youth-friendly ‘health corners’ for referrals to clinics and hospices.

Training

The training of teachers or facilitators for ZOCS has been ‘mainstreamed’ 
into national pre-service teacher training to a high degree. ZOCS teachers 
are trained both by education advisers employed by the programme and 
in the Ministry of Education’s Teacher Training colleges, in which case 
mentoring support is provided by ZOCS. In both cases, teacher training 
follows the national curriculum. Training that is offered by the programme, 
however, has a more flexible schedule, with training occurring in 
bimonthly weekend workshops.

A ZOCS trainee is typically selected by a senior staff member already 
familiar with the programme, who suggests a focus on particular skills 
that the individual in question needs to build. Teacher training lasts for 
two years, and includes instruction during the first year and practical 
teaching in schools in the second year. The practical training is done under 
the supervision of Ministry of Education school inspectors, as well as 
ZOCS mentors.

End-of-year examinations are offered by the Examination Council of 
Zambia for both first- and second-year trainees. Continuous assessment 
takes place throughout the year and a residential course is offered during 
the school vacation. The need for refresher training is also identified 
during routine staff appraisals at school level.

64	 ZOCS Programme Manager, 2005. 



Promoting Quality Education for Orphans and Vulnerable Children

127

Zambia

Incentives to participate in ZOCS training are provided by the 
programme’s financial partners in the form of loans to meet a teacher’s 
individual training needs, and study-leave periods allowing trainees to 
participate in short courses.

ZOCS also trains members of Parent Community School Committees 
regarding school management, care of orphans and vulnerable children, 
and resource mobilization.

Materials

One of the key materials developed by the ZOCS programme is SPARK, a 
special curriculum written specifically for community schools. As has been 
mentioned, although many ZOCS schools have now adopted the regular 
Zambia Basic Education Curriculum, SPARK is still used in a number of 
community schools. SPARK stands for the following:

•	 SKILLS – for learners

•	 PARTICIPATION – of the community

•	 ACCESS – to quality education for children

•	 RELEVANT KNOWLEDGE – for learners

SPARK follows the government curriculum but compresses seven years 
of primary-school education into four years, using materials designed 
specially for the programme. It focuses on relevant topics within 
English, mathematics, environmental science, social studies, physical 
education and Zambian languages, with a life skills component integrated 
throughout all subject areas.

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

As this case study emphasizes, orphans and vulnerable children can face 
a series of barriers that can prevent their access to learning. Any one of 
these barriers, or a combination of them, can be sufficient to produce an 
insurmountable hurdle over which the neediest children cannot pass as 
they seek to gain an education. ZOCS has sought to minimize or eliminate 
as many barriers as possible; education is free, school uniforms are not 
required, learning is child-centred and of a shorter duration than formal 
schooling, etc.

In addition to these factors, responsibility for the establishment and day-
to-day management of schools lies primarily with local communities. 
This not only increases the probability that communities will ensure that 
children access education, it also increases the prospects of sustainability 
by placing education in the hands of communities’ own resources, 
commitment and determination.

While community schools have many strengths, they also have many 
weaknesses. Operating in some of the most resource-poor places on 
earth means that community schools are always likely to be in some ways 
provisional; dependent on staffing, funding and other resources that may 
be available one year but not another. A situation analysis for orphan and 
vulnerable children education and care undertaken in 1999 describes the 
strengths and weaknesses of the community school system, which have 
not changed significantly in the years that have passed.
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In addition to the strengths and weaknesses described above, ZOCS has 
faced a number of challenges – and identified a number of solutions – 
since it became operational.

Responding to the magnitude of children’s needs

When interviewed about the programme, one of the reflections the 
ZOCS manager had about the programme went as follows: “If I had to 
set up the programme again, I would do it differently. I would address 
OVC’s education holistically, including food security and nutrition, HIV/
AIDS prevention and life skills, community capacity empowerment 
through micro-finance interventions, social welfare schemes for OVC for 
both schooling and tertiary education, more teaching training workshop 
model courses (ZATEC), care and support for HIV-positive pupils and 
teachers, staff and school supervisors.” These words begin to articulate 
the enormous magnitude of needs experienced by many orphans and 
vulnerable children. The challenge for an organization such as ZOCS is 
to discern what its role should be in formulating a response and how it 
should go about its work.

The ZOCS staff have realized that they alone cannot be responsible for 
everything that needs to be done to meet the needs of orphans and 
vulnerable children. Rather than trying to solve all children’s problems, 
the organization has sought to concentrate on doing what it does best – 
providing appropriate, free, quality education to the neediest children. In 
line with this vision, ZOCS has qualified and committed staff, its policies 
are child-oriented and well articulated, and it offers a highly practical 
response to orphan and vulnerable children’s lack of access to education.

At the same time, the programme has sought to work in partnership 
with a wide range of stakeholders (including PCI, WFP, CHANGES II, etc.) 
which are able to meet the non-educational needs of children and their 
caregivers, such as micro-finance schemes, feeding programmes, and 
so on. Improving coordination between those ministries responsible 
for social welfare and civil society organizations that undertake non-
educational interventions for orphans and vulnerable children is a 
continuing challenge for the organization.

Organizational challenges

The 2004 evaluation of ZOCS revealed a number of organizational and 
management weaknesses. These included an outdated constitution, an 
unclear organizational structure, and a lack of well defined roles and 
responsibilities and under-utilized skills for resource mobilization.

In general, the three-year (2005–2007) strategic plan developed in the 
wake of the evaluation has responded to many of these problems. Staff 
conditions of service have been reviewed, and a Financial and Office 
Management Manual has been developed. A child protection policy, 
for use in schools, and a human resources manual are in the process of 
being developed. In addition, the governance of ZOCS has been improved 
by the replacement of the previous constitution by a legally binding 
document called ‘The Trust Deed’. 

Table 1: Strengths and weaknesses of 
community schools
Strengths Weaknesses

Children can attend without 
wearing uniforms or paying 
fees, and classes may be 
in ‘shifts’ to accommodate 
children’s other obligations

Teachers are usually 
untrained and supported 
only by elementary teachers’ 
guides

Children can catch up to Grade 
7 standard in just four years

The four-year curriculum 
is ambitious, especially 
without good facilities and 
teachers, and progression 
rates are often low

Schools can be a physical and 
practical activity to encourage 
the community to address 
the problems of orphans and 
vulnerable children

Buildings may be ‘borrowed’ 
for the school, and may be 
repossessed by the owner

Communities influence the 
running of the school, and can 
ensure that the school meets 
their needs

Successful schools may 
depend on one or two highly 
motivated people, but might 
not survive if that person 
leaves

Volunteers and organizers can 
be excellent leaders and role 
models for the community.

Attendance at community 
schools can stigmatize or 
label orphans and vulner-
able children
Teachers are volunteers and 
may be demotivated or dis-
tracted by the need to earn 
an income, and may leave if 
offered a better-paying job

Source: Information drawn from questionnaires and reports used to compile 
the Promoting Quality Education for Orphans and Vulnerable Children: A 
Sourcebook of Programme Experiences in Eastern and Southern Africa
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Sustainability and financial instability

For most of its history, ZOCS schools have relied on local communities 
to provide school buildings and support teachers’ salaries. In the very 
poor communities in which ZOCS operates, this has put a considerable 
strain on communities who have at times had great difficulty in sustaining 
schooling. This situation is compounded by such factors as the increasing 
number of orphans and vulnerable children in Zambia, as well as the 
programme’s dependency on unpredictable donor funding (which results 
in, among other things, a high turnover of skilled staff in the programme).

Advocacy by ZOCS has resulted in the formulation of a Government 
Community School Policy that has led to the government contributing 
2.6 million Zambian kwacha per term to some schools (around US$500). 
This has eased some of the financial problems of these schools, although 
the contribution is very little, even for a small school. In addition, some 
teachers trained by ZOCS and certified by the Zambia Teacher Education 
Course have been put onto the government payroll. This is not without 
its own drawbacks: Problems have occurred when such teachers 
have subsequently been transferred by the Ministry of Education to 
government basic schools, compromising the quality of education offered 
in community schools.

Seeking to broaden its financial base, ZOCS management is looking to 
widen its network of partners, with particular focus on increasing the 
programme’s number and range of financial partners. Complementing 
this expansionist drive are increased efforts to build the technical 
capacities of staff members in fundraising and financial management. 
Improved access to reliable, adequate funding is also essential if ZOCS 
is to expand provision of teaching-learning materials and provide 
school bursaries to orphans and vulnerable children to help them make 
the transition from primary to secondary education. An even greater 
challenge is the need to care for and support HIV-positive children and 
teachers, in terms of nutrition and antiretroviral drugs.

Contact Information

Zambia Open Community Schools
PO Box 50429,
Lusaka, Zambia
Tel: +260-211-253-841/ 843
Fax: +260-211-253-854
Email: zocs2008@gmail.com

Education Officer
UNICEF 
P.O. Box 33610 
Lusaka, Zambia
Telephone: +260-211-252-055
Fax: +260-211-253-389
E-mail: lusaka@unicef.org



United Nations Children’s Fund
3 United Nations Plaza 
New York, NY 10017, USA
Website: www.unicef.org

The Partnership for Child Development
Department of Infectious Disease Epidemiology
Imperial College Faculty of Medicine 
St. Mary’s Campus
Norfolk Place
London  W2 1PG  UK
Website: www.child-development.org

The World Bank
1818 H Street, NW
Washington, DC 20433 USA
Website: www.worldbank.org


