
 

 

COMMUNITY SCHOOLS IN ZAMBIA: 

STAKEHOLDER BRIEFING     September 2016 

 

Community schools are the second largest provider of 

primary education in Zambia and thus play a critical role 

in the government’s efforts to achieve universal primary 
enrollment (Exhibit 1). Community schools are a grassroots 

strategy to serve disadvantaged populations, seeking to meet 

education needs in low-income urban areas and isolated rural 

locations, as well as for families struggling with the costs of their 

children attending school. Considering the indispensable role these 

schools serve in providing access to primary education in Zambia, it is 

critical to look more deeply at the quality of this education and how the 

unique characteristics of community schools affect the learning environment.  

Community schools on average achieve results similar 

to government schools, but performance is 
unacceptably low.  Zambia’s Grade 5 National Assessment Survey 

in 2014 showed less than 40 percent of learners meeting minimum 

standards in English, Life Skills, Mathematics, and Zambian Languages, 

and progress among all but private schools has been essentially flat 

since 1999 (Exhibit 2).  

Surprisingly, government school learners on average tend to perform 

only slightly better than community school learners, despite the fact 

that community schools operate with substantially fewer resources. 

However, average community school performance actually masks the 

substantial variation in quality, with some schools far exceeding national 

averages, while learning at others is truly minimal. Exhibit 3 shows this 

variation in the median school letter-sound scores from a random 

sample of 102 community schools from six provinces. 

Community schools are not homogenous; a combination 

of factors influences the levels in learner achievement 

at each community school.  

School Administration: Increased community engagement via the 

Parent Community School Committee (PCSC) is a unique strength of 

community schools. PCSCs have the potential to influence school quality, but 

their role can be unintentionally undermined. Active PCSCs, a structure 

unique to community schools, promote ownership and increase 

community contribution to community schools. They hold a range of 

school actors accountable, from ensuring learner and teacher 

attendance to managing finances. However, external interventions 

(e.g., support from a nongovernmental organization [NGO] or even 

presence of a government-paid teacher) can inadvertently displace 

PCSC engagement in influencing and investing in school quality, and 

limit them to mere participation in fundraising or provision of labor. 

Exhibit 1: Distribution of School Types  

 

 

Exhibit 2: Aggregated Grade 5 Mean 

Performance in All Subjects by School 

Type  

 

 

Exhibit 3: Distribution of Median Letter-

Sound Scores (Grade 2) by Community 

Schools in 2014 
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Exhibit 4: Key Moments in the Growth of Community Schools in Zambia 
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Volunteer Teachers: Community schools’ heavy 

reliance on volunteer teachers can trigger high turnover 

and less stability in the classroom, but consistent 

allowances, mentoring, and in-service teacher training 

can improve morale and retention. Volunteer teachers 

represent about 60 percent of community school 

teachers, demonstrating community buy-in and 

commitment. Yet with an average retention of only 

3 years, the high rate of teacher turnover leads to 

difficulties in maintaining teacher capacity and 

teacher shortages. These realities make it difficult, 

although not impossible, to sustainably build teacher 

capacity through training and mentorship.   

School Resources: Community schools vary widely in 

their access to school resources, but generally have 

fewer material and human resources than government 

schools. While some community schools —typically 

those externally financed —are well resourced with 

solid construction and maintain permanent structures, 

the majority are missing key facilities, infrastructure, 

and teaching and learning materials. In addition, 

teacher shortages lead to larger than average class 

sizes, multi-grade classes, or teachers teaching multiple 

shifts, which limits learner-teacher contact time and 

classroom time.  

Donor Support: Donor support is uneven across 

community schools, leaving some schools over-resourced 

and others most severely under-resourced. While 

external funders, such as international donors, 

churches, and NGOs, have long played a pivotal role 

in community schools’ development and support 

(Exhibit 4), there are currently limited means to 

coordinate donor support to community schools. 

Targeted, ongoing school-level monitoring and 

support can have a positive impact on the quality of 

teaching and learner performance.  

 

Ministry of General Education (MOGE) 

Support: Government support to community schools is 

increasing (Exhibit 4), but also remains uneven and 

inadequate, often due to confusion around national 

policy. While community schools report receiving 

increasing amounts of support from the government, 

resource allocations to community schools are largely 

driven by the “goodwill” of district education offices 

rather than the relative needs of a school or national 

policy. Similarly, the arrival of government teachers at 

community schools often creates role confusion for 

the PCSC, volunteer teachers, and even government 

teachers themselves. Community schools are often 

not receiving adequate material and human resource 

support from MOGE. 

Learners: Community school learners are generally 

more disadvantaged than government school learners. 

Community school learners are generally older and 

come from poorer, less educated households than 

government school learners. They also experience 

high rates of absenteeism and dropouts, which are 

further disadvantaging them in the classroom.  

Improving performance of community 

schools requires more than a “one size fits 

all” approach, and will need increased and 

targeted coordination from MOGE and 
other partners. Considering the great deal of 

variation in inputs, learner characteristics, and 

educational outcomes, it is critical to provide 

nuanced support and learn from schools that are 

already successful. Only by building on what works in 

community schools can Zambia ensure an inclusive and 

quality education for all. 

 

To access the full report, visit: http://bit.ly/2c8ZPhf 
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