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Introduction 
I am very grateful that I have been invited to share my thoughts on Non-formal Education with 
you and to share Zambia’s experiences of the Working Group on Non-formal Education.   I will 
start by defining non-formal education as used in the context of my paper and in general.  This 
will be followed by non-formal education provision in Zambia. 
Lastly I will share the experiences of the Zambian Working Group on Non-formal Education which 
seems is no longer in existence. 
 
Non-formal Education and Development 
In the 1960s belief that more investment in formal education would lead to development guided 
the educational planning process of newly independent countries.  The classical view saw 
education from an economic perspective and argued that educational programmes geared to 
economic incentive under-pinned the greatest return to the individual as well as to the 
modernizing national development process.  In search for national growth, developing countries 
invested substantial amounts of scarce resources in the expansion of formal education at all 
levels.  Although these governments have invented heavily in education, they can neither meet 
the rising costs of the formal system nor the demand for education resulting from growing 
populations and increasing expectations of the potency of literacy. 
 
In line with Coombs’ (1968) analysis of world educational systems, many observers noted that 
formal education was failing to meet the needs of the poor majority in rural areas.   Many viewed 
schooling as a main contributor to the rural-urban migration and the unequal distribution of 
income characteristic developing countries.  Planners and theorists have recommended 
nonformal education as an alternative to existing educational programmes.  Coombs defined 
nonformal education as:- 
 ...any organized educational activity carried on outside the framework of the  formal 
system to provide selected types of learning to particular sub-groups in the  population, 
adults as well as children (p.11). 
 
Planners and theorists from international agencies including the Commonwealth identify 
nonformal education as a powerful instrument for development because it can meaningfully assist 
early school leavers.  Nonformal education facilitates the acquisition of skills, knowledge, and 
attitudes for the rural poor, and can indeed utilize scarce educational resources more efficiently.  
The 1979 Commonwealth Conference on Nonformal Education was organized as part of the 
realization of potency of nonformal education.  He further notes: 
 ...nonformal education is being viewed as more relevant to the needs of the 
 population, especially for those in the rural areas working in the traditional sector, 
 since it attempts to focus on teaching people to improve their basic level of 
 subsistence and their standards of nutrition and general health (p.6) 
 
Since non-formal education is diversified, planners hope that it will alleviate poverty and reduce 
the growing rural-urban socio-economic gap occasioned by earlier incomplete development 
efforts and ineffective education policies.  Non-formal education as an alternative to investing into 
formal schooling has great importance to many developing countries, including Zambia, whose 
economies continue to decline. 
 
Arguments for Non-formal Education 
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Although there was a general expansion in the provision of education during the period after 
independence around the 1960s and 1970s, not all school age going children are in school today.  
This situation has been worsened during the late 1980s and 1990s due to the worsening 
economic situation in the country because of the policy of Structural Adjustment Programme. 
 
Education is a basic human right for the advancement of all people in the world.  This has been 
recognized throughout the world.  Zambia has participated actively in the global revolutionary 
movement whose focus is on the right of every child to quality basic education and in providing 
different learning opportunities for categories of learner.  This resulted in the World Conference 
on Education for All held in Jomtien in 1990.  Zambia participated at this world conference and 
held a National Conference on Education for All in March, 1991 at which Zambia re-affirmed its 
commitment to Education for All children in Zambia.  The National Conference set out goals to be 
the target for achievement by the year 2000.  The following are some of the targets. 
(i) Universal access to, and completion of primary education by the year 2000; 
(ii) Reduction of adult illiteracy rate by half, with female illiteracy no  higher than the  male 
rate by the year 2000; 
(iii) Expansion of early childhood care and development activities, focusing on family, 
 and community intervention. 
 
At this National Conference it was recognized that one of the major problems of achieving basic 
education for all is the question of turning the tap of illiteracy by meeting the basic learning needs 
of mostly school age children, out of school youths, in addition to the learning needs of adults.  
Some of the strategies for achieving basic education for all included the following: 
(i) reasserting the political commitment to basic education as a human right; 
(ii) narrowing the gap between formal and nonformal education; 
(iii) creating partnerships for basic education development; 
(iv) meeting the basic learning needs and promoting the learning achievement of 
 marginalized groups like girls, women and the poor. P. 94. 
 
By the year 2000 Zambia had not achieved most targets, which it had set out in 1991.  This was 
realized through a national review on Education For All conducted in 1999 in preparation for the 
World education Forum held in Dakar, 2000. 
 
The Provisions of Basic Education 
In order to achieve the provision of basic education to the rapidly growing school age population 
and the out-of-school youths and adults, there is need to expand both formal and nonformal 
provision of education.  Nonformal education derives its importance in Zambia from the Limited 
capacity of the formal school system.  Basic education for all envisages that minimum levels of 
learning should be laid down for every level of education or every educational experience and 
that all children have access to basic education of a measurable quality.  This is related to 
universal achievements. 
 
Universal achievement implies that all children that enter a program of basic education should be 
afforded an opportunity to achieve a minimum level of learning which is defined for that level.  A 
great deal of emphasis is being laid throughout the world to learning achievement, not just 
provision of facilities, enrollment and retention.  A related concept is access and participation.  
Universal access presupposes that a school or nonformal education centre is available to all 
children within walking distance and that they are able to join in.  Universal participation on the 
other hand recognizes that access alone does not ensure participation.  Universal participation 
implies that not only are all children who start basic education continue till the end of that stage or 
learning experience but also that their participation is active and regular. 
 
As already discussed, formal schooling has its limitations in offering basic education and learning 
opportunities to all children.  Therefore, the paths to basic education are varied depending on the 
target groups and circumstances prevailing in each individual country (Lungwangwa, 1999).  
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Some of the paths of achieving basic education include formal schools, community learning 
centres, distance learning programmes, and evening classes. 
 
Limitations of formal schooling have been increasing over the years.  Many children are growing 
up with out opportunities for leaning.  Even among those who enter primary education, a 
significant proportional drop out before completing the primary school circle.  Examples of this 
limitation can be seen in these figures.  In 1991, 498,000 school age children were not in school 
compared to 1,494,817 which were in school.  This number increased by 1996 to 650,000 not in 
school compared to 1,506,650 who were in school (Lungwangwa, 1999).  This means that one 
third of the school age children in Zambia do not attend school. 
 
There is a high illiteracy rate among the youths.  It is estimated that illiteracy rates among the 
youth 14 - 20 years is higher than those for older persons between 21 - 30 years and 31 - 45 
years (Lungwangwa, 1999).  If the majority of the youth 14 - 20 years were in school, illiteracy 
rate would have been the lowest as it should be this group that should benefit of basic education 
offered in primary school.  According to a recent study, the proportion of school age children in 
rural areas that do not attend school is 40% while it is 20% do not attend school in urban areas.  
(Lungwangwa,1999). 
 
 
Current Non-Formal Provision in Zambia 
As already discussed earlier, there exist several paths to the delivery of basic education i.e. the 
primary school, community learning centres evening classes and distance learning programmes.  
Since a third of the total number of school age children do not attend regular schools, in some 
communities several efforts are being done to provide basic education to this group of learners.  
There has been an influx of communities’ schools  
in various parts of the country.   
 
1. Community Schools in Zambia 
Community schools serve as one of the paths to the provision of basic education in Zambia to 
cater for the many school age children who are not in regular school system.  Community schools 
have been set up throughout Zambia in order to respond to the enormous demand for schools or 
learning opportunity. 
 
A community school is a school which established in and run by a community which indicated the 
need for a school to cater for the less privileged children.  Many of these children are girls and 
many are orphans, who for socio and economic reasons have never been to school or have 
dropped out school at an early age.  In 1996, there were about twenty organizations involved in 
community schools in Zambia.  Community school is currently being used as a term for initiatives 
in basic education outside the formal system.  It can also be defined as community participation 
Durston (1996) identified three types of communities’ schools. 
(i) Those wholly outside the government system with varying degrees of  community 
participation; 
(ii) those which began as community initiatives but which now have assistance from  the 
Ministry of Education, many of which have either been taken over by the  Ministry or are planned 
to be incorporated into the Ministry of Education system; 
(iii) government schools with effective community participation. 
  
The last category is considered as part of the formal with other two more towards the third. some 
of the characteristics of community schools are their diversity in the way they began, the degree 
and type of community involvement and degree of Ministry of agency involved.  In urban areas, 
community schools can be seen as interventions by agencies whose constituencies are the poor, 
children of HIV/AIDS affected families, orphans and girls.  They are normally run by volunteer 
teachers, usually chosen by the agency itself.  In rural areas community schools are those began 
by a community, which has either found its own buildings or began to contract multipurpose 
building.  The Ministry of Education provides teachers for such schools. 
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Government policy on education recognizes the role of NGOs and states that local communities 
would participate in the development, maintenance and repair of basic schools and that the 
Ministry of Education would negotiate with local authorities, church groups and other bodies for 
the resumption of some of the responsibility they had in the past for the management of schools.  
In 1997, there were 120 such school with a total enrolment of 19,050 pupils.  Providers of 
community schools include religious groups, international organizations and government.  The 
enrollment figures in many schools are small between 100 and 160 as large schools often found 
in urban areas had large schools up to 600 pupils. 
 
Some issues related to community schools which may be considered as these schools develop 
are:  
- difficulty of older children being taught alongside pupils 
- The importance of peer support for enrolling or continuing in school in school for  older 
pupils. 
- How differences in aspirations of various stakeholders might be resolved. 
- Hunger of children affecting both children attendance and learning in schools  (This 
situation is the same in regular primary schools) 
- Child Labour - hour far can it be sanctioned at school? 
- Community participation takes many forms: parents would like to be  involved more 
than many of the teachers and implementing agencies would like. 
- Volunteerism - how long can’t be expected. (Durston, 1996. p.8). 
 
In a study conducted by Mwansa (1997), it was observed that the management of community 
schools good or efficient in schools where there were other developmental activity and 
community commitment was strong in those schools where supervisors have deliberately made 
an effort to involve the community in decision making process.  Commitment is weakest in those 
communities where the community had.  Little or no hand in the establishment of the school.  He 
further observed that the main professional weaknesses of community schools is that the staff are 
primarily untrained teachers, the teachers are not paid, separate supply of learning materials and 
the poor quality of learning facilities. 
 
Despite these concerns, the growth of community schools as an organized education enterprise 
in the 1990s is a response to the learning needs of the many school age children who are not in 
school whose number is increasing year by year.  Community schools offer much promise in the 
provision of basic education to the many underprivileged and neglected and poverty stricken 
parents. 
 
2. Interactive Educational Radio Instruction 
The programme was launched in July 2000 after realizing that community schools were not 
capturing all school age children in school.  The Interactive Educational Radio Instruction was 
launched after a needs assessment survey was conducted in 1998 –99 in which an evaluation of 
Educational Broadcasting services was done.  A pilot was done in Lusaka between July and 
December 2000.  After successful piloting other centres were set up in selected residential areas 
where there were high numbers of children out of school. 
 
The programme started with the training of mentors by Educational Broadcasting Services 
Management.  Training for script writers who were recruited on regular basis was also conducted 
by the Educational Broadcasting Services.   
The Interactive Educational Radio Instruction is a form of distance education where lessons are 
delivered through radio.  The mentors who are instructors at the centres are paid by the 
communities themselves who sponsored them to become mentors. 
 
The radios are provided by the Ministry of Education and also by communities where they can 
afford. 



Non-Formal Education In Zambia © ZRDC 2006                                                                                                                  5 

 

An evaluation conducted in 2001 using tests in English and Mathematics, it was revealed that 
children at these centres were learning and acquired required skills in Mathematics and English. 
 
3. Literacy Programmes 
The major organization that offers literacy activities is the Ministry of Community Development.  
Although these programmes are targeted to adult learners, a small proportion of young learners 
benefit from literacy activities.  Apart from the Department of Community Development other 
organizations such as different church groups, Catholic, the Bahai, Jehovah Witnesses, NGOs 
and associations offer literacy program both for the youths and adults.   
 
In the review that was conducted in 1990, it was concluded that there has been lack of effective 
strategies to sustain acquired literacy skills in the country.  This was evidenced by the lack of 
post-literacy materials and activities.  There is also lack of effective linkage between literacy and 
continuing education efforts.  Those who complete attendance at adult literacy centres are not 
deliberately channeled into continuing education programmes of the school system and those 
that exist outside the school system.  The different groups that offer literacy programmes in the 
country work in isolation from one another.  In some cases they use different literacy materials in 
their work. 
 
4. Agricultural Extension 
Agricultural Extension is another area where nonformal provision takes place.  The work is done 
by Agricultural Extension workers who are stationed in rural communities to provide the 
agricultural messages to the rural communities.  These messages are delivered face to face 
through residential courses at Farm Training Centre available in each district in the country.  
Agricultural messages are also aired through radio and television by the National Agricultural 
Information Services.   Seed companies also air programmes that are aimed at informing the 
public the goodness of their seeds. 
 
5. Skills training 
Skills training for youths are conducted by the Ministry of Youth and Sport.  Others include the 
Ministry of Education in their Schools for Continuing Education, the Ministry of Community 
Development at their Community Development Centre one in each of the nine provinces.  Non-
governmental organizations are also involved in offering skills to youth people such as the 
children’s village, Women For Change, Women in Agriculture, Zambia Alliance of Women, the 
Young Women Christian Association to name but a few. 
 
6. Health Education 
The Ministry of Health has a Health Education Unit which produces Health Education Materials 
i.e. booklets, pamphlets and posters that are used at health Centres to disseminate health 
education messages about diseases and prevention of HIV/AIDS.  Some health messages are 
disseminated through radio and television and drama.   
 
In recent times several non-governmental organizations have become involved in health 
education related to AIDS such as Kara Counseling, Society for Family Health, Family Health 
Trust, Children in Distress, Society for Women and Aids.  These are playing a major role in 
disseminating messages about Aids.  They serve as Counseling Centres for testing for Aids and 
for counseling those that are already infected.  These organizations play a major role in the 
communities where they operate.  Church groups have become increasingly involved. 
 
Experiences of the Zambia Working Group on Non-form al Education (WGNFE) 
The Group was formed towards the end of 1998.  The first meeting which was called by a 
Prominent Professor who was informed of ADEA’s wish to form Working Groups in countries in 
order to coordinate Non-formal Education.  At this meeting selected academic staff in the 
Department of Adult Education and Extension Studies who were working in the area of Adult 
Education were invited at which it was agreed to involve NGOs working in the area of Non-formal 
Education. 
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At the second meeting, NGOs who are working in the area of Literacy and Skills training and 
Adult and Non-formal Education were invited such as PANUKA (Literacy) People Action Forum 
(Non-formal Education) Zambia Adult Education Association (Continuing Education, Literacy 
Non-formal Education and Forum for Africa Women  Educationalist Zambia Chapter (FAWEZA)). 
 
The Working Group was officially launched by the Minister of Education in 2000 at which several 
papers from members were presented.  During the same period the Working Group received 
some funds and donations through the University of Zambia, which was the Secretariat of the 
Working Group on Non-formal Education.  With financial assistance from ADEA participants to 
the launch included participants from all over the country. 
 
Later a Chairperson was elected from among the NGO but the secretary or coordinate was the 
Head of Adult Education and extension studies that were to coordinate and keep reports of 
meeting. 
 
The working group on NFE in Zâmbia  participated at regional workshop i.e. “ Diversifying 
education, delivery systems: Revving Discourse on the formal/ Non-formal interface” held in 
Botswana in 1999, and the pan-African symposium held in Johannesburg which focused on “ the 
dynamics of non formal education”. 
 
Zâmbia also participated at the workshop in Nairobi focused on surving non-formal education 
activities in individual countries. 
 
The working group on non-formal education has embarked on collecting information on the state 
of non-formal education in Zambia, so as to determine what non-formal education activities exist 
in the country. The survey is still going on. Members of the working are involved in the survey. 
 
Some lessons learnt from the Zambian experience. 
a) One major lesson learnt is the selection of leadership of the working group. The chairperson 
must be an individual who should be able to keep people together. She/He must be able to 
coordinate activities of the working group must be able to disseminate all the information, 
publication and news coming from the secretariat of the ADEA working group on non formal 
education secretariat. The person should be able to gat a long of members of the working group. 
You should avoid selecting and individual who self-centered and who would not be able to find 
time for meetings with members of working group and be able to coordinate its activities. 
 
b) The issue of funds should be kept is another important one. From the beginning it is. 
Group should agree from the on set the committee, which will look after finances and where it 
should be kept. That team must be able to understand financial regulations. 
 
 
Why form a working group. 
Formation of a working group would help to coordinate all non-formal education activities taking 
place in the country. It can assist in conducting research on non-formal education in the country 
and disseminate the findings to all members of the group. It can help in advocacy on the 
importance of non-formal education in the country. It can also engage in policy dialogue with 
policy makers within the ministry of education and at higher political level in order to get the 
country’s political commitment in Non Formal education as a complement to formal education. 
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