
Experience of Advocacy - Education 
Education in Zambia 
Background 
The Education policy in Zambia has gone through a number of phases over the years, and 
the policy governing school fees has mimicked the swing of a pendulum. In the early 
1960s education was based on the premise of free education. In 1966, with the passing of 
the Education Act, fees were introduced in the form of both user fees and Parent Teacher 
Association (PTA) fees. These fees were moderate and considered affordable at all levels. 
In the mid 1990s, as Zambia entered a period of liberalisation, cost sharing became the 
official educational policy. Parents began paying the major share of spending in the 
education sector, and enrolment rates declined mainly as a result of the prohibitive fees. It 
was because of pressure from the international community (primarily from the IMF) that 
Zambia gradually shifted the burden of payment for education from government to 
households. During the 1990s a number of community schools were born to absorb pupils 
unable to access government schools, especially the vulnerable. In 1998 approximately 
200 community schools provided education to an estimated 25, 000 children, and this 
number grew to over 3,000 schools by 2004, catering for an estimated 228,000 pupils in 
grades 1-9. 
 
Just recently the pendulum began to swing back again as the Zambian government re-
introduced free primary education for grades 1-7 beginning in the 2002 school year. This 
dramatic change in policy resulted from a combination of local and international pressure 
from organizations guided by a commitment to human rights, such as the Jesuit Centre 
for Theological Reflection, Oxfam-Zambia and the United Nations 
 
JCTR Advocacy for Free and Quality Education 
In the last 6 years or so, the JCTR has centred its advocacy efforts on the accessibility of 
quality education. To do this, the JCTR has commissioned two studies related to 
education in Zambia: the “Cost of Living of Primary School Teachers” and “Will the 
Poor Go to School” (commissioned in cooperation with Oxfam-Zambia). Both reports 
provided valuable contributions to exposing the plight of Zambian pupils, families and 
teachers in relation to education. The “Cost of Living for Primary School Teachers” study 
brought out how poor conditions of service, measured in comparison to the JCTR Food 
Basket, were hindering the ability of teachers to give dedicated teaching service to their 
pupils. 
 
“Will the Poor Go to School” exposed how cost-sharing had negatively affected 
enrolment rates, and how parent contributions to schools in late 1990s actually exceeded 
government contributions by approximately two times. These two valuable studies helped 
create some positive impact in the education sector, specifically with the end of cost 
sharing at primary school level and some improvement in the conditions of service for 
teachers. 
 
As a sequel to these two studies, the JCTR undertook another study entitled “How Free is 
Free Education?” This study focused on finding out whether the introduced free 
education was really free. The study showed that though direct school fees were minimal 



thanks to among other things the JCTR advocacy efforts, there were other indirect costs 
of education that still made education still costly for the poor in Zambia (buying 
maintenance materials like floor polish, hoes etc.; reams of paper, uniforms, books, and 
other school materials. Through these JCTR and other related organisations’ advocacy 
efforts, government is progressively responding to some of these concerns and taking the 
right measures to remedy the situation. In fact, from the responses to the questionnaires 
of the latest study on education (“How Free is Free Education”), the JCTR discovered the 
following positive outcomes which may reflect government’s response to some of 
JCTR’s concerns raised in its earlier studies. 
 

1. Free Primary Education 
The policy of Free Primary Education has led to the removal of nearly all fees for 
grades 1-7 in Zambia though some schools continue to administer modest PTA or 
project fees (about $2 to $7 per year). 
 

2. Accessibility of Free Primary Education 
Almost half of the interviewed parents during the study perceived an increase in 
the accessibility of primary education since the introduction of free primary 
education policy. Both parents indicated higher number of girls attending school 
than before although they perceived number boys attending school to have 
declined. 

 
3. Budgetary Allocation to Education 

The latest national development plan, the Fifth National Development Plan 
(FNDP) has a strong focus improvement of the educational system. The Ministry 
of Education allocated significant increases of resources between 2006 and 2010. 
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