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Alternative Innovative Learning Programmes For Out Of School Children – The 

Experience of ZOCS in Zambia 
 

Abstract 

The Zambia Open Community Schools (ZOCS) organisation has provided opportunities for education 

to Out of School children (OOSC), especially girls, through Community Schools (CS). ZOCS mission 

is to secure education opportunities for learners outside the government school system by eliminating 

barriers through empowering communities, supporting learners, building partnerships, influencing 

policy and legislation, and creating conducive learning environments in community schools.” This 

report demonstrates the contribution ZOCS has made in the lives of OOSC by opening up alternative 

opportunities for education. It specifically elaborates the path ZOCS has taken in promoting the 

principle of open community schooling. In doing so, the report highlights the key turning points and 

successes in ZOCS efforts to address ongoing barriers to education for OOSC. Hopefully, this report 

will share lessons that might be applicable beyond Zambia, in the Southern Africa and other regions 

where marginalised children go without an education. Overall, this document highlights ZOCS 

contribution towards the genesis, evolution and institutionalisation of community schools in Zambia 

as an avenue of reaching out to OOSC. 

 

Categories of Out Of School Children (OOSC) 

Out Of School Children (OOSC) may be categorized as follows: 

 (i) Children who do not have access to a school in their community  

 (ii) Children who have never enrolled at a school, despite the availability of a school; 

(iii) Children who have enrolled but do not attend school (thereby being very likely to drop out); and  

(iv) Children who drop out of the education system. 

 

How issues of social justice gave birth to ZOCS 

The impact of the HIV and AIDS pandemic, the economic structural adjustment programme (SAP) 

and poverty in the 1980s combined to produce a generation of Zambian women and children, 

especially girls, without a socioeconomic support system. This situation triggered compassion and a 

collective conscience for social justice, among several actors, for OVC leading to the Sisters of 

Charity, individuals and others concerned about plight of OVC, especially girls, to resolve the 

challenge.  This saw the emergence of Community Schools as an alternative for OVC education in 

1992 with the first enrolment of 48 girls in Misisi Compound of Lusaka.  

 

The three pillars on which ZOCS builds its approach are those of advocacy, capacity building and 

service delivery aimed at enhancing educational opportunities for children, especially girls, and 

increased community capacity to provide such opportunities. ZOCS is unwavering in keeping these 

aspects to the fore: more and better education for more children, and community dedication to the 

provision of such education. ZOCS is about open, accessible schools for disadvantaged children and 

communities, and these take priority over everything else. 

 

Heartened by these achievements, and spurred by a desire to accomplish even more, it has dedicated 

considerable time and resources to determining its way forward for the coming years. Its intentions 

are to consolidate what it has so far accomplished, branch out in new ventures and directions, and 

empower the provision of even more and better education to children who tend to be excluded. ZOCS 

work supplements Ministry of General Education (MoGE) in the provision of education in Zambia. 
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Synergies with Government Structures and other Stakeholders 

ZOCS delivers its interventions through established government systems, especially those of the 

Ministry of General Education. The relationship with MOGE is strengthened and guided by a five 

year Memorandum of Understanding (MoU 2016 – 2020). Guided by the MoU, ZOCS ensures that its 

programmes are jointly implemented with the Ministry of General Education and other government 

structures to ensure sustainability. ZOCS works with other local and international organizations in the 

education sector to promote the education of OOSC, especially girls and children with disabilities. 

 

The Role of Communities in Education 

Families and communities play a vital role in the education their children. ZOCS works closely with 

Families and communities to provide support to learners and ensure the enrolment and retention of 

OOSC.  

 

The Future of OOSC 

The future of supporting OOSC lies in overcoming the ever evolving barriers to access and 

participation in education. Since there is still an estimated 500,000 children that are currently out-of-

school, ZOCS and other organisations serving OVC need to work innovatively to overcome the 

barriers to entry and participation in education. This calls for innovations around Innovations around 

curriculum, Teacher training, Assessment and proper instruction, Academic and vocational skills, 

policy and legislation, financing and Inclusion. 

 

Conclusion 

The challenge of OOSC worldwide including Zambia is a huge. This challenge is compounded by 

factors ranging from low transition rates from Grade 7 to Grade 8, high dropout rates at every grade 

level, lack of love and care for learners, insufficient number of schools, especially in rural areas and 

hidden costs passed on to parents and caregivers. 

 

It is evident that the burden of OOSC should not be left to Government alone. It requires concerted 

efforts from all stakeholders in the education sector: the Government, Cooperating partners, civil 

society organisations and indeed, every Zambian with a heart for the affected children. It is for this 

reason that the ever evolving story of ZOCS will continue being written until there are no OOSC 

anymore in the country. The question to ask is “If they are not in school, what are they are doing?” 


