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FOREWORD 

While interest in the field of Adult Literacy and 
Education has appreciated reasonably over the past 
two decades, among stakeholders, many gaps that 
make it difficult to determine the accurate state of 
affairs in the country still persist. Effective 
development of the Literacy policy became a 
challenge as the portfolio was shared among several 
government Ministries only until 2004.  
 
)Ô ×ÁÓ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ 0ÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ 
Action Forum (PAF), with continued funding support 
from the Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa 
(OSISA), decided to actively engage with investigation 
into issues that prevented clarity to the field of Adult 
Literacy and Education. 
 
Adult Literacy ɀ The Way Forward in Zambia is the 
culmination of the Study undertaken by PAF from 
October, 2007 to March, 2008, when dissemination of 
findings was conducted. The over 30 participants in 
the said dissemination meeting decisively tasked PAF 
to guide the next steps for purposes of inputting into 
completion of national Literacy policy and 
implementation frameworks. This document 
represents responses, from part of Civil Society that 
took particular interest, to recommendations made by 
the Study into the extent of Adult Literacy in Zambia. 
 
It is important to point out that this work is a genuine 
contribution towards what is believed to be the way 
forward to bring Adult Literacy and Education back on 
track in our country. Some of the concerns raised are 
not new but what this work does is to underscore the 
desperate need to move from rhetoric to action. 
 
Many thanks go to those who worked tirelessly on 
this project. It is my sincere hope that their efforts will 
not come to nought. 
 
Jennifer M. Chiwela 
Executive Director               
Peoples Action Forum                                         
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INTRODUCTION 

There is a general world-wide recognition by 
governments, private sector and civil society of 
the centrality of literacy to human existence in an 
ever changing world. Literacy plays an important 
role in facilitating access and engagement with 
issues that are key to the sustainability and 
ongoing development processes at all levels of 
society.  

Unfortunately, it is estimated that one quarter of 
the adult population in Zambia is illiterate; unable 
to read, write and practice numeracy. It is 
recognized that high illiteracy in Zambia reduces 
access, limits engagement, undermines self-
esteem and diminishes the capacity of the 
individuals, communities and the country as a 
whole, especially in the context of increasingly 
complex contemporary development challenges 
characterized by among other things, severe 
poverty conditions, food insecurity, 
environmental degradation, the HIV and AIDS 
pandemic. 

While the Zambian government remains the major 
provider of adult literacy in the country, 
complemented by Non-governmental and Faith 
Based organisations, the civil society 
organisations wish to effectively participate in and 
contribute to the formulation of the adult literacy 
policy which is currently at draft stage and its 
implementation framework, curriculum 
development; capacity building of adult literacy 
trainers; and establishment of a data base for 
information collection and sharing. In addition, 
the civil society organisations are advocating for 
an increased budgetary allocation to adult literacy 
by 3% of the education sector budget.  

The purpose of this paper is to inform 
stakeholders on Civil Society position on the 

development of adult literacy in Zambia. The 
paper outlines briefly the current situation on 
adult literacy and brings to the fore critical issues 
that need addressing jointly by government, civil 
society and the private sector if Zambia is to 
realize the United Nation declaration of 50% 
reduction in adult illiteracy by 2015.  

Why Zambia must invest in adult literacy  

Adult literacy is a learning process designed to 
equip illiterate beneficiaries aged 15 and above 
with specialized knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
techniques to independently engage in listening, 
speaking, reading, writing, numeracy, technical 
and critical thinking intended to promote the 
development of active citizenship. Arising from 
the above definition, one can deduce that literacy 
indeed strengthens the capacity and capabilities 
of individuals and communities, enhancing their 
participation in economic, social, political and 
cultural activities. It serves as a mechanism 
through which social justice, gender equality, 
liberation from discrimination and the ongoing 
struggle against deprivation, exclusion and 
vulnerability can be pursued and realized. As such, 
literacy can and should be viewed as the core 
engine and agent of social change, as means to 
the creation of peace and stability and the 
promotion of poverty reduction and democratic 
governance.  

In addition, literacy is also at the core of attaining 
Education for All (EFA). This is because, a good 
quality basic education equips pupils with literacy 
skills for life and further learning, literate parents 
are more likely to send their children to school, 
literate people are better able to access 
continuing education opportunities and literate 
societies are better geared to meet pressing 
development challenges.   
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Although the Zambian government recognizes the 
centrality of adult literacy to development and its 
ÓÉÇÎÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ .ÁÔÉÏÎÓȭ %&! ÇÏÁÌ ÏÆ ΧΡϷ 
reduction in adult literacy by 2015, it is 
unfortunately investing scandalously little in 
programmes to deliver that goal. The literacy rate 
for the population aged 15 years and above is only 
67.2%. In the age group 15 to 24 years, the literacy 
rate is only 70.1%.  The illiteracy rate among 
women ages 15 and above is estimated to be 
higher at 41% compared to that of men estimated 
at 23.9%. While these statistics are sobering, the 
number of illiterate adults is increasing rather than 
decreasing. This increase is attributed to poor 
achievement levels in primary school, low 
transition rates from primary to secondary levels 
of education and limited capacity of the 
government and other service providers catering 
for an ever-growing illiterate population. This 
scenario casts doubt on the ability of Zambia 
attaining the literacy goal by 2015. The scenario 
also has serious implication on the attainment of 
other millennium development goals to which 
literacy is intrinsic.  

Indeed, as obvious as it may sound, the high 
illiteracy in Zambia reduces access, limits 
engagement, undermines self-esteem and 
diminishes the capacity of the individuals, 
communities and the country as a whole, 

especially in the context of increasingly complex 
contemporary development challenges 
characterised by among other things, severe 
poverty conditions, food insecurity, 
environmental degradation, the HIV and AIDS 
pandemic.  

The adult literacy sub-sector in Zambia is 
inundated by several challenges that include: the 
non-existence of an adult literacy policy, legal and 
institutional framework and national 
implementation framework; weak coordination of 
civil society organisations providing adult literacy 
in Zambia; lack of a recognised curriculum;  lack of 
standards and grading systems; inadequate and 
untrained adult literacy educators; insufficient and 
inappropriate teaching and learning materials, 
poor coordination between Government and 
other stake holders in Adult Literacy.  In addition, 
the sub-sector is constrained by inadequate 
information and negligible funding.   

The above description points to a less than 

acceptable standard of quality being provided in 

the sphere of adult learning. The starting point 

and insistence on ensuring acceptable quality are 

based on the premise that education at whatever 

level or age is an inalienable human right. 

 

The Zambian Civil Society Position 

Arising from the above challenges in the adult literacy sub-sector, the Zambian Civil Society believe that 
undertaking the aspects outlined hereunder should constitute priority agenda. 

i. Political leaders at the highest level commit themselves to action.  
ii. The Zambian government adopts explicit literacy policy and increases funding to the literacy sub-

sector to at least 3% of the education sector budget.  
iii. The Government establishes an independent Adult Literacy Commission through an act of 

parliament to coordinate public, private and civil society providing adult literacy programmes in the 
country.  
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iv. !ÄÕÌÔ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÒÓ ÂÁÓÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÃÙ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅÓ ÏÎ ÁÎ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÌÅÁÒÎÅÒÓȭ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÓȟ 
especially their language, preferences and their motivations for attending circles in consultation 
with local communities.  

v. Ministry of Education crafts curricula that build on these demands with clearly stated learning 
objectives and the provision of adequate facilitation and learning materials.  

vi. Government and all adult education providers provide adequate pay (equivalent to primary school 
teachers) to literacy facilitators, capacity building them and make adult education a profession.  

vii. Ministry of Education (Department of Open and Distance Education [DODE]) creates a data base 
and commission research that will determine the exact status of adult literacy in Zambia.  

 

To facilitate movement forward on the priority list itemized above, stakeholders propose six (6) strategies 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ  

a. Adult Literacy Policy  

Currently, the government has a draft policy on 
adult literacy. The draft policy be expediently 
finalized in consultation with civil society 
organisations and private sector institutions 
currently providing adult literacy in Zambia. 
Further, it is the civil ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ 
Government will develop a policy implementation 
framework.   

b.   In Country Coordination of Adult Literacy  

The Department of Distance Education (DODE) 
under the Ministry of Education is charged with 
responsibility of developing adult literacy in 
Zambia. However, DODE status and capacity is 
currently at a level that may not be amenable to 
coordinating all Ministries, civil society and private 
sector involved in adult literacy. It is, therefore, 
expected that a national coordinating body be 
established through an Act of Parliament with the 
responsibility to develop, regulate, coordinate and 
standardize adult literacy in Zambia under the 
supervision of the Ministry of Education.   

The coordination framework especially within civil 
society on adult literacy is weak. While the Zambia 
National Education Coalition (ZANEC) is providing 
a coordination mechanism for all education within 
civil society, the members of ZANEC with 

competence in Adult Literacy are not taking a 
strong enough lead to guide the coordinating 
ÂÏÄÙȢ :!.%#ȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
strengthened through training, effective member 
Organisation mobilization, delegating key roles to 
leading adult literacy organisations and 
establishing collaboration with other local and 
international organisations.  

c. Adult Literacy Curriculum  

The adult education and literacy sector lacks an 
overall curriculum and the adult learners guides 
were last produced more than twenty years ago. 
A national curriculum responsive to the needs of 
the learners should be developed in consultation 
with key stakeholders such as civil society 
organisations and relevant University 
Departments.  

d. Capacity Building of Trainers  

The adult literacy educators in most adult literacy 
centres are not adequately trained. Most centres 
are manned by untrained volunteers who are not 
salaried and are thus unmotivated. It is expected 
that a programme to develop the capacity of 
trainers in adult literacy is formulated to enhance 
the quality of delivery and all such facilitators are 
salaried at the scale equivalent to primary school 
teachers.  
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e. Knowledge and Information Management  

The sub-sector lacks systematic research and 
documentation of experiences and best practices 
among the Adult Literacy providers. The Civil 
Society Organisations expect the establishment of 
mechanism for regular research, information 
repository on experiences and best practices and 
web based adult literacy reference and 
information centre. Research is a vital backing for 
advocacy. 

f. Resource Mobilization  

The adult literacy sub-sector is under resourced. 
Most resources from internal and external sources 
are going into universal primary education at the 
expense of adult literacy. The Civil Society 
Organisations are advocating for the increased 
budgetary allocation to adult literacy sub-sector to 
3% of the education sector budget. In addition, the 
civil society expects Government to take a lead in 
mobilising external resources from bilateral and 
multilateral organisations. 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Adult literacy is too important to be left on the margins of the social-economic development of Zambia. 
The realisation of the Vision 2030 hinges on having a literate Zambian population that can confidently and 
effectively face the challenges of social justice, gender equality, liberation from discrimination and the 
ongoing struggle against deprivation, exclusion and vulnerability in the face of high poverty levels and HIV 
and AIDS prevalence. There is no middle income country in the world with as high as 33.9% illiteracy levels 
as is currently obtaining in Zambia. It is therefore incumbent upon the Zambian political leadership to show 
commitment to action that will facilitate the attainment of 50% reduction in illiteracy levels by 2015. 
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APPENDIX 

Adult Literacy Way Forward Literature Review Report 

 

This Literature Review was undertaken with the objective of drawing out conclusions and merge action points from 

the May 2008 Roundtable meeting to disseminate findings of the June 2007 study of adult literacy contexts in three 

countries, and the November 2007 Extent of Adult Literacy in Zambia study which was concluded with 

recommendations from a Stakeholdersõ Meeting to which the findings of the study were presented.  

Another objective of the Review was to propose strategies for considering and carrying out the recommendations 

and conclusions from the two meetings. 

 This resulting document was intended and used as concept paper for discussion in a Stakeholders workshop held in 

August 2009 to forge the way to a stakeholder position and strategies to address the issues surrounding adult literacy 

in Zambia.  

A documentary titled ôThe Extent of Adult Literacy in Zambiaõ has been produced based on the study. [The 

Documentary and a detailed report of the Adult Literacy Way Forward Stakeholdersõ Workshop are available from 

Peoples Action Forum- email edoffice@paf.org.zm or @  www.paf.org.zm]  

 

mailto:edoffice@paf.org.zm
http://www.paf.org.zm/

