AFR¢
BAROMETER

Let the people have a say

UNIVERSITY OF NAIROBI

Dispatch No. 1017 | 14 July 2025

Zambians applaud government performance
on education, see free education policy as
beneficial
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Summary

Research has consistently shown that education is a critical determinant of socioeconomic
development (Runde, Bandura, & MclLean, 2023). In line with Zambia's vision of becoming “a
prosperous middle-income country by 2030" (Zambia Statistics Agency, 2021), the
government’s Eighth National Development Plan (2022-2026) and 2024-2029 Partnership
Compact outline plans to enhance inclusive education and improve teaching quality
(Ministry of Education, 2024q).

Efforts to expand access to education and improve educational outcomes include the
Education for All (EFA) policy, introduced in 2021/2022, providing free education from early
childhood to secondary-school levels in all government and community schools (Committee
on Education, Science and Technology, 2023). Analysts say the policy has had mixed results,
increasing access to education and learner enrolment while also putting pressure on existing
educational resources, negatively affecting the quality of education (Mwelwa, Bwalya, &
Chibwili, 2023).

Since taking office after the 2021 election, the administration has hired 41,422 teachers to
reduce the pupil-teacher ratio and improve learning outcomes (Ministry of Education,
2024b). The government has also completed the construction of 151 secondary schools and
is building 480 early childhood education centres, which are slated for completion by the
end of 2025 (Zambia National Education Coalition, 2024). Other efforts to enhance the
learning environment include the construction of more hostels at public universities, the
procurement of desks for school classrooms, and a fivefold increase in funding for the school
feeding programme in 2025 (Zambia Daily Mail, 2024; Zambia National Education Coalition,
2024).

Despite progress, Zambia's education sector sfill faces significant challenges, including
inadequate infrastructure, limited resources, and poor teacher training. To address these
challenges, the government has committed to increasing education funding, focusing on
reducing disparities in education outcomes between rural and urban areas (Ministry of
Education, 2024a).

The latest Afrobarometer survey findings indicate that an overwhelming majority of Zambians
applaud the government’s performance on education. Among respondents with pupils in
their family, eight in 10 say a child in their family has benefited from the free education
policy.

Large majorities say that the free education policy should continue to apply from pre-school
to secondary levels and cover all citizens, not only those who cannot afford school fees.

More than half of citizens prefer to have free primary and secondary education, even if the
quality is low, than to make parents pay school fees in hopes of raising education standards.
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Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Nine survey rounds in up to 42 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
will be completed in mid-2025. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Zambia, led by the Institute of Economic and Social Research
(INESOR), interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult citizens between 8
and 28 July 2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3
percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous standard Afrobarometer surveys were
conducted in Zambia in 1999, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2022.

Key findings

® Schools are unevenly distributed across the country: The share of Zambians who live
within walking distance of a school ranges from about nine in 10 in the Copperbelt
(92%), Northern (?1%), and North-Western (90%) provinces to seven in 10 (70%) in
Eastern Zambia. Rural residents are far less likely than urbanites to have a school
nearby (72% vs. 94%).

Among adults who had contact with a public school during the preceding year, most
(86%) say they found it easy to obtain the services they needed. But 15% say they had
to pay a bribe.

In 2022, nearly two-thirds (63%) of Zambians said school-age children in their
community are “somewhat frequently” or *very frequently” not in school.

In some cases, girls face additional hurdles to attending school: One in 10 Zambians
(10%) say families in their community “often” or “always” prevent girls from going to
school because they prioritise boys' education, and 20% say teachers commonly
discriminate against girls, harass them, or ask them for sexual favours.

Among Zambians with pupils or children in their family, eight in 10 (80%) say they have
benefited from the country’s free education policy.

¥ Nearly three-quarters (72%) of citizens reject the idea that free education should only
be provided to those who cannot afford school fees, while an even larger proportion
(89%) oppose making free education available only af pre-school and primary levels.

More than half (55%) of citizens favour free primary and secondary education even if
having to pay school fees would result in higher-quality education.

An overwhelming maijority (84%) of citizens say the national government is performing
“fairly well” or “very well” on meeting the population’s educational needs.
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Citizens’ experience with public schools

School infrastructure is a prerequisite for access to education. On average, Afrobarometer
enumerators found that 81% of enumeration areas (EAs) they visited across the country had
at least one public or private school within easy walking distance! (Figure 1).

EAs in rural areas are considerably less likely than those in cities to have schools nearby (72%
vs. 94%). While the presence of schools varies little by respondents’ level of economic well-
being,? it does show significant variation by province: Nine in 10 citizens in the Copperbelt
(92%), Northern (91%), and North-Western (90%) provinces live within walking distance of a
school, compared to only about seven in 10 residents in the Eastern (70%) and Muchinga
(73%) provinces.3

Figure 1: Presence of school | by demographic group | Zambia | 2024
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No/Low lived poverty I 78%
Moderate lived poverty I 82%
High lived poverty I 81%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Survey enumerators were asked: Are the following facilities present in the primary sampling
unit/enumeration area or in easy walking distance: A school (private or public or both)e

I Afrobarometer samples are based on the selection of enumeration areas (EAs) drawn randomly from the
national census frame. In most countries, eight interviews are conducted in each selected EA, so interview
teams usually visit between 150 (for surveys with n=1,200) and 300 (for surveys with n=2,400) EAs. In each EA,
the team records the presence or absence of basic services, such as electricity supply, and infrastructure, such
as schools. Because of the smaller sample sizes, the margin of error on the figures reported here for the
presence of a school is higher than for findings captured in individual interviews.

2 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake
(2025).

3 In accordance with their share of the total population of Zambia, Muchinga, Western, North-Western, and
Luapula provinces have relatively small sample sizes that produce results with large margins of error. These
results should be interpreted with caution.
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Afrobarometer asks respondents about their experiences with public schools. Among the 50%
of respondents who had contact with a public school during the previous year, the
overwhelming maijority (86%) say they found it “easy” (43%) or “very easy” (43%) to get the
services they needed from teachers or other school officials (Figure 2). The 14% who report
difficulty obtaining school services is down significantly from 39% recorded in 2020.

Figure 2: Ease of obtaining public school services | Zambia | 2014-2024
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Respondents were asked: In the past 12 months, have you had contact with a public school? [If yes:]
How easy or difficult was it to obtain the services you needed from teachers or school officials
(Respondents who had no contact with a public school are excluded.)

A similar proportion (15% of those who sought services) say they had to pay a bribe, give a
gift, or do a favour for a teacher or school official to secure the services they needed,
including 7% who did so “a few fimes” or “often” (Figure 3). The proportion reporting bribe
paying has fluctuated between 11% and 16% since 2014.

Figure 3: Paid a bribe to obtain public school services | Zambia | 2014-2024
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Respondents who had contact with a public school during the previous 12 months were asked: How
often, if ever, did you have to pay a bribe, give a gift, or do a favour for a teacher or school official in
order to get the services you needed from the schools¢ (Respondents who had no contact with a
public school are excluded.)
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Barriers to children’s education

The Ministry of Education is tasked with ensuring that all children receive equitable, relevant,
and high-quality education. This objective cannot be achieved unless all children are
attending school. How often are Zambian children missing school?

In 2022, nearly two-thirds (63%) of adults said school-aged children in their neighbourhood
were “somewhat frequently” or “very frequently” absent from school (Figure 4) (see also
Chibwili, 2023). Such high levels of absence bode ill for the government’s attempt to ensure
universal access to education. It remains to be seen whether the free education policy
contributes to lower rates of perceived absenteeism as the policy takes effect.

Figure 4: How often are children not in school? | Zambia | 2022

m Very frequently

m Somewhat frequently
Not very frequently

E Not at all frequently

Don't know

Respondents were asked: How frequently do you think the following things occur in your community or
neighbourhood: Children who should be in school are not in school?

Gender discrimination can also be a significant barrier to girls’ education. One in 10 citizens
(10%) say families in their community “often” or "always” prevent girls from attending school
because they prioritise the education of boys (Figure 5).

And one in five respondents (20%) say that teachers in their communities frequently
discriminate against girls, harass them, or request sexual favours.

Figure 5: Barriers to girls’ education | Zambia | 2024
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Families prevent girls from  Teachers discriminate against
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Respondents were asked: How frequently do the following things occur in your community:

Girls are prevented from attending school because their families prioritise the education of boyse
Girl students face discrimination, harassment, or requests for sexual favours from their teacherse
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Free education policy in Zambia

Among survey participants with pupils or children in their family, eight in 10 (80%) report
having benefited from the government’s free education policy, while two in 10 (20%) say
they have not (Figure 6). More than four-fifths (83%) of rural residents say their family has
benefited from the policy, compared to 76% of urban inhabitants (Figure 7).

Again, there is significant regional variation: While overwhelming majorities in the Western
(93%) and North-Western (91%) provinces report that their children have been able to go to
school for free, far fewer say the same in Lusaka (67%) and Muchinga (75%).

Figure é: Benefited from free education policy | Zambia | 2024
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Respondents with children or pupils in the family were asked: Have you or anyone in your family
benefited directly from the free education policy by receiving free schooling for school-going children?g
(Respondents with no children or pupils in the family are excluded.)

Figure 7: Benefited from free education policy | by demographic group | Zambia
| 2024
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Respondents with children or pupils in the family were asked: Have you or anyone in your family
benefited directly from the free education policy by receiving free schooling for school-going childreng
(Respondents with no children or pupils in the family are excluded.)
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What are citizens’ views on how the free education policy should be implemented?
Nearly three-fourths (72%) “disagree” or “strongly disagree” with the idea that the free
education policy should apply only to those who cannot afford the costs of schooling (Figure
8). And an even larger majority (89%) reject the idea of applying the policy only to pre-
school and primary levels.
Figure 8: Free education policy coverage | Zambia | 2024
100% 89%
80% 72%
60%

40%

% ]

Free education policy should apply Free education policy should apply
only to those who cannot afford costs only to pre-school and primary levels

27%

m Agree/Strongly agree Disagree/Strongly disagree

Respondents were asked: Thinking about the future of the free education policy or FEP, please tell me
whether you agree or disagree with each of the following statements:
It would be better if the free education policy applies to those who cannot afford education
rather than applying to all citizens.
It would be better if the free education policy only applies to pre-school and primary education
and not include secondary education.

More than half (55%) of Zambians prefer free schooling over school fees even if the former
results in lower-quality education (Figure 9). However, a substantial minority (38%) would
prioritise higher education standards, even if parents had to pay school fees to obtain it.

Figure 9: Free education vs. raising education standards | Zambia | 2024

100%
E More important fo raise
80% education standards,
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40% primary and secondary
education, even if
20% quality is low
0%

Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?g

Statement 1: It is better to have free primary and secondary education for our children, even if the
quality is low.

Statement 2: It is more important to raise education standards, even if parents have to pay school fees
forit.
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Government’s performance on education

How satisfied are Zambians with their government’s performance in providing education for
its people?

An overwhelming maijority (84%) of citizens rate the government as performing “fairly well” or
“very well” when it comes to addressing educational needs (Figure 10). Posifive assessments
shot up by 34 percentage points between 2020 (38%) and 2022 (82%) and held steady in the
latest survey, a clear endorsement of the government’s commitment to improving access to
education.

Approval of the government’s performance is especially high among respondents with
secondary education (89%), residents from the Southern (90%) and Copperbelt (89%)
provinces, and economically better-off citizens (90% of those experiencing low or no lived
poverty) (Figure 11). Approval is somewhat less widespread among the poorest Zambians
(75%).

In Afrobarometer’s 2022 survey, the government also received high marks for its efforts to
minimise disruptions to children’s education as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic: 75% of
respondents approved of its performance (Figure 12).

Satisfaction levels were high across various demographics, although the well-to-do were
somewhat more likely to be saftisfied than their more economically disadvantaged
compatriots (80% vs. 72%-73%).

There was, however, significant regional variation: While nine in 10 respondents in the Eastern
province (90%) were happy with the way the government handled disruptions fo education,
fewer than two-thirds said the same in the Northern province (62%) and Muchinga (64%).

Figure 10: Government addressing educational needs fairly well/very well | Zambia
| 2013-2024
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Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the
following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Addressing educational needs? (% who say
“fairly well” or “very well”)
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Figure 11: Government performance on education | by demographic group
| Zambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling the
following matters, or haven't you heard enough fo say: Addressing educational needs?
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Figure 12: Views on government efforts to minimise disruptions to education during
the COVID-19 pandemic | by demographic group | Zambia | 2022
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Respondents were asked: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the government’s response to COVID-
19 in the following areas: Ensuring that disruptions to children’s education are kept to a minimum?
Conclusion

Zambians overwhelmingly applaud the government’s performance on education and
commend it for minimising disruptions to education during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Girls continue to face gender-specific barriers. According to survey findings, one in 10 say
some families prioritise boys' education over girls’, while twice as many report that girls face
discrimination, harassment, and requests for sexual favours from teachers.
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Most Zambians with children in their family report having benefited from the free education
policy, although one-fifth say they have not. Large majorities of citizens want the policy to
continue to cover all grades and apply regardless of parental income. And more than half of
citizens prefer free education even if the quality is low, although more than one-third would
rather fork out school fees if that would improve educational quality.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data —
on any question, for any country and survey round.
It's easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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