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In Zambia policymakers, funders, and implementers of education projects have primarily 
focused on primary school children and in-service teachers, aiming to make an immediate 
impact on student learning. However, neglecting initial teacher education (ITE) in attempts to 
enhance the education system results in inefficiencies. According to a Zambian education 
college principal, new teachers graduate and enter their first teaching positions “looking rusty” 
and using outdated approaches. The Ministry of Education (MOE) and education sector 
stakeholders in Zambia are working to improve the quality of ITE and strengthen the connections 
between colleges of education and primary schools.  

The Context 
Zambia has achieved nearly universal primary school enrollment. However, the overall quality of 
education remains poor, with 99 percent of late primary-school-age children lacking proficiency 
in reading (World Bank 2022). The net enrollment rate for secondary school is just 38 percent 
(Republic of Zambia MOE 2022). Less than a third of Zambian children complete grade 12. Early 
Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) data from 2021 shows that only 4 percent of grade 2 children 
meet the MOE’s minimum benchmark for reading proficiency (USAID 2022).    
 
Over the last decade, the Zambian education sector has received significant funding in the form 
of grants and loans from development partners, such as the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the World Bank, and the European Union. Much of this aid has focused on 
improving foundational learning. For example, the USAID Let’s Read Project (2019–2024) aimed 
to reach 1.4 million Zambian students from preschool to grade 3, to deliver more than 5 million 
books and instructional materials, and to train 20,000 in-service primary school teachers. 
However, these investments have often failed to substantially involve ITE, limiting the potential 
for coordination and sustainability.  
 
Interest in teaching as a profession in Zambia was hindered by a years-long public sector hiring 
freeze, implemented for fiscal reasons in 2013. Colleges of education were producing teachers 
who could not be hired into the public education system, creating a backlog of trained teachers, 
even as class sizes grew due to free education policies. In 2022, the freeze ended, and the 
Government of Zambia announced plans to hire 30,000 teachers by 2026, an initiative which is 
well underway. This increase in hiring has led to more secondary school graduates seeking 
admission into teacher training colleges. To date, enrollment at Zambia’s public colleges of 
education is significantly higher than it was prior to 2022.  
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Zambia has nine public colleges of education and two universities offering the Primary Teachers 
Diploma and Bachelor in Primary Education degree, respectively. The public colleges of 
education, which are part of the MOE, receive inadequate government funding and are 
supplemented by tuition from students. The funding deficits result in poor basic facilities, such 
as ill-stocked libraries, leading to insufficient reference materials, textbooks, computer 
laboratories, and other needed resources. Teacher educators at the colleges often lack practical 
primary school teaching experience and relevant degree qualifications. Additionally, colleges no 
longer offer any formal induction programs to help teacher educators transition into their roles 
which undermines the quality of teacher training and ultimately impacts negatively on the 
effectiveness of the education system. These issues, in the broader context of Zambia’s 
education quality challenges, led to the development of the USAID Transforming Teacher 
Education Activity, which works closely with the MOE to support the implementation of reforms 
to the ITE system.  
 
The five-year USAID-funded Transforming Teacher Education (TTE) Activity began in 2020. The 
implementation team included staff from the MOE’s Directorates of Teacher Education and 
Specialized Services (TESS), the Curriculum Development Centre (CDC), and other stakeholders, 
along with Florida State University (FSU), School-to-School International (STS), and the University 
of Zambia (UNZA). In collaboration with the MOE, the activity was designed to complement and 
enhance other foundational learning projects that were implemented in the country, and to 
support the MOE’s quality improvement initiatives. TTE’s objectives were to: 
 

1. Equip targeted colleges of education and university faculty and lecturers with the skills 
and experience necessary to deliver effective instruction to teachers in training. 
 

2. Standardize, align, and link practical, evidence-based, preservice teacher training and 
content with the primary school literacy curriculum. 
 

3. Equip preservice teachers in colleges of education and universities with the professional 
skills necessary to deliver quality literacy instruction in primary schools. 

 
All public colleges of education (9 in total) and universities (2 in total) offering the Primary 
Teachers Diploma participated in the activity.  

Developing the Capacity of Teacher Educators 
To upskill teacher educators, rather than relying on a traditional cascade model of professional 
development, an innovative model was designed to include a wide range of teacher educators 
and enable a deep investment in promising future leaders.  
 
This inclusive approach to professional development began with a graduate-level foundational 
literacy course, which met for four weeks across four months. This course provided teacher 
educators with a solid understanding of the science of reading, the government’s Primary 
Literacy Programme, and basic primary grades and college-level pedagogy. Subsequent training 
sessions (after completion of the graduate-level foundational course) were built on this common 
foundation. Together, this set of TTE trainings gave teacher educators a deep understanding of the 
revised course module content.  
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Training Sessions Were Focused on Student-Centered Approaches 

Pedagogy-focused training sessions were also held, offering lecturers (teacher educators) 
opportunities to practice the teaching approaches used in the modules. These approaches were 
more student-centered than the traditional lecture-style teaching common at the colleges of 
education. For example, the modules contained various types of independent, pair work, and 
group activities that provided opportunities for active learning and student assessment.  All 
teacher educators who were responsible for teaching language and literacy in Primary Teachers 
Diploma courses were invited to these training sessions, along with administrators from their 
colleges. Attendance was close to 100 percent at all training sessions. Teacher educators 
frequently expressed their appreciation of this approach, as they were able to participate with 
their whole departments or sections rather than having only one person selected for training, 
which had in the past led to conflict among colleagues. In total, the teacher educators attended 
at least nine TTE training sessions across the first four years of the TTE activity.  
 
The quality of training content and expertise of the facilitators was recognized by the University of 
Zambia, which in 2023 approved the TTE training series as equivalent to the coursework for a 
master’s degree in Literacy, Language, and Applied Linguistics. Twenty-one lecturers who 
completed the TTE training series were able to enroll as second-year students, complete a thesis, 
and graduate in 2024 with their master’s degrees. Given that many of the teacher educators did 
not previously hold master’s degrees, or held them in other fields unrelated to language and 
literacy, this was a significant contribution to the qualifications of the colleges of education and 
university faculty.  

Investments Were Made in Future Foundational Learning Leaders 
In addition to the broad approach of having multiple touchpoints with all teacher educators 
through the graduate-level foundational literacy course, a series of other opportunities were 
offered to invest in future leadership in foundational learning in Zambia. A total of 14 teacher 
educators have or will complete semester-long residencies at Florida State University (FSU) by 
the middle of 2025. While on campus, they will audit courses in literacy, research methods, 
special education, and other relevant fields; engage in a research project with FSU faculty; 
observe instruction in primary schools; and attend a national education conference. This longer-
term professional development experience gives fellows the opportunity to understand what 
high-quality, student-centered instruction looks like, both at the primary school and college 
levels. As part of the residency program, two teacher educators received scholarships to 
complete online master’s degrees from FSU, in Curriculum and Instruction—Elementary 
Education. These individuals received extensive support from the implementation team 
throughout their 2-year degree programs. The returned fellows and the master’s graduates have 
gained the knowledge and experiences to be leaders in their field for the next generation of 
teacher educators in Zambia.  

Research Opportunities Were Included 

Teacher educators were also trained to conduct applied research and become practitioner-
researchers in the government’s efforts to increase the limited local evidence base on 
foundational learning to inform policy and practice. This included participation in a national 
research symposium highlighting the literature review research conducted by teacher educators 
in the graduate-level foundational literacy course. Two participatory action research projects 
were completed, leading to international peer-reviewed journal articles (Mandyata et al. 2023; 
Mandyata et al. 2024). In these projects, teams of college lecturers took the lead in developing 
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research questions, designing tools, collecting data, and completing analysis, with support from 
implementation team members from FSU and UNZA. These types of mentored research 
opportunities are rare for teacher educators and have led to open-access publications that are 
useful for their peers, as well as teachers and student teachers.  
 
To determine the degree to which these activities improved the capacity of teacher educators to 
provide training in early grade reading, a knowledge, skills, and attitudes assessment was 
conducted at three points, from year one to year four. At year four, 79 percent of participating 
teacher educators had higher total scores on the assessment than they had at the baseline 
assessment. This indicates that the approach, mixing both broad coverage of all teacher 
educators and deep investment in a smaller group, has been effective in reaching its goals.  

Enhancing the Quality of ITE Curriculum Content 
Zambia’s Primary Teachers Diploma curriculum in colleges of education was traditionally 
developed by the colleges based on a syllabus provided by the MOE. This led to inconsistent, 
often outdated teaching content and materials that had little connection to instruction and 
curriculum in primary schools. With few resources to draw on in the colleges, teacher educators 
relied on materials they found online—which varied widely in quality—to inform their lectures.  

New Modules Were Developed 

To improve the content of the Diploma program, the implementation team led the development 
of a new series of modules for the Literacy and Language course sequences that are a core 
component of the Primary Teachers Diploma program. A total of six modules and accompanying 
teachers’ guides were developed, three for literacy and three for language (focusing on 
linguistics, methods of language teaching, and grammar), which are taught separately. Writing 
workshops brought together teams of experienced teacher educators from the colleges, 
technical experts from UNZA, FSU, and STS, and curriculum specialists from the MOE to develop 
these modules. This locally driven approach resulted in content that was relevant and 
accessible, while also serving as a valuable professional development opportunity for the writers. 
Additional modules on research methods and teacher ethics were also completed by teams. 
After completion, the modules were approved by the MOE for use in all colleges.   
 
These modules provide clear and accessible explanations of the core concepts of the science of 
reading, ensuring that new teachers enter classrooms with current knowledge of reading 
development. They also provide the scaffolding teacher educators need to provide engaging, 
student-centered instruction. Student teachers practice with actual curricular materials and 
engage in peer teaching practice. Learning activities and outcomes are clearly linked to national 
syllabus topics. Figure 1 shows an example of a module activity. 
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Figure 1. Sample Module Activity from Literacy Module 2 

Source: Ministry of Education, Directorate of Teacher Education and Specialised Services, Republic of Zambia. 
Primary Teachers Diploma Literacy Module 2.  

After approval by the MOE, all teacher educators in departments or sections teaching language 
and literacy courses in the Primary Teachers Diploma program were trained directly on the 
content and use of the modules. Each module was the focus of a distinct training, with the 
training sessions staggered over the course of the second and third years of the program as 
modules were completed and approved. The modules are available in PDF format and free for 
use, which means that there are no costs for colleges or student teachers to use them in 
electronic format.  
 
Additional activities to support the curriculum in colleges of education and participating 
universities included the provision of teaching and learning materials used in primary schools, 
such as materials in local languages of instruction, and reference materials on literacy and early 
grades reading instruction (figure 2). Printed copies of the national Primary Literacy Programme 
were included in the materials provision. An extensive set of electronic resources were also 
provided to teacher educators via Google Classroom. 
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Figure 2. Teaching and Learning Materials Handovers 

  
Source: ©Florida State University. Further permission required for reuse. 

Strengthening Student Teachers’ Field Placement Experiences for 
Classroom Readiness 
The student teacher field placement (called school experience in Zambia) is a critical transition 
period for moving toward independence in the classroom and developing identities as teachers. 
However, the TTE baseline situation assessment identified the school experience as having 
multiple logistical challenges, resulting in poor student teacher experiences. Student teachers 
received little support in the classroom and were usually only observed once for a few minutes by 
a supervising teacher educator. Therefore, the implementation team worked over the first three 
years of the TTE to develop and pilot a new school experience approach, in collaboration with the 
MOE and partner colleges and universities.  
 
The revised school experience approach has five key components (figure 3): 
 

1. Student teachers are placed at a primary school close to the college or university. This 
allows for multiple visits from teacher educators at low cost.  
 

2. Prior to school experience, student teachers are assigned to primary schools in groups of 
four to five per school, creating a cohort for support.  
 

3. Teacher educators are assigned to a cohort of at least five student teachers who they 
supervise throughout the duration of the school experience. Supervising teacher 
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educators support student teachers with weekly contact through telephone calls, 
WhatsApp messages, or another form of communication.  
 

4. In addition to the weekly meetings, all student teachers are observed by the supervising 
teacher educators at least twice per term as they teach literacy lessons, followed by a 
coaching session. During the coaching session, the mentor teacher should be available 
to provide feedback. During the observations, the supervising teacher educators should 
use the newly developed, literacy specific lesson observation tool approved by the MOE. 
 

5. Mentor teachers are expected to observe and coach student teachers on a weekly basis 
and regularly provide feedback to student teachers after lesson observation. 
 

Figure 3. Revised School Experience Approach 

 
Source: Mwansa et al. 2024. 

This new approach to the school experience was piloted in 2023 with three colleges. The 
feedback from student teachers was highly positive. For example, in a focus group, one said, 
“Being close to the college also made it easy for us to be coached on how to write the lesson 
plans and how to teach a literacy lesson which we never taught in the previous school 
experience.” Another shared, “The cohorts have been good for us because we have been able to 
plan together and share ideas together.” College lecturers and administrators also found benefits 
in the new approach. A college vice principal noted, “The approach of having student teachers 
teach in schools nearby the college is less costly and it makes it easy for us to monitor 
supervising lecturers because we are able to follow up with the STs easily.” The new school 
experience approach was institutionalized by the MOE in February 2024 and is now a 
requirement in all public colleges of education. This is one of the key successes of the reform 
efforts.  
 
Beyond the school experience, opportunities were opened up for student teachers to work with 
children and conduct microteaching throughout the Diploma program. While colleges had 
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historically included demonstration schools, those relationships had broken down over time, for 
lack of funding and attention. A series of meetings were held to bring together head teachers 
from nearby primary schools, college administrators, and teacher educators to discuss how the 
schools and colleges could work collaboratively to enhance education at the primary schools 
and better prepare student teachers for the classroom. Reading materials in local languages of 
instruction were provided to two demonstration schools for each public Primary Teachers 
Diploma college. These materials made it easier for student teachers to work one-on-one with 
primary school children beyond the “school experience”, supporting children’s literacy 
development, and reducing the burden on classroom teachers to provide individual attention to 
all children in their large classrooms.  

Enabling Factors 
Zambia’s ITE reform efforts have been successful due to several factors. Since 2020, there has 
been strong leadership and commitment to reform from the President of the Republic of Zambia 
and the MOE. In 2024, the President was named a Champion of Foundational Learning in Africa 
by the Association for the Development of Education in Africa (ADEA). The MOE’s Directorate of 
Teacher Education and Specialized Services was strongly involved throughout. Government 
officials were engaged in the reform at all levels of the MOE, from the Permanent Secretary to 
district level staff, in all reform activities, from monitoring to materials development.  
 
The reform approach of collaboration and inclusion was another factor enabling its success. This 
partnership approach aimed at avoiding any top-down or unilateral decision making. Materials 
were developed by local teams. The implementation team often reached out to other education 
projects in the country to ensure that efforts were complementary and to avoid duplication of 
efforts. This has resulted in locally developed materials and approaches that will aid in long-term 
sustainability.  
 
Starting with the graduate-level foundational literacy course as a common baseline meant that 
no one was left behind—whole departments and sections of colleges of education and university 
faculties of education worked together to develop their skills individually and collectively. This 
level of coordination over a multiyear period led to strong, trusting relationships among teacher 
educators, college administrators, demonstration school administrators, the implementing 
team, and partners. This is one of the points that is most often raised by teacher educators when 
asked to reflect on their experience during this period of reform.  
 
Finally, the reform activities were designed to be sustainable by fitting within budget realities. For 
example, the school experience approach was designed to provide more support and feedback 
to student teachers without increasing the cost of supervision, which is constrained by college 
budgets. Knowing that colleges lacked the funds to purchase textbooks for students and 
teachers, modules were developed that are freely available and can be read by students on their 
smartphones at no cost. This was an intentional decision based on lessons from other education 
projects that have involved expensive interventions that could not be sustained after the end of 
external donor support.  

Ongoing Challenges 
Despite the successes, a number of challenges remain for ITE in Zambia. The first, and most 
critical challenge, is the structure of funding for colleges of education. The college-level budgets 
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are low and there are no specific allocations for textbooks, internet, and facilities improvements, 
among other needs. College administrators must make difficult decisions about how to spend 
their allocations, and critical needs are continually underfunded.1 The colleges are producing the 
teachers who will staff the nation’s schools and should be funded adequately to achieve their 
mandated goals.  
 
Zambia is a multilingual country, and its language diversity leads to some challenges in ITE. While 
the colleges of education officially operate in English, as do other institutions of higher 
education, they are preparing new teachers to teach in one (or more) of the seven official 
curriculum languages. For example, a student teacher may be a Bemba speaker attending 
college in a region where Tonga is the primary school language of instruction, and then go to 
teach in a school where Nyanja is the primary school language of instruction. In December 2023, 
the MOE announced that English would again become the main language of instruction in 
primary schools, with local languages to be taught alongside it. While this new curricular 
approach is in development and has yet to be implemented, changes in language of instruction 
policies inevitably have consequences for ITE. The newly developed modules are largely in 
English; however, adaptations may be necessary to support the literacy learning of children who 
are not yet fluent in English. For example, an increased focus on oral languages at the beginning 
of primary school will likely be necessary, as well as more immersive approaches for teaching 
bilingual education to ensure learners successfully build skills in multiple languages. 
 
Another key challenge that has yet to be addressed is the process by which teacher educators 
are selected and appointed to specific positions. It is critical that teacher educators in the 
Primary Teachers Diploma program have experience teaching primary school. Because a diploma 
was not previously required for primary school teachers—but was required for secondary school 
teachers—fewer experienced primary school teachers are eligible for appointments as teacher 
educators. This has resulted in teacher educators with experience in, for example, secondary 
science, ending up teaching foundational literacy courses, despite their lack of knowledge, 
expertise, and experience in the area. While the current reforms have made an impact on existing 
teacher educators’ foundational literacy knowledge and skills, it would be advisable in the future 
to require appropriate expertise and experience for positions at colleges of education. It is also 
critical for sustainability that those teacher educators who received intensive capacity 
development through TTE—including the fellowship and master’s degree recipients—remain in 
student-serving roles in their colleges where they can make direct impacts.  
 
Finally, the private higher education sector is growing rapidly in Zambia, with little regulation of 
program quality. As an MOE official said, “So many students are graduating but we don’t know 
what they have learned and if they will be well equipped for our primary schools.” These 
institutions should be regularly inspected and held to basic standards for teacher education, 
similar to the public colleges.  

Key Takeaways 
The experience of Zambia’s reform of ITE with a focus on foundational literacy highlights that: 
 

 
1 During the TTE situation analysis, severe facilities issues were observed, including holes in the roof of 
one college, and persistent flooding in the library of another.  
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1. Teacher educators are a key component of education systems and should not be 
overlooked or excluded from systemwide reforms. Teacher educators need 
investment, parallel to the rest of education system. Teacher educators cannot teach 
subject matter and pedagogy that they have never seen or practiced, and for which they 
do not have adequate, relevant resources.  
 

2. To the extent possible, interventions aiming at improving ITE should engage all 
teacher educators directly, to increase buy-in and the quality of capacity 
development while reducing conflicts created when only some individuals are 
chosen for professional development. Cascade approaches are popular because they 
are less expensive, but they do not necessarily lead to significant changes in knowledge 
and pedagogy due to dilution of content.  
 

3. Education authorities should take a more active hand in ensuring curricular quality 
in ITE programs. When teacher educators are relying on internet searches to provide 
lecture content, student teachers are not getting what they need.   
 

4. ITE must be closely connected to what is happening in schools—otherwise, 
curriculum and practices become outdated quickly and new teachers enter schools 
“looking rusty.” This means involving teacher educators in government and donor-
funded initiatives, ensuring close relationships between colleges and local primary 
schools, and developing school experience systems that give student teachers the 
support they need to be school-ready and successful.  
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