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1. INTRODUCTION 

The concept of universal access to quality education has for long been misunderstood for quantitative 

enrolment within the education discourse.The declaration of education for all (EFA) during the 

Jomtein Conference in 1990 led to many African countries embarking on massive enrolment of pupils 

in schools while quality educationwas largely disregarded (Barrett, 2011).Apparently, educational 

commentators argue that what matters most is not mere enrolment in schools, but quality of learning 

process taking place.Exacerbated by rapid population growth in the 90s, UN calls for universal access 

to education led toincreased demand for education enrollment in schools. Unfortunately,many sub-

Saharan countrieswere pushed to breaking points in enrollingchildren into school (UN, 2014). For 

instance, Kelly (1996) argues, the declaration led to massive crisis in schoolsas observed from limited 

access to quality educationand financing.Admittedly, differences in histories between and among 

countries in terms of political will, economic growth, cultural, meant that most of these targets were 

set without considering all these dynamics and making implementation of the recommendations a 

difficult task for some countries (Unterhalter, 2014; Miles and Single, 2010).In Zambia,increased 

pupil absenteeism and dropout in primary schools remained a challenge. Pupil drop out was at 2.27 % 

for primary schools between grades 1 to 7 with seemingly poor quality education still on the rise 

(MOE, 2007). This was despite having numerous community based organisations coming on board to 

help ameliorate this problem. With the advent of post-2015 agenda in UN report (2015), the narrative 

has however shifted from EFA to a new campaign which is „No one is left behind‟. The report 

forcibly challenge member countries to address the problem of gender parity and quality education in 

the outlined Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 2030.Critical in this discussion, the article will 

belooking at quality education in terms of how learning and teaching is taking place in marginalized 

communitiesas currently observed(Verger et al. 2015).  

Driven by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 for an inalienable right of 

every child to a quality education as well as the conceptualization of educational quality drawn from 

social justice perspective as argued byUnterhalter and Brighouse (2007), I intend to explore this study 

as follows: Firstly, a closer screening of quality education provision through the lens of Zambian 

Abstract:This research article investigates the impact of school feeding programs in schools on education 

quality in Zambia. A case study of two primary schools were sampled with all class teachers from Grades 1 to 

7 as participants. It also included one administrator from the respective schools and one representative from 

the organisation funding the program. Theresearch articledraws from a rights based understanding of quality 

education and the conceptualization of educational quality from the social justice perspective.A mixed method 

approachwas used to carry out the study. The findings showed that school feeding initiative does positively 

influence leaner behavior but it has less impact on quality education. The article concludes by proposing that 

more sustainable locally based solutions should be explored and adopted while the school feeding model 

propelled by donor aids should be redesigned to promote quality education rather than its current restricted 

role. Thisis because of the persistent question of donor aid sustainability as experienced from the previous 

interventions. Crucially important is government’s role in meeting the education quality indicators which still 

remain a huge challenge and undermines its ability to achieving the SDGs 2030. 
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Government‟s adoption of the EFA policy and its 2015 MDGs accomplishments. Crucially 

importantly is the second part of linking this goal to SDGs of the UN agenda 2030 of “No one is left 

behind” as reflected in the United Nation‟s Report (2015). This means debating the policy in the 

context of Human Rights perspective.A background check of the current government policies being 

implemented will be assessed based on the current SDGs as built fromthe 2015MDGs quality 

indicators. The „quality standards‟ in this article will refer to all inputs that promote quality; teacher- 

pupil ratio, class size and availability of learning and teaching materials.In summary, this paper will 

also delve into an in-depth critical analysis of the MDGs and role of donor aid in education. The apex 

of the discussion will be the findings of the research study, its recommendationsand conclusions 

towards the end. 

1.1. Rights-Based and Social Justice Perspective on Education 

The right based approach is more interested with the intrinsic value of education but also not 

neglecting the quality educational processes. This is in light of the fact that beyond the right to 

education and other outcomes key to achieving other rights, rights-based seek to protect children‟s 

rights while in education (Subrahmanian 2002; Pigozzi 2008).The UNICEF report (2008) posits that 

children have a legal right to education of an acceptable quality and that which adapts to the real 

needs of individual child. The UNESCO Convention 1989 on the rights of every child, accessing 

quality education isunderstood in the context of giving every child the right to a free and compulsory 

primary education. The essence is that education should focus on full human development, strengthen 

respect for human rights, and promote understanding, tolerance and friendship (UDHR Article 26) in 

(United Nations, 1989). Therefore, quality education according to Schweisfurth(2014: 260) “ensures 

that the teaching and learning adopts a multiple perspective that acknowledges multiple interactions 

within and beyond the classroom which shapes individual identities and social worlds”. This is in 

contrast to what is practised in the Zambian schools as observed from the SAMEQ reports (2011). 

Nevertheless, Alexander (2008a, 2014) in Schweisfurth (2014) has argued that education quality was 

misunderstood by many as being the outcome rather than the processes that take place in a classroom 

environment.UNESCO (2014) acknowledges that 250 million children in schools have not acquired 

the basic literacy and numeracy skills. On the contrary, there is a global depiction according to 

Schweisfurth (2014) and UNESCO (2013) that the understanding of good quality is perceived as 

practice of equipping people with the relevant skills and attitudes, as well as obtaining descent work 

and other gains. Alexander (2014) points out that it is this depiction that has led to some unintended 

consequences on educational quality as countries get engrossed with the prescribed global 

measurements and measurability such as the new PISA TEST for measuring progress, while silencing 

what good teaching and learning ought to be and how it could be promoted and evaluated. 

1.2. Formation and Critique of Formulation of MDGs 

This partcritically looks at the background of the formulation of MDGs in Zambia and the impact that 

national policies influenced by the MDGs have had on the quality of education until 2015. It also 

connects this review to the post 2015 agenda envisaged within the SDGs. Therefore, education quality 

will be explained in the context of quality indicators as outlined in the introduction. 

National debate on qualityeducation tends to be highly politicised and often with the involvement of 

international advocacy groups and NGOs (HakiElimu 2000; Mundy and Murphy 2001).However, the 

big question for the Zambian government is whether it undertook a right course of action from the 

preamble in providing quality education. For instance, NGOs have in the last two decades claimed to 

help marginalised communities access quality education (MOE, 1996 and MOE 2010). The daunting 

question is whether this is the sort of helpneededto achieve quality EFA goal. 

According to Unterhalter (2014), there was a general consensus by member countries at the Jomtein 

Conference in 1990 on the need to meet the basic learning needs, equity and quality for all school 

going children.  This was further reiterated at the Dakar Conference in 2000 in Senegal, in which a 

framework design of six goals was tabled (Dakar Framework Report, 2000). In response to the 

Jomtien recommendations, Zambia drew up a roadmap on how it was going to implement the six 

goals. For example, some measures included massive teacher recruitment, construction of more 

schools as well as expanding on the existing school infrastructure (MOE, 1996). Moreover, according 
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to JCTR report (2005), the government claimed that education enrolment for girls and boys between 

1990 and 2000 was about 69% and 71% respectively, with the potential to attain a 100% enrolment by 

2015. In fact, the UNDP (2003) in JCTR (2005) reported that Universal Primary Education was one 

of the MDGs likely to be achieved by the country. However, the crucial question is ascertaining 

whether these measures were adequate enough to meet the definition of quality education.  

Schweisfurth (2014) acknowledges that the Learner-Centred Education (LCE) is the way to achieving 

quality education even though the education funders such as International agencies tend to come up 

with their own criteria of measuring quality education. Unfortunately, theirstandard measurements 

tend to get the endorsement of the global approval. For example, these reform policies may include 

changes in the curriculum and may also be triggered by the LCE, but they tend to be hurriedly 

implemented by many countries without taking cognizance of other barriers such as timeframe, 

accessibility to learning and teaching materials, teacher capacity limited by training as well as lack of 

personal experience as evidenced from the case of least developed countries (Brundrett, 2014). 

SACMEQ (1998; 2007) posits that while acknowledging that teacher training and experience was 

critical to improving the professional development and application of the pedagogical skills, the 

findings show that about 49.3 % of teachers had not completed Grade 12 in Zambia which is a 

prerequisite for entry into college. At the same time, while the years required for a full teacher 

training remained at 2 years, the average teaching experience on the contrary dropped from 11.5 years 

to 6 years. Theimplication of this was that many teachers were young and inexperienced. 

According to the MOE (2009), the schools by 2007 were not properly equipped with teaching and 

learning materials.  This as reported by SAQMEQ (2007; 2011) is assumed to have been exacerbated 

by the government declaration of free basic education in 2002 which led to the unprecedented 

enrolment levels beyond the available classroom spaces and an abnormal teacher-pupil ratio. This was 

a regional problem for sub-Saharan countries which embarked on free primary education policy in an 

attempt to provide universal primary education. Consequently, such policies became unsustainable 

and school completion remained a challenge (Abuya et al., 2013). For example, Brundrett (2014) 

notes that in the case of developing countries, less than 60 per cent of primary schools enrolled in 

grade one went all the way to completing the last grade. Ostensibly, the World Bank triggered this 

problem indirectly when it emphasised on the need for children to complete universal primary 

education on the basis that it provided the best rate of returns for investment in the human capital 

(Heyneman, 2003; 2004).   

The Zambian government got into this pitfall as the move to declare free access to basic education for 

all was immediately confronted by a financial crisis which forced government to impose a teacher 

employment freeze in 2004. This was amidst the already fewer teachers who later on became 

overwhelmed with huge numbers in classrooms (SAQMEQ, 2007).  This is what Waage et al. (2010) 

argues that the MDGs merely created unbearable pressure on countries which eventually resorted to 

presenting aggregate gains enrolment rates, while shielding inequalities in the distribution.  

Unfortunately, this pressure being exerted on countries to provide EFA in order to meet the MDGs 

has had some unintended consequences. For example, Tungaraza et al. (2015) argue that little 

attention has been paid towards monitoring quality and relevance of the education being offered in 

schools. Ironically, Barret et al. (2014) and UNESCO (2012) observed that while the EFA has been 

one of the central issue in the MDGs for the past 15 years, with the past 25 years focusing on 

expansion of primary education, a sharp contrast still exists. For example, overwhelming evidence 

shows children leaving primary education still display literacy challenges. Schweisfurth (2014) noted 

that by the turn of the Millennium, about 157 million children of school going age were not in school 

as the pre-occupation of the global agenda was heightened on promoting access to basic education. 

Therefore, it is the more reason that focus in the post-2015 should be more on learning that takes 

place within school unlike in the past where the focus has been on pupil access to school. (Barret et 

al., 2014)  

In view of this, both UNESCO and UNICEF (2013) have argued that the cracks in the current global 

education agenda were due to lack of clear articulation between the EFA and MDG processes and the 

need for the two to effectively integrate. Even though this claim gives a plausible explanation, there is 

still a danger of replicating the same outcomes in the next SDGs, as long as the International Agencies 
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continue to hold the definition of education in their own context as observed by Tabulwa (2003) in 

(Schweisfurth, 2014). In fact, Hulme (2010) and Robert, (2005) in Unterhalter (2014) argues that 

while the Dakar framework for EFA was a product of wider consultation of key stakeholders such as 

government, civil society or EFA movements, the MDG framework was exclusively driven by a small 

powerful group of the International Agencies such as the World Bank that dominated and prioritised 

its agenda. The MDG as argued by Unterhalter (2014) focused on ensuring everywhere, boys and girls 

completed a full course of primary schooling, while school attendance, participation and learning 

gains had little bearing in shaping this policy frame.   

In the case of Zambia as reported in SACMEQ (2007), government claimed to have addressed all 

phases of schooling at all levels including the cross-cutting issues of gender, HIV and AIDS and those 

requiring special educational needs (SEN). However, this does not settle the question of quality 

education for all, when the country still has barriers to dismantle which inhibits this educational 

quality provision. For example, SACMEQ report (2011) highlights that about 19.5 % of schools in the 

country needed complete rebuilding while 43.3 % needed major repairs. The report further highlights 

that pupil sitting and writing space was only 78.5 % by 2007 while the standard learning hours were 

curtailed from five to four a day for Grade six pupils. 

Everything said and done, it is encouraging that the new roadmap envisaged in the SDGs 2030 could 

be a turnaround in the quest for quality education in all schools. The popular slogan within the 

SDG„No one is left behind‟ will compel government to put up measures that would promote quality 

education.It is crucially important to note that the SDG has become an appendage of the MDGs 2015, 

but the distinctiveness is its broader scope. SDGs seek to address the contemporary issues of 

exclusion in form of gender equality and reduced inequality within and between countries UN (2015). 

1.3. Donor Aid on Education in the 21st Century 

Thereis increasing debate among researchers and policy makers regarding the impact of donor aid on 

education in Africa. While certain quarters argue donor aid is yielding positive results in transforming 

people‟s livelihood, critics argue it is not. There is a claim that resources offered by community-based 

organisations offer little help if anything in changing the course of quality education offered in 

schools (Munteanu et al., 2014). For instance, Moyo (2010) argues donor aid is responsible for 

pushing countries into downward spiral of poverty as nations descend to a vicious cycle of aid. While 

this could be a shrewd argument, the impact of donor aid in promoting equity access to education in 

developing countries cannot be ignored. In as much as donor aid has enabled the flow of resources for 

education resulting in improvededucational provision in Zambia since 1990s, the challenge has been 

responding to the donor‟s requirements MOE (1996).Admittedly, donor‟s requirements tend to focus 

more on the donor perception than perceived needs within the Ministry of Education. This is coupled 

with the absence of effective coordinating mechanism to establish a clear roadmap for donor 

involvement at every level of education within the agreed standards and implementation procedures 

Kelly (1999). According to CSPRreport (2005:7) “donor pledges must be based on MDG financing 

requirements, with sets of conditions jointlynegotiated with the Government of the Republic of 

Zambia (GRZ) and domestic stakeholders in the development process. Thoseconditions should be 

aligned with country-owned development priorities. And donorpledges should be met with timely and 

full disbursements”. However, this is not to ignore the significant role donor aid plays in the education 

of the country. 

2. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

In conducting this research, a mixed-method approach was adopted as influenced by the research 

questions. Most importantly, the two methods complement each other in giving statistics and 

providing in-depth explanations behind the underlying assumptions. A case study of two primary 

schools within Chipata Town of Eastern Province involved in feeding program were selectively 

picked. Given that the feeding program is being implemented in schools with similar characteristics of 

leaners within the province, findings from two schools could as well be generalized to other schools. 

In fact, generalisation is a unique strength of a case study approach as argued (Punch 2009). The 

sample consisted of all class teachers from Grade 1 to 7 and a school administrator from each school. 

One participant from the organisation in-charge of the school feeding programs was includedto get the 

perceptive of the donor funder on the program initiative. Teachers were involved because they make 
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an extremely important part of this study in terms of feedback on the policy success. They are the end 

user in the policy implementation as they are in the frontline. Both qualitative and quantitative data 

were collected. For instance, quantitative data was collected using self-administered questionnaires 

while qualitative data was collected using semi-structured interviews.Teachers were asked to fill-in 

the questionnaires while school administrators and a representative from an NGO had an exclusive 

one-to-one interview. Questions were framed to bring out perspectives on whether the feeding 

program was an appropriate intervention for rural and peri-urban public schools in improving pupil 

attendance and quality education. Qualitative data was analysed using themes while quantitative one 

was analysed using SPSS. The next section presents findings and discussion. 

3. RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Thissection presentsfindings based ondata collected and analysed from statistics and emerging themes 

as observed from participants‟ narratives and responses.  

3.1. Teacher’s Knowledge about Pupil’s Background and Attendance 

The first set of questions were asked to explore class teacher‟s knowledge depth about pupils‟ 

personal characteristics and background. For example, this was about drawing out information about 

the socio-economic background of pupils, attendance and dropout rates. Generally, 65% of the pupils 

in these schools come from disadvantaged families and 35% from middle class.Disadvantaged 

backgrounds in the Zambian context include those parents that earn below the poverty datum line 

which less than a US dollars per day as set by UN report. Any family that lives on less than a dollar 

which apparently has been raised to USD 1.90 is considered as poor according to the recent UNDP 

report (2016).Pupils‟ attendance was fairly good as noticed from teachers‟ responses with the majority 

sharing opinions between either good or very good as seen below: 

Table1.How is pupil attendance in your class? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Very Good 3 21.4 21.4 21.4 

Good 10 71.4 71.4 92.9 

Poor 1 7.1 7.1 100.0 

Total 14 100.0 100.0  

However, despite the proclamation of free primary education, the problem of pupil dropout still exists 

with 36% of the sample acknowledging having recorded cases of pupil dropout. Several factors were 

raised behind this problem: economic if reasons for dropping out were financially related; culturally if 

reason were associated with cultural practice and other traditional norms; behaviorally if reasons were 

psychologically linked. All the categories mentioned were at play although cultural and 

behavioralfactors were the leading cause as observed below 

Table2.Reasons for pupil dropout of school 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

Economical 1 7.1 20.0 20.0 

Cultural 2 14.3 40.0 60.0 

Behavioral 2 14.3 40.0 100.0 

Total 5 35.7 100.0  

Missing System 9 64.3   

Total 14 100.0   

3.2. Assessing the Impact of Feeding Program on Pupil Behavior 

The questions under this category were phrased to assess the impact of the feeding program on pupils 

from teachers‟ perspective. In the first place, when the sponsor was asked to explain the objective of 

the feeding program in schools, this was the response: 

We’re targeting to improve enrolment, attendance and learner participation in class…so     

we’re running this project in 98 schools in Eastern Province….the program running since 

2014.  

In trying to assess the impact of the program, one area of investigation was to find out how this 

program changed pupil attendance in class. There was an overwhelming response among participants 
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with 71% showing it greatly improved in contrast to 29% who indicated there was moderate 

improvement.  

Table3.How has feeding program changed pupil attendance in your class? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

Greatly improved 10 71.4 71.4 71.4 

Moderately Improved 4 28.6 28.6 100.0 

Total 14 100.0 100.0  

Apparently, all participants unanimously confirmed that the program had imparted a positive 

behavioral change attitude on learners, although a small fraction of 30% of the participants indicated 

that the program was not responsible for improved performance in class. For instance, 70% of 

participants observed pupil returned to school after introduction of the feeding program. In response 

to the question about the significance of the program on pupil behavior, the response from the director 

of the program was as follows: 

School heads have shared stories of improved attendance….we’ve learnt about the same in our 

impact assessment survey….there is significant increased enrolment, improved attendance, 

improved classroom participation by leavers.  

In support of this verbatim,a vast majority of participants over 70% held the view that withdrawing 

the feeding program would massively lead to increased absenteeism. This opinion was equally echoed 

among the two school administrators.  

3.3. Assessing Quality Education Provision on Learners 

Nevertheless, the question of addressing quality education was equally pursued in this research by 

assessing the following; classroom management in terms of teacher-pupil ratio, availability of 

teaching materials and quality teaching and teaching staff. The responses showed education quality 

still remained a challenge with the majority about 77% openly stating the school lacked adequate 

teaching materials. See responses below: 

Table4.Do you have enough teaching materials in your class? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid Yes 3 21.4 21.4 21.4 

No 11 78.6 78.6 100.0 

Total 14 100.0 100.0  

In separate interviews with the school administrators, they both lamented on lack of adequate teaching 

materials coupled with excessive numbers in classes. For example, below is a response from 

administrator for school B: 

The school has a critical shortage of teaching materials, text books, chalk and sometimes we 

run out of chalk before end of term….teachers too complain about poor quality chalk board… 

the numbers of pupils wanting places, you know being in town are also increasing every term.   

3.4. Evaluating the overall Impact of the School Feeding Program on Quality Education 

A set of question were outlined to assess participants‟ opinion on the impact of the program on quality 

education provision. While there was overwhelming endorsement on the program‟s impact on 

tackling absenteeism and performance, admittedly, there was a clear cut divide in opinion on quality 

education with half of the participants arguing it did and the other holding an opposed view. 

Arguably, it is easier to connect feeding and increased pupil attendance, but on the contrary it is rather 

difficult to connect the same pupil feeding with improved pupil performance. Performance can be a 

consequence of several factors at play as highlighted in literature review on what amounts to quality 

education. See responses in the table below: 

Table5.Impact of Program on Quality Education 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

Agree 7 50.0 50.0 50.0 

Disagree 7 50.0 50.0 100.0 

Total 14 100.0 100.0  
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In fact, the sponsor of the feeding program despite respondingthat the program did addressthe 

problem of quality education, he was quick to mention that this was still a question of debate: 

Note: quality education is a factor of many things…feeding only comes into the picture when other variables 

are available e.g. teachers, teaching and learning materials, good space for classes. 

This section was all about demonstrating the research methods and instruments used as well as the 

findings of the study. It also covered a critical analysis of the findings and discussing in-depth the 

results. 

4. CONCLUSION 

The research study started with a well demonstrated theoretical framework and explored in-depth the 

different literature in line with the research investigation. This was then linked to the methodological 

framework and justification of the research paradigm adopted. From the findings, it is crystal clear 

that the feeding program impacts a lot in tackling behavioral change of learners. It is a catch in 

attracting pupils to remain in school and to some extent help pupil participation in school activities.  

Nonetheless, the real impact on pupil performance cannot be exclusively alluded to the feeding 

program and this came out strongly in the findings. This is because pupil performance is a 

combination of a lot factors such which redefine quality education. Suffice to mention, that quality 

education stills remains a target yet to be achieved even though there is unanimous acknowledgement 

of the feeding program and its impact on behavioral change of leaners. Quality education is seemingly 

a fight that needs to be embraced and accomplished within the SDGs. This is in view of thecontinued 

inadequate teaching materials, inappropriate teacher-pupil ratio in many public schools thus 

compromising on overall quality education.  

It is important that stakeholders like NGOs come on board to complement government‟s effort in 

providingEFA although it still remains government‟s responsibility to ensure quality education is 

provided to leaners through adequate provision of learning materials and a balanced teacher-pupil 

ratio. On the other hand, it has been observed donor funding projects raise the concern of 

sustainability. The previous experiences have shown that most of these projects die a natural death as 

soon as the sponsors pull out. Moyo (2010) has a point when she argues that donor aids have left a 

legacy of failure and unsustainability for African countries, but on the contrary this research has 

shown that education aid is still significant. However, the recommendations are that there must be a 

guiding framework for all aid funders to fit into government‟s education priorities and targets rather 

than the opposite as it has usually been the case in the past. It can almost be predicted of what would 

be the immediate repercussions if for example the school feeding program is curtailed. 

Againproblems of increased pupil absenteeism, pupil drop out would recur. Nonetheless, inasmuch as 

these complementally programs provide a suitable environment for learners, focus should be on 

achieving quality education for all in line with the post-2015 MDG on education. The findings from 

this study give insight into the sort of agendagovernment should seek to pursue to tackle the real 

problem of quality education and sustainability.  
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