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Introduction 

This impact report is based on STEP-Up Zambia engagement with the Ministry of General 

Education (MOGE) and higher education institutions (HEI) from August 2012 to September 

2015. It focuses on the institutional impact of the research engagement (otherwise referred to a 

policy and research task area) and a summary of the overall STEP-Up Zambia project can be 

found in Annex 1. The primary aim of the policy and research task area was to:  

“Engage Zambian institutions of higher education in education research related to 

oversight, management, accountability and improved reading” with the following sub-

tasks: 

1. Develop and implement a research agenda related to learners’ performance, 

specifically reading, with collaboration between MOGE and higher education 

institutions. The development of the research agenda was accomplished through a 

process to: 

a. Set priorities as a part of the strategic planning process, proposals, and 

discussions  

b. Develop skills to increase the technical capacity of students, faculty and MOGE 

staff interested in research 

c. Applied research by and for practitioners to identify problems and solutions to 

real world issues with those who can make change 

2. Use evidence from applied action research to inform MOGE policies 

a. Share and disseminate results broadly with the creation of policy briefs that have 

considerations and recommendations for action 

b. Advance the deliberations and actions, often through local and national policy 

round tables, to discuss the research results and follow-up actions as well as 

personal commitments 

3. Create opportunities for university students to conduct education-applied 

research. This task was perhaps the most modest of all three sub-tasks. This is because 

participants in the research process mentioned that the higher education institutions 

have begun to see their role differently as more active contributors and producers of 

knowledge and information to inform policy and practice. This role included students, 

and faculty who engaged in research activity, often seeing it as professional development 

and MOGE officers who saw the research process as a way to move forward critical 

decisions and issues in the system toward increased focus and attention on learner 

performance. (The above tasks and sub-tasks in bold text are from the STEP-Up Zambia work 

plans and performance monitoring documents). 

This institutional impact report will examine how and to what extent each of these tasks has 

been achieved and even exceeded. The overarching question this report seeks to answer is:  
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How has MOGE improved its capacity to conduct research 

and analysis through engagement with institutions of higher 

education? 

Developing and implementing a research agenda 

The ultimate goal of the policy and research component was to have research with a purpose 

to help transform the Zambian educational system to a dynamic and responsive one that uses 

research to inform policy and implementation (otherwise known as practice). Identifying key 

priorities on actionable, vexing problems was critical to begin the effort.  

a) Priorities – look at problems with unknown or unclear solutions 

The process to develop research questions started with meetings with stakeholder groups and 

visits to the higher education institutions, DEBS and PEO offices countrywide, and MOGE 

headquarters to learn about research priorities. Initial conversations tended to focus on 

problems with logical or known solutions. These included the concentrated attention and 

implementation of existing policy, understanding the spread of action research in teacher 

training institutions, exam preparation and use of assessments (particularly the red level tracker 

to assess early grade reading levels), basic understanding of why there is low literacy, low 

learner/teacher attendance, standards of teaching practice and teacher deployment practices. 

The only gender related issues mentioned in early stages of the project were at Chalimbana 

University (Chongwe, district), who referred to school drop outs due to early marriage and the 

Catholic University (Kalulushi, Copperbelt) who indicated their Development department had 

done some action research on gender, but not specifically related to education. These initial 

visits and discussions often illustrated that using research evidence to inform policy and practice 

was not well established, both in how priority research areas were considered and also in 

actually using research or evaluation studies in the decision making process. Such conversations 

were an initial step to distinguish between problems with known solutions compared to 

problems that require research and greater understanding to address. 

Immediate impacts:  

1. The STEP-Up Zambia project helped to identify a research agenda. Critical to this 

effort was to identify problems that did not have known solutions. Conversations 

with stakeholders often involved discussing whether or not research was really 

needed when they easily identified solutions. Instead, stakeholders were encouraged 

by those on the STEP-Up Zambia project to include addressing problems with 

known solutions in their strategic plans and actions, while focusing research efforts 

on relatively complex issues that had unknown solutions. 

2. The STEP-Up Zambia project also demonstrated the linkage between policy and 

practice through identifying instances and discussing how strategic plans are intended 

to address policies, guidelines, and priorities. This was done using an analysis of 
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strategic plans in November 2012 to demonstrate priorities discussed and contained 

in plans that were also research priorities and a review of policies to date and how 

they addressed issues in the research in February 2015. This type of simple analysis 

served to indicate how the system can be responsive by cross-checking plans with, 

policies, and identified problems that may need research.  

3. The consideration for gender across all topics was introduced in research design, 

implementation, analysis, and dissemination of results, as discussed further in the 

section on Skills Development. 

b) Skills Development – increasing technical capacity of researchers 

Most stakeholders who said they have conducted 

research indicated they had done “academic research,” 

This was often described as a literature review with 

some data collection using a convenience sample or 

available data toward fulfilling requirements for a 

credential such as a diploma or degree. Some 

stakeholders had also been involved in action research, 

in which teachers engaged in a reflective process to try 

new methods of practice using feedback and assessments to learn from the effects of their 

teaching interventions. The action research process is often cyclical so that teachers, who learn 

action research to improve their teaching methods and activities, will continually develop their 

teaching practice by trying new teaching approaches and assessing if the new approach yields 

the desired results. Lastly, some participants mentioned that they had been a part of research 

teams, often contracted for specific phases of the research, such as data collection, but did not 

have much opportunity to analyze data and write results into policy briefs and papers.  

As distinct from these models of research engagement, the STEP-Up Zambia Policy and 

Research process involved participants in research design to focus on important issues and 

develop instruments, data collection, data processing, data analysis, writing results in accessible 

formats, and disseminating to stakeholders in various ways, such as meetings, policy briefs, and 

ongoing conversations.  

Gender considerations in educational research 

Gender, particularly differences between boys and girls in their educational experience, was 

continually a focus of all research studies in a couple of ways. First, the research design 

workshops (2012 for CLCE, 2013 for ZAMISE, 2014 for UNZA, and 2015 for UNZA and 

ZAMISE together) all addressed considerations in research design to enable the analysis of data 

by gender. Instrument design discussions considered both the gender of the respondent(s) and 

also their perceptions of gender difference in educational experience among pupils and 

teachers. Outputs included a document titled “Outline for Conducting and Communicating 

Research to Inform Policy and Practice: Gendered implications and opportunities” and a 

presentation titled “Gender & Education: Implications for Policy and Practice.”  

“Learning about skills involved 

in research starting form 

identification of the problem to 

analyzing and providing 

recommendations” 

 - A ZAMISE lecturer 
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Though participants often were familiar with male/female considerations, there was some 

resistance to having pupil focus groups separated by boys and girls. In the first study with CLCE, 

pupil focus groups were boys and girls together asked about teacher perceptions of boys and 

girls, but did not separate pupil focus groups into boys and girls. The ZAMISE study designed in 

late 2013 and implemented in 2014 separated pupil focus groups by male or female, thus data 

can be gender- disaggregated. The 2015 study analysis of UNZA and ZAMISE data from 2014 

also focused on considering and presenting information about male/female and analyzed 

statistical results according to the gender of respondents. This presentation in the “long paper 

working session – Data interpretation and gender analysis” in May 2015 and analysis effort led 

to further exposure to gender analysis among UNZA, ZAMISE and MOGE participants. 

Excerpts from Zambia policies related to gender in education were discussed and considered 

with all three research partners.  

The 2013 policy brief “Learning from Assessment” had a direct focus on differences in male 

verses female schooling, particularly how teachers perceive girls and boys as learners. The 

primary concerns raised related to how girls and boys are often perceived as being better (and 

worse) at certain subjects, and that pupils and teachers may purposely or unknowingly suggest 

that students will perform well (or poorly) depending on their gender. Providing role models to 

dispel gender stereotypes was offered as a possible solution. Since the researchers in this study 

are also lecturers and teachers, they too commented that they will consider how their own 

gender stereotyping may influence their own professional life. Teachers and lecturers 

differentiated between equality of opportunity and equity so that girls are encouraged in areas 

that are not associated with girls. Interestingly, CLCE data revealed that teachers tended to 

believe that boys generally are not as good at literacy and reading-related subjects as girls, so 

further attention to boys was seen as important effort toward raising literacy levels.  

Immediate impact 

1. Gender disaggregation of pupil focus groups is an example of how the research 

process can lead to critical conversations about recognizing differences in behavior 

toward and treatment of boys and girls in education in schools and learning at home. 

The simple act of requesting gender disaggregated groups and explaining why 

allowing pupils to voice their concerns around gender, as well as teachers, is a small 

part of the change process to suggest that gender matters within schools. 

Considering gender in the research process and asking questions about gender 

sparks thinking and challenges a common reaction that researchers, teachers, and 

school administrators had that pupils receive equal treatment, yet with further 

consideration of the research process and analysis of date, gender equity to have the 

opportunity to perform despite gender stereotypes was considered from research 

design to analysis. 

2. Gender stereotypes among teachers were found to be quite strong in research data, 

particularly in terms of performance in particular subjects. Boys were viewed as 
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excelling in math and science while girls and social and language subjects. The 

lecturers and students involved in the study often suggested that the data analysis 

discussions about the results helped them to learn how to talk about gender equity 

in their own work, but also in policy level issues at school, district, provincial and 

national levels. In addition the distribution of the Assessment policy brief with a 

focus on gender, the researchers (43 at the data analysis meeting and over 100 

involved in data collection) who are also practitioners serves as gender advocates in 

their own classrooms, and possibly institutions.  

c) Experience conducting research – Applied Research 

The STEP-Up Zambia Policy and Research approach involved learning by doing, such that 

participants engaged in the full research process to increase their knowledge, understanding, 

and experience in the various phases of research in an effort to focus on critical issues for the 

Zambian Education system. A summary of research studies can be found below.  

Study Timeline, Participants Outputs - Policy Briefs 

Assessment, Monitoring, and 
Materials 

How can improved management 
improve assessment; monitoring, and 
teaching and learning resources to 
increase reading levels in Zambia? 

Nov. 2012- June 2013 
20 Lecturers (CLCE) * 
10 Students (CLCE) 
5 MOGE (PEO, DEBS) 
(over 100 CLCE students 
involved in data collection 
during teacher training) 

1. Monitoring Matters 
2. Learning from Assessment 
3. Teaching and learning materials 

and their influence on reading 

Struggling Readers  

What helps support children who 
experience reading difficulties? 

December 2013 – May 2014 
10 Lecturers (ZAMISE) ** 
6 Students (ZAMISE) 
6 MOGE (DEBS, PEO, HQ) 

1. The use of local languages 
2. The teaching of literacy in school 
3. Teaching and learning materials 
4. Home life and its effects 

Teacher Training 

How can this research on teacher 
training contribute to a movement to 
create a strong reading culture in 
Zambia? 

January 2014 – April 2014 
5 Faculty, Lecturers (UNZA)* 
12 Students (UNZA) 
3 MOGE (HQ) 

1. Teacher Training is Critical to 
Improve Early Grade Literacy in 
Zambia 

Strategies for Improved Practice 

What are the strategies that have 
been used at different levels of the 
education system for effective policy 
implementation toward improved 
practice in early grade literacy?  
Study 1: MOGE (HQ, PEO, DEBS) 
Strategies, Aspirations 
Study 2: Teacher Training Colleges 
Strategies, Aspirations 

January 2015 – May 2015 
5 ZAMISE Lecturers (1 new) 
4 UNZA Lecturers 
10 UNZA Students (4 new) 
5 ZAMISE Students 
3 MOGE (HQ) 
 
Note: Many participants 
returned for further involvement 
since the STEP-Up Zambia 
team believed that increasing 
the depth of engagement was 
most critical to advance 
research to inform policy and 
practice.  

1. Strengthening Continuous 
Professional Development to 
Improve Early Grade Reading 

2. School Management, Monitoring, 
and Policy – Focus on Learning 

3. Teacher Preparation and 
Placement: Ensuring Teachers 
are Empowered to Teach in 
Zambian Languages 

4. Align the Curriculum, Avail the 
Policy, Provide Time and 
Materials 

5. Student Teacher Preparation for 
the Realities in Zambia’s Schools 

Total: 5 studies 68 Lecturers and students  13 Policy briefs 

Note: Lecturers indicated that they saw participation in the STEP-Up research process as 

professional development even if they were not currently enrolled in a degree program. 18 of 

the 20 Lecturers from CLCE were in a Master’s Degree Program, 2 of 6 ZAMISE Lecturers 

were in a Master’s Degree program, 1 UNZA Lecturer was enrolled in a PhD program at the 
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University of Minnesota, and 1 MOGE headquarters staff person is enrolled in a PhD program 

at UNZA.  

 

When considering the level of research experience prior to involvement in STEP-Up Zambia, 

lecturers and students alike indicated that they had little to no experience in designing research 

studies, while many (85% of ZAMISE faculty and students) had been involved in conducting a 

research study with data collection. However, further clarification of their involvement in 

research studies suggested that faculty and students had little or no involvement in the design 

or analysis of studies, often they were only involved in contract work to collect data. 79% of 

participants in the ZAMISE research design workshop (December 2013) said they are very 

interested in improving their research skills, while half of government respondents (3) and one 

lecturer said they had some interest in improving their research skills. So all participants were 

interested in research, and most to a large extent. When participants explained why they want 

to improve their research skills, their motivation was to advance their career, qualifications and 

knowledge.  

Experiential learning, research stage 1 – Research Design  

After each day of the research design workshop, a feedback form and evaluation was conducted 

by the STEP-Up team to assess the level of comfort of the group with the process to make 

adjustments and also attend to emergent issues of concern. Common themes in all four 

partnerships (CLCE, ZAMISE and UNZA) related to research design were the commitment to 

try designing an applied research study (including designing instruments, developing policy 

relevant questions, and studies focused on improving educational practice), collaboratively 

facilitating groups, and increasing the passion and commitment to the work, namely, educational 

improvement in Zambia. The practical and hands-on aspects of this work were welcomed by 

every group. Similarly, most individuals indicated that more time and instruction about designing 

research was needed in their institutions. Though this project was welcome, to fully learn the 

full range of research design strategies and approaches necessary to independently develop 

research to inform practice, more time was needed. 

Approximately a year after the study with CLCE concluded, Matthew Thomas from the 

University of Minnesota returned to CLCE to ask about the impact of the research process for 

lecturers. In August 2014, 14% of lecturers said they learned an exceptional amount, 65% a lot, 

14% some, and 7% only a little about how to design a study as a result of their participation in 

the initial STEP-Up Zambia study in 2012-2013.  

Experiential learning, research stage 2 – Data Entry and Preparation 

Prior to the research project, very few students and lecturers who were involved in data entry 

and preparation had done any data entry before. Common remarks about doing data entry 

were to say that they became faster in typing and were excited to learn how to use Microsoft 

Excel. The UMN team in collaboration with STEP-Up Zambia opted to use available tools 

(Excel) that participants already had on their computers to ensure that the skills developed and 
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used could easily be transferable to other projects. For instance, UNZA and ZAMISE 

participants in 2015 highlighted the importance of prioritizing data to analyze based on response 

rates and variation in responses, an issue that few raised in the 2014 studies with both 

organizations. They also indicated a better understanding of understanding the scope of each 

study given the research samples and response rates.  

In pre- and post-surveys before the May 2015 data analysis workshops, ZAMISE and UNZA 

participants indicated that they learned the most about the importance of preparing and 

cleaning data for consistency, as well as doing formulas in Excel for basic functions and 

calculations. Since many lecturers and students work in institutions that require management 

functions, such as budgets and assessments, such skills can easily be used in non-research 

related tasks as well. Though participants indicated they wanted to learn more, such as how to 

develop data entry templates, more advanced formulas, and advanced techniques for sorting, on 

average participants shifted from simply knowing what data preparation is to knowing how to 

do data preparation with some help. 

Experiential learning, research stage 3 - Data Analysis 

Making sense of the data and results is always a 

critical step in the research process. The 

technical assistants from the University of 

Minnesota found that participants had the initial 

tendency to relate data they looked at to their 

own experience, often with little connection to 

the original concept in the question. In other 

words, participants needed practice in 

considering the question, the particular 

respondents responding to the question, rather 

than a common tendency to see a result and 

jump toward a conclusion that was seemingly 

unrelated. For instance, participants looking at 

continuing professional development frequency, 

would at times conclude that materials or 

resources were not available when the stem 

question did not address this issue. This tendency 

spoke to the limited exposure most lecturers and students had to the full range of research, 

particularly data analysis.  

In December 2013, at the ZAMISE design workshop (before analyzing data), government 

participants indicated that they had advanced experience in analyzing qualitative data, though 

college lecturers and students only had some, limited, or no experience, though they were 

interested in learning more. ZAMISE December 2013 workshop participants commented that 

Well, as part of many other 

researches that I have conducted so 

far, I feel this one is more 

exceptional since when it came to 

data analysis, I was oriented 

effectively on how to use Microsoft 

software, away from manual way of 

data analysis that I have been used 

to.” – CLCE lecturer, May 2013 

Happy to be given intensive training 

in data analysis not just for the sake 

of this research, but also for 

research that I will be involved with 

in the future. – An UNZA student, 

May 2015 
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qualitative research is generally done for degrees and is often theoretical (and not practical as 

with STEP-Up). 58% of workshop participants were very interested in improving qualitative 

analysis skills.  

Participants indicated some work on basic statistics, but most participants had only statistical 

theory. 74% (14) ZAMISE participants were interested in learning more quantitative data 

analysis techniques. Of the nine respondents who had analyzed quantitative data prior to their 

experience with STEP-Up Zambia, six people indicated they had used SPSS, 2 had used Excel, 

and 1 indicated using pencil and paper. However, in discussions with participants, it became 

clear that those who had use SPSS or Excel, did not have the opportunity to use it on a regular 

basis and had theoretical knowledge, though limited to no practical experience.  

The majority of lecturers from CLCE were also involved in a Master’s Degree Program with 

Gonzaga University in Seattle, USA. They were particularly interested in learning how to code 

qualitative data and conduct statistical analysis for their thesis research. 

CLCE, ZAMISE, UNZA and government participants all indicated particular satisfaction and 

interest with the data analysis process. STEP-Up Zambia facilitators often had to pull them away 

from their analysis tasks for breaks, group sessions and at the end of the day. The greatest 

change that ZAMISE and UNZA participants noted in their data analysis experience was in 

knowing how to create a formula in Excel to get frequencies and response rates and also coding 

qualitative data by theme. Remarks from participants included that they can use data analysis 

techniques in their current roles as teachers, lecturers, and administrators as they do their day 

to day work with assessments in particular.  

Experiential learning, research stage 4 - Writing Policy Briefs 

This was the first time for all participants (CLCE, 

ZAMISE, UNZA, and MOGE) to write a policy brief. In 

the 2015 data analysis and writing workshop, ZAMISE 

and UNZA participants reported a change from 

knowing what a policy brief is to knowing how to write a 

policy brief with some help and even independently. 

Participants commented that the challenge of writing 

policy briefs were to “how to write a well arranged, 

logical brief summary.” But they saw themselves as a part of the change process in using their 

position and experience to discuss the issues in their work.  

Participants also remarked about learning technical skills to writing policy briefs on the 

computer. Over half (53%) of ZAMISE workshop participants in 2013 said that they had limited 

experience “using word processing on a computer for complex formatting such as diagrams.” 

Six out of seven lecturers and four out of six students indicated they were very interested in 

using word processing more as a part of the STEP-Up project. Comments about why they want 

I will use my position to share 

[the policy brief] with 

practitioners. [And would like to 

learn more about] How to 

influence change in situations 

of resistance by stakeholders. - 

An UNZA Student, May 2015 
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to learn how to better use software capabilities included that they want more practice, to learn, 

create charts and graphs, and practice the tools they had learned.  

CLCE lecturers also saw their own work as transformed, as in the comments below from 

lecturers:  

 “From much focus of researches, the country as well as pupils in schools will benefit 

greatly if it continues the way we have started. Otherwise, we thank you, our 

cooperating partners, for good efforts aimed at developing our education system.” 

 “Such efforts need to be appreciated through media publicity of the findings in order to 

show its intensity.” 

 “Thanks to the US Government (STEP Up) 

for coming to work with us to try to effect 

change in our education system especially that 

reading levels are very low and writing skills 

in our students are quite bad. I think 

everyone in the project is putting some 

efforts for its success.” 

Since I am interested in education, 
it [STEP-Up research] has helped 

me to look at different areas 
affecting children in depth so as 
to address the real issues on the 
ground not merely assumptions.  

– A ZAMISE graduate student 
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After the analysis workshop in Monze in June 2015, the Southern PESO was so enthusiastic 

about the efforts that she organized a series of meetings and dissemination activities, including 

an article in the newspaper that can be found 

in Appendix 2.  

Experiential learning, research stage 5 

– Disseminating and using results 

Among the most critical and exciting 

aspects of this work was 

disseminating the results. The policy 

briefs served as the communications 

document about the research 

findings and issues encountered, 

though policy round tables, meetings 

and informal and formal 

conversations served as the vehicle 

for change. The presence of the 

MOGE colleagues from all levels of 

the system helped to ensure that the 

research questions were relevant to 

the current needs and that results 

were presented in such a way to 

encourage discussion, debate, 

problem solving, and actions at all 

levels of the system. Furthermore, 

the presence of college and 

university faculty, as well as, students 

who also have professional 

responsibilities as teachers, 

administrators, and lecturers added 

to the immediate relevance of 

information.  

Students who participated in the 

research often remarked that when it 

comes to dissemination, they want to share the results with their peers, such as teachers and 

other students at their University. Though students often remarked that they enjoyed learning 

and working with lecturers and MOGE staff, they still recognized the hierarchies and wanted to 

observe them, including having some hesitancy to develop policies. Policy briefs were good 

avenues to share ideas and considerations, though students tended to be hesitant to contribute 

In May and June 2013, CLCE lecturers said the 

following statements in response to “Given this 

research experience so far, what opportunities 

do you see for conducing applied research to 

influence policy in the future?”  

  “This will influence policy in future in 

the sense that they may not know what 

is happening in schools but after this 

research the government will be able to 

now they are lagging behind.” 

 “This can act as a good method for 

evaluating programmes in the Ministry. 

Even policy issues which do not improve 

teaching and learning can be exposed 

so that they are revised.” 

 “It makes it easy for the government to 

be aware of what is happening at 

ground level so as to formulate 

progressive policies.” 

 “This helps to know the real life 

situations that obtain in different 

Zambian primary schools.” 

 “Great!! This activity can even be part 

of our CV to say we have done and 

supervised applied research to students 

at CLCE.” 

 “There is one major opportunity I am 

seeing of how the senior government 

officials put to use such useful data 

which helps improve effective service 

delivery (Ministry of Education).” 
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to local or regional policies or guidelines according to evaluation feedback during the course of 

their involvement in the research.  

Part of the discussions at the policy round tables was the policy and guidelines structures that 

are appropriate in the system. Furthermore, a review of equity policies in February 2015 found 

that there was a wide range of understanding of what types of information is useful in a policy. 

Further guidance and consideration on considering the end user of guidelines and policies was 

offered through the Provincial Advisors, as the primary outreach people for the STEP-Up 

Zambia project to PEO and DEBS levels.  

Beyond the immediate impacts of the research project itself, several major events also occurred 

to advance the efforts describe in the research findings. Policy round table discussions at the 

national level took place in August 2014 (Mulungushi in Lusaka) and September 2015 (Kabwe) in 

which representatives from MOGE headquarters and PEO levels discussed and made 

resolutions as well as personal commitments to advance the efforts outlined from research 

findings. The policy briefs themselves were also distributed throughout Zambia, often through 

the STEP-Up Provincial Advisors, but also through the University of Zambia and ZAMISE faculty 

and students as well. For instance, the MOGE held their own policy round table in Copperbelt 

in October 2014, January 2015, Luapula province developed a concept note for further 

research and other provinces followed suit organizing district and provincial policy 

dissemination events centered on using the policy briefs as a messaging tool for decision makers 

in the system. Overall, the example of applied research within the STEP-Up Zambia project, 

demonstrated that research is the beginning of the change process, with follow-up steps and 

actions that necessarily come into the strategic planning, budgeting and priority setting 

processes at all levels of the system. Small changes that can occur on the individual level are 

certainly a part of this process, as indicated throughout representative quotes in this document, 

though there are countless other examples of the enthusiasm and excitement that participants 

had in being a part of the change process to improve educational performance in reading 

throughout the country, starting with one’s own actions.  

Applied Research – immediately relevant and applicable 

Research design meetings were important events to advance the ability of HEIs and MOGE to 

focus on a research agenda that would lead to actions in policy and guidelines to inform 

practice. While all studies were focused on understanding and addressing challenges in early 

grade reading, the increased focus on strategies to address reading challenges was prioritized 

more by participating researchers. The increased focus on what can be done within government 

and HEIs in the 2015 study reflects a shift in discussions from studying the situation in schools 

to revealing strategies that stakeholders use to address challenges in schools. As the discussions 

with MOGE and HEI partners progressed, their recognition for all actors in the educational 

system to contribute toward strategies to solve school-, zone-, district-, provincial, central-level 

and teacher training challenges became more evident. The research process itself transformed 
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the way that those involved thought of how they and their colleagues should contribute to 

solving challenges. Bessie Tembo, a representative from TESS, remarked in January 2015 that 

projects come and go and it is the responsibility of Zambians to make the changes they want to 

see. At this meeting it became evident that the participants saw research as a beginning, not an 

end to change. Mrs. Tembo further remarked that follow-up dissemination and actions toward 

policy and practice are needed to ensure that everyone learns from the research experience to 

make improvements. Mrs. Tembo highlighted the studies executed to date and their focus as 

follows: 

 2012 Study with CLCE found three topics of mutual concern to MOGE, Southern PEO, 

Monze DEBS, CLCE, and STEP-Up Zambia: 1) assessment; 2) monitoring, and 3) 

teaching and learning resources with a cross-cutting emphasis on reading and improved 

management. 

 2013-4 Study with ZAMISE addressed issues around struggling readers with input from 

MOGE, Lusaka PEO, Lusaka DEBS, and the Lusaka resource center staff. The study 

focused on addressing the following question research question: What helps support 

children who experience reading difficulties? With the following sub-questions: 

o Are certain strategies/materials/curriculum efforts being used effectively to help 

children with reading difficulties? 

o How is teaching time allocated to support children who have reading difficulties? 

o Are there certain policy needs that will better help children with reading 

difficulties? 

 2014 Study with UNZA developed in cooperation with MOGE, and informed by site 

visits in 2012 and 2013 to all of the teacher training colleges that focus on primary 

education and also many of the secondary teacher training colleges as well. 

Furthermore, UNZA’s role as the national institution to have an affiliation with colleges 

of education. 

 2015 study with UNZA and ZAMISE follow-up on questions regarding the strategies 

that have been used at different levels of the education system for effective policy 

implementation toward improved practice in early grade literacy. Respondents included 

national policymakers and implementers, and faculty and administrators at primary 

teacher training institutions. 
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Among one of the most subtle, yet still noticeable, aspects of change was the way in which 

stakeholders talked about policy. In the beginning of the HEI project stakeholders would 

talk about not being sure about how policy could affect 

practice and wanting explanations in theory or 

the academic literature. As the involvement in 

the project progressed, HEIs and MOGE 

stakeholders would often talk about how they 

are a part of the solution, but using data and 

study results to inform their own work, sharing 

results with colleagues, drafting policy briefs, 

and participating in events and meetings to 

advance issues found in the research. This shift 

came largely from learning by doing since the 

research process intentionally involved the HEI 

stakeholders as researchers, data analysts, 

writers and disseminators who contribute to action plans. Since many HEI stakeholders 

have additional roles such as teachers, head teachers, lecturers, or administrators, they 

could also apply the research experience to their own work. Inherently the research was 

being done by both academics and practitioners, which helped to ensure that results can be 

applicable to real-world situations. 

Impact over three years:  

1. Initial conversations with stakeholders about research often described the final 

product as a report. However, the research process used in the STEP-Up Zambia 

applied research model focused on setting the agenda to address priority concerns 

in the system. As the research progressed, greater involvement of the MOGE and 

HEIs was seen as important to support schools and communities in improving 

reading levels, so the 2015 study focused on advancing such support to add to what 

was found in 2012, 2013 and 2014 studies. In this case, research was seen as a 

beginning to suggest that way forward for educational reforms and implementation 

changes.  

2. The need for teacher education in MOGE, HEIs and the schools to more closely 

work together to align their work generally was also made evident through this 

collaboration. Anecdotally, some stakeholders remarked that working together with 

MOGE and HEIs strengthened the relationship and understanding of what could be 

done in both research and implementation efforts since priority setting was critical 

to developing the studies and subsequent actions. The research effort itself has led 

to further communication and collaboration between HEIs, the MOGE generally, and 

schools since MOGE plans to continue more direct connections with HEIs for future 

research and evaluation focused on improved policy and curriculum implementation. 

“I can now do my own research 

to get data from my class”  

– UNZA graduate student and 

teacher 

“I can easily analyse the 

performance and feeling of my 

students by formulating 

questions and work on their 

responses”  

– ZAMISE graduate student and 

teacher 
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Higher Education Institutions Contribute to Educational Change 

College and Universities as partners in the change process with MOGE 

From August 2012 through February 2013 the STEP-Up Zambia Policy and Research Advisor 

and the University of Minnesota team visited MOGE offices, teacher training colleges and 

universities throughout the country to discuss 

applied research and research priorities. At this 

time, two institutions stood out has having some 

research capacity for applied and action research: 

the University of Zambia as the national level 

university that was engaged in action research 

training for teachers during teacher training, and 

the Charles Lwanga College of Education, CLCE 

(Monze, Southern) had the most established 

action research practice and curriculum integration. CLCE was chosen as the first collaborating 

college in the research process due to their readiness to participate and their established 

research practice of action research among teachers that could serve as a foundation for 

applied research to inform policy.  

In mid-2013, a request for proposals for research projects was distributed among higher 

education institutions and in print media, which lead to eight institutions submitting proposals 

of which only six proposals were complete. Two institutions, the University of Zambia (UNZA) 

and the Zambian Institute for Special Education (ZAMISE) were selected as collaborators with 

the UNZA as a research partner to conduct a study with remote data collection facilitated by 

STEP-Up Zambia in January 2014 and ZAMISE as a subcontractor to collect data with technical 

and financial support from STEP-Up Zambia. The competitive bidding process was revealing that 

HEIs are not accustomed to or equipped to submit a complete comprehensive research 

proposals since many proposals lacked technical details about their topics for investigation, the 

anticipated sample, and associated budgets that aligned with activities to name a few 

shortcomings. The process of requesting and engaging with higher education institutions for 

proposals was an opportunity for them to learn and get feedback from STEP-Up Zambia. 

Though some institutions did not receive support for their research project, in follow-up 

conversations, they would sometimes mention that having do write a proposal was helpful for 

their institution, often because the proposal template was quite detailed and guided the 

considerations for research in the format HEIs submitted.  

 

Immediate impact: Eight colleges and universities initiated and submitted research 

proposals, some for the first time. The proposal guidelines and formats were 

intentionally structured since field visits had indicated that HEIs had limited experience 

“The research experience has improved 

collaboration between different 

institutions”… “with strong 

collaborations between UNZA, ZAMISE, 

STEP-Up, and the Ministry of Education 

and University of Minnesota”  

- UNZA Lecturer 
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preparing such documents and would benefit from guidance both during and after 

submission of a research proposal. 

Providing opportunities for university students to engage in research efforts 

In initial conversations with HEIs, most did not see 

themselves as having a research practice or 

influence on policy apart from “academic research” 

which were literature reviews for credentialing 

purposes and action research to inform teaching 

methodology in a classroom setting. HEIs 

unanimously appreciated having a conversation 

about possibilities to engage in research to affect 

policy, guidelines and practice and would like to 

have further opportunities to both influence and 

implement changes in the educational system. 

A female CLCE student said in June 2013 after the data analysis workshop where policy briefs 

were analyzed and written: “To have the heart and passion for me as an educator, I have to make a 

change to these things that are happening in the school. I have to improve the failures that most of our 

schools are experiencing. Thank God our government is emphasizing improvising. Our college is always 

preparing for “plan B” to the betterment of the Zambian challenges.” Another female respondent 

said: “Being involved in this analysis will have a big impact. Involvement in the research itself helps me 

to know what is on the ground. Moving on in life, we will live on that awareness of the previous 

research we have done. If I had become a part of the problem, now I should be a part of the solution.” 

“We’ll also be role models do to the right thing and sensitize others to do the right thing. Instead of just 

condemning, we’ll know how to encourage people to do the right thing.” In May and June 2013, CLCE 

lecturers said that students told them the following after collecting data with the STEP-Up 

Zambia project during their teaching practice:  

 Increased interest in their work as a teacher: 

o A student “narrated how the research brought them closer to working with 

some parents.”  

o  “One student told me that it was interesting to meet parents of pupils. It made 

her increase on her ambition to be a teacher.” 

 Increased interest in research:  

o “One of the students ...confessed to me that the exercise was an eye opener to 

his future research.”  

o [Another student], also being her first time to do research, she said she 

developed keen interest so much that her action research assignment was done 

with little problems.” 

o “[name of student] told me he had never thought of conducting an interview in 

his lifetime but this project offered him such an opportunity. However, he is now 

“People are coming to ask for 

assistance and how to come up 

with research topics, instruments 

and data analysis. It has also 

opened my mind wider in that I 

can do anything.” 

 - An UNZA Masters student 
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able to carry out an interview regardless of the person or group to be 

interviewed.” Lecturers often spoke of the student teachers saying that the 

research process taught them that they can talk to a variety of people, which 

boosted their confidence to communicate with others that they would have 

normally felt inhibited to speak to, particularly administrators.  

CLCE lecturers also saw their own work as transformed, as in the comments below from 

lecturers:  

 “This has taught me to be results oriented. For instance, prepare student teachers to 

survive the challenges that go with assessment, teaching/learning materials, 

monitoring/evaluation.” 

 “Responses given by stakeholders of this research, i.e., the respondents, tell a story of 

what is prevailing in our schools. In a way, I have learnt the difficulties our teachers 

undergo in these schools.” 

 “I should act as a guide to help the students help to address the inadequacies in our 

schools.” 

After the data analysis workshop with CLCE, the UMN team did a focus group conversation to 

better understand the immediate impact of the research process on students. A female student 

said: “We were free to interact, not separate as students, lecturers, PEO or others. Questioning 

techniques used in the workshop opened up participation of students, we could also code questions. 

They [the lecturers and government officials] would consult from us [the students] what we really 

found. They would ask what made you write such a finding.” 

Though students indicated that they need support to be provided the opportunity to be 

collaborators in the dissemination process, as one female student said: “We would like to go to 

Lusaka to present this research at the joint meeting. As students, it may have more of an impact 

if you [from the UMN] were to suggest to the coordinator that students go to present. When 

you [UMN representative] say it, it will carry more weight.” ZAMISE and UNZA students also 

wanted to participate in the proceedings to share and disseminate information as an important 

part of the process. UNZA and ZAMISE faculty also commented that their students were able 

to work side by side with the faculty in writing and analyzing data. Comments from ZAMISE 

faculty in particular expressed “a lot of pride in our students who have shown they are very 

capable.” 

 

Immediate impact:  

 HEIs indicated from early stages in the project that there was need for further 

alignment and connections between HEIs and the MOGE. While the Teacher 

Education Specialised Services (TESS) is responsible for oversight of teacher 

education, the HEIs wanted greater involvement in the development, implementation 

and revision of policies, guidelines and practices. This awareness of possible 
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disconnect lead to conversations and planning to include HEIs as part of the 

educational system and education reform process. 

 Students and lecturers could immediately reflect on the information they were 

receiving and apply it to their own work.  

 In May 2015, Dr. Banda, the Assistant Dean of Research at UNZA, mentioned 

several times how STEP-UP has engaged post-graduate students in an applied 

research project unlike others that have associated with UNZA. He, and other 

faculty also commented that it is not common for research teams to be a part of the 

entire research process, from beginning to end. In fact, the post-graduate students 

are making presentations about their involvement in the research process during the 

week of 8-12 June 2015. 

Lecturer professional development and commitments 

Initially when the Task Area 5 Internship criteria and 

approach was being developed, the project saw graduate 

students as the primary interns. However, during the 

course of the project, lecturers or faculty spoke of their 

own professional development as critical to their 

commitment to this process. Furthermore, faculty can 

also influence higher education institutional change. For 

instance, ZAMISE decided to form a research committee 

to help improve their own research practices 

throughout the college, while also sharing expertise. In 

initial meetings with ZAMISE faculty, they shared examples of student research products and 

expressed the need for further attention to improving the quality and impact of student and 

faculty work. After two cycles of research projects with STEP-Up Zambia, ZAMISE is now 

more actively pursuing their own research agenda as the national institution focused on special 

education.  

Immediate impact:  

 Key stakeholders, including lecturers and students in higher education institutions 

were critical toward having the organizational support and knowledge to move 

forward the research agenda of each institution. Furthermore, participants from the 

MOGE noted that students and faculty working together could be a viable option for 

applied research to influence policy and practice. 

Conclusion 

The Policy and Research task area of STEP-Up Zambia struck a balance between getting the 

depth of experience in developing research skills with three key partners while also having 

breadth of partnership and spread of the results to provincial levels throughout the country. 

ZAMISE has formed a 

research committee and will 

do more research so that it 

“will live up to its vision of 

becoming a leader in special 

education research” 

 - ZAMISE lecturer 
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Technical skills on how to develop, read, analyze and interpret studies among the core 

participants were critical in the success and outreach of this effort. An added benefit of working 

with graduate students who have multiple roles and responsibilities, such as teachers, lecturers 

and administrators in the system throughout the country, lead to a natural extension of the 

work in addition to the STEP-Up Zambia network of Provincial Advisors. Lecturers and faculty, 

as an unanticipated aspect of this work, saw their involvement in the research efforts as 

contributing to their own professional development to be able to advance research efforts with 

their students and affect change in the system. The importance of including higher education 

institutions as the lead trainers for teachers and administrators in the education system was 

more fully recognized in part due to the research studies themselves and the policy and 

research efforts to engage HEIs with MOGE. This helped MOGE see HEIs as more integral to 

system change than mentioned in the beginning of the project. And last, but not least, MOGE 

counterparts frequently made appeals and pleas to those involved in the policy and research 

work to be partners in the change process to improve early grade literacy.  
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Annex 1: STEP-UP Zambia Year 4 Work plan excerpts 

 

Introduction 

“USAID/Zambia’s Strengthening Educational Performance-Up (STEP-Up) Zambia project assists 

the Ministry of Education, Science, Vocational Training and Early Education (MOGE) to improve 

oversight functions and accountability at all levels of the MOGE in order to ensure the delivery 

of effective educational services, particularly in reading, at the primary school level. Learner 

performance is the ultimate measure of success and achieving this goal requires systemic reform 

with greater attention to enhancing management for results.’ 

 

“STEP-Up is a key project within USAID/Zambia’s education portfolio, which consists of several 

activities with the overall goal to improve educational achievement in reading by 2017 for one 

million Zambian students. This goal contributes directly to ‘Goal One’ of the USAID Global 

Education Strategy, which aims to improve reading skills for 100 million children in primary grades 

by 2015. Improving reading in Zambia will assist the MOGE to enhance education quality with a 

strong focus on evidence-based interventions. STEP-Up’s focus on systems strengthening and 

management acts as an umbrella project with the MESTVEE, facilitating the achievement of 

objectives from classroom-focused interventions implemented through the SPLASH, Read to 

Succeed and Time to Learn projects.’ (STEP-Up Zambia Year 4 Work plan, page 1) 

 

Project overview 
“STEP-Up works across all ten provinces in Zambia in tandem with all operational units of the 

MOGE educational system, including central, provincial and district levels, to increase the 

MOGE’s capacity to implement institutional reforms that will ultimately improve learner 

performance, namely reading outcomes. STEP-Up also assists the MOGE to leverage its existing 

resources to achieve sustainable improvements in education management, oversight and 

accountability. The heart of STEP-Up’s approach is to assist the MOGE, through collaborative 

partnerships, to undertake a structured journey to identify and apply practical interventions 

that drive systemic reform through a problem solving approach.” 

“The results needed to support achievement of the development objective: human capital 

improved and the intermediate result of improved educational achievement in reading by 2017. 

STEP-Up works toward three sub-intermediate results (SIR) and five aligned task areas. The 

sub-intermediate results are: 

Sub-intermediate Result 1 (SIR 1): MOGE systems strengthened 

Sub-intermediate Result 3 (SIR 3): Equitable access to education increased 

Sub-intermediate Result 4 (SIR 4): HIV/AIDS impact on the education sector mitigated 

 

STEP-Up’s five task areas are: 

1. Integrate and strengthen systems for improved decision-making (aligns with SIR 1) 

2. Promote equity as a central theme in policy development and education management 

reform (aligns with SIR 3) 

3. Institutionalize MOGE’s management of HIV and AIDS workplace programs (aligns with 

SIR 4) 

4. Strengthen decentralization for improved learner performance (aligns with SIR 1)  

5. Engage Zambian institutions of higher education in educational research related to 

school effectiveness and learning achievement (aligns with SIR 1) 
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Each task area represents a different aspect of systems strengthening and there are many 

linkages and interrelationships among them.” (STEP-UP Zambia Work plan, p. 2) 
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Annex 2: Education key to economic growth – Phiri (mentions CLCE and STEP-Up 

Zambia research collaboration) 

 

 

 

 


