To critically explore the barriers to accessing education for children and young people in Zimbabwe.

Zimbabwe is a Southern African country that is ‘landlocked’ bordered by ‘South Africa, Mozambique, Botswana and Zambia’ (ActionAid, 2022). With an estimated population of 13,982,000 in 2021, with the ethic composition recorded in 2012 as 99.4% African. Zimbabwe has a young population with more than one third aged under 15 years, thus potentially of school age. Two thirds of the population live in rural regions with 16 different languages recognised across the country (Britannia, 2019). The Republic of Zimbabwe gained independence from British colonial rule in April 1980 under the newly formed ‘Zimbabwean African National Union’ (ZANU) after the 15year guerrilla ‘Rhodesia Bush War’ (K12 Academics, 2022). Colonised since 1889 where ‘Cecil John Rhodes’ of the ‘British South Africa Company’ obtained a British mandate to colonise Southern Rhodesia’ now known as Zimbabwe and claimed prospector rights for the natural rich mineral deposits of the region (BBC News, 2019).

Following independence after the minority white governmental control, the ZANU[footnoteRef:1] party promised ‘free compulsory Primary and Secondary education to all children in Zimbabwe’ (K12 Academics, 2022). ‘Prior to independence the minority white government concentrated on providing free and compulsory education to white children, with schooling for black children to be essentially left to Christian missionaries’ through the medium of English and not through their native language (Britannica, 2019). The education provided for the local population was ‘limited, with a censored knowledge’ and so continued to ‘reinforce the superiority of the white settlers’ (K12 academics, 2019). Although, Europeans in the 1970’s only made up ‘1% of the population’ they received ‘99% of the government funding for education’ in well-resourced schools with the best quality teachers working purely for the white students (K12 academics, 2019).  [1:  ZANU – Zimbabwean African National Union.] 


‘In the decade following independence (Zimbabwe) saw the highest enrolment rates in Primary education in Africa’ (Britannica, 2019). This concept sounds promising for the native Zimbabwean and appears the correct path as race should not be a barrier to receiving an education, in line with the ‘African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child -1990’ (ACRWC) (African Union, no date). Where every child should have ‘equal rights regardless of race, ethnic group, colour, sex, language, religion, fortune, birth or other status’ (African Union, no date, p 7). And more recently supportive of ‘Sustainable Development’ Goal 4 as part of the ‘2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ (Appendix B, page9), where ‘inclusive and equitable quality education and life-long learning opportunities (should be) available for all’ (UNESCO[footnoteRef:2], 2021). Nevertheless, education in Zimbabwe still has multiple barriers for many in place and has gone through turbulent changes since independence. This discussion will consider some historical and more recent changes in educational practice, the economy of Zimbabwe and how it has affected the infrastructure, the attitude to female learners and how customs such as child marriage affect a child’s ability to gain access to a comprehensive education. This is not an exhaustive list of barriers that a learner may encounter, but intended to indicate some of the barriers that a Zimbabwean child may experience that a British learner does not. [2:  UNESCO – United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation.] 


Under the ‘Zimbabwe – Rhodesia Government’ the ‘Education Act 1979’ was introduced with a three-tiered system split in to three divisions ‘which regulated access to each school based on a zoning system based on residency’ (K12 Academics, 2019). Urban settings saw white settlers living in quiet suburban homes, with blacks living in crowed rented townships far from the city centre (Britannica, 2019). The three-tiered system consisted of: - Group A – which comprised of white students with highly trained teachers and well-resourced schools. Group B – African students with a low fee payment. Group C – African students with no fee apart from educational resources. This three-tiered system remained in situ until the ‘Education Act 1987’, where all ‘methods of discrimination were abolished’ (K12Academics, 2019). According to the ‘Education Amendment Act 2020’ a child should ‘not be excluded from any school due to race, colour, tribe, place of birth, ethnic or social origin, language or class (Veritas, 2020). However, the author has a Zimbabwean contact who resides in the country and states that ‘Groups A, B and C still do exist and barriers are still in place to act between the whites and the blacks’ (Maplanka, 2022). With money, residency and race still determining where a child can access their education, what resources are available and what standard that education will be. Under Article 11 of the ACRWC[footnoteRef:3] -1990’ (African Union, 1990) it states that ‘every child should have the right to an education’ and that ‘parents have the right to choose their child’s school’. However, due to where an individual resides, their race and their income still does determine what school their child is able to access and effectively discriminates against that child, with the laws that are in place making very little difference in reality. [3:  ACRWC – African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.] 


The economy indirectly can potentially affect a child’s access to education as a buoyant economy leads to more employment and thus less poverty.  This concept is in line with Bronfenbrenner’s ‘Ecology of Human Development’ Theory (1979) (Appendix A, page9) where factors affecting the ‘Macrosystem’ – a country’s laws, customs and valves, affect the ‘Exosystem’ – which may be factors such as parental employment opportunities, thus affecting the family income and in turn the disposable income to finance school fee’s so that a child may access education (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Under white minority rule there was segregation and racism which did prevent a black child from having the same opportunities as a white child, yet the Zimbabwean economy was more stable. With high diamond and gold prices, a stable import and export system which is vital for a land locked country and a country with enough food to be able to feed itself, Zimbabwe was financially viable (Britannica, 2019). Since independence some controversial governmental decisions such as intervention in the 1998 civil war in the Democratic Republic of Congo that cost the economy hundreds of millions of dollars and the withdrawal of external economic and international aid due to the controversial involvement has saddled the country with massive debt (Britannica, 2019). 

However, the ‘Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe’ (RBZ) routinely printed more money until 2009 in order to fund the budget deficit which resulted in hyperinflation and eventually devaluing the Zimbabwean currency (Forbes, 2018). This led to an economy with high unemployment where ‘your savings become worthless and food on the shelves become so expensive that those living in poverty are dependent on handouts’ (Wallass, 2020). The monetary system is confusing in Zimbabwe with the US dollar, South African Rand, Botswana Pula all being legal tender, with even the Indian Rupee being accepted due to the ‘multi-currency adoption in early 2009 (Forbes, 2018). However, in November 2016 the RBZ [footnoteRef:4]released bond notes which can only be used in Zimbabwe to ease the cash shortage (Forbes, 2018). However, not all services will accept bond notes as payment with a Zimbabwean resident reporting that ‘petrol stations (for example) will not accept them’ (Maplanka, 2022). Yet civil servants and teachers are paid from the government in bond notes rather than other currencies thus, preventing them from accessing certain services or being able make certain purchases (ENCA, 2021).  [4:  RBZ- Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe.] 


Although, there was the promise of ‘free Primary and Secondary education’ at the start of independence in 1980. By the early 1990’s parents were being asked to financially contribute to their child’s schooling by having to pay tuition fees (Britannica, 2019). Parents are also expected to pay towards transportation, building costs, stationery and uniforms and exam fees (K12 Academics, 2019). With recent reports that parents should ‘brace themselves for increases of up to 300% to hedge against the depreciation of local currency’ and that ‘schools will only accept US dollars as payment’ due to the unstability of the currency (Newsday, 2021). With civil servants and teachers who are paid in bond notes rather than US dollars ‘unable to pay for their own children’s education’ (Newsday, 2011). Due to hyperinflation, high unemployment, high living costs and increased educational fees this may exclude some children, ironically children of teachers, from being able to attend school as parents will have to prioritise basic needs such as food and shelter before their own children’s education or not possess the accepted currency. 

This supports ‘Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs’ (1943), where an individual requires basic needs such as food and shelter before higher level needs can be met, thus the individual does not have the opportunity to self-actualise and achieve their full potential, in this case educationally (Cadiat, 2015. Appendix C, page10). The parent has to provide those basis needs for their child before expensive school fees can even be considered, with those civil servants such as teachers being put in an impossible situation that the currency that they are paid is not accepted everywhere inclusive of their own child’s educational setting. Due to factors such as this, it potentially would make teaching an unattractive career proposal for an individual with dependents.

After the introduction of the contribution to tuition fees in the early 1990’s this led to poorer families being unable to access education, although free education had been promised under the ‘Education Act of 1987’. ‘Basic Education Assistance Module’ (BEAM) was introduced in 2001, a government funded programme that pays for school’s fees for underprivileged students and orphans, however, BEAM does not cover other requirements for school such as ‘uniforms, food, transport, books or stationery’ (Pindula, 2019).  However, funding for BEAM was affected by hyperinflation in 2008 and continues to be funded by organisations such as UNICEF[footnoteRef:5], which supports the UNESCO ethos that quality, inclusive education should be available for all (UNESCO,  2021).Reports do suggest that only half of those intitled to BEAM actual claim for it with reports of ‘children being chased out of school all the time’ as the parent had failed to pay their school fees due to being unable to afford the high costs (Action Aid, 2022). However, the ‘Education Amendment Act 2020’ does state that children ‘should not be excluded from school due to non-payment of school fees’ (Veritas, 2020), yet the practice of removing a non-fee-paying child from school still persists. [5:  UNICEF – United Nations Children’s Fund originally known as United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund.] 


Those that live in rural communities are particularly affected by natural disasters with the ‘El Nino induced drought of 2016’, ‘Cyclone Idai’ in 2019 leading to wide spread flooding and the ‘advance of the army worm – a destructive moth larvae’ that decimates basic crops such as maize (Action Aid, 2022).   Thus, leading to poor crop yield, with small holder farmers not having enough food to feed their families or having an excess to sell to generate a modest income (Action Aid, 2022).  Poverty is a driving factor in whether a child can attend school, with families having to choose which off spring can attend or not at all, as they cannot afford the school fees. With reports of ‘children being too hungry to concentrate’ with charities such as UNICEF providing learners with a ‘soya porridge twice a day to combat hunger’ (Action Aid, 2022). The provision of this international aid has boosted school attendance in rural areas (Action Aid, 2022) and supports parents in the knowledge that their child has been fed. This again links with Maslow’ Hierarchy of Needs (1943) where the child’s basic need for food is met, thus enabling them to concentrate on their studies, giving the potential opportunity to achieve full potential educationally and reassuring the parent that this particular basic need has been met (Cadiat, 2015. Appendix C, page10).

Other natural occurrences can affect the infrastructure, in this particular case electricity. With reports of ‘termites attacking the power line poles’ thus, bringing down powerlines therefore, preventing a school from having access to electricity and in turn information technology and the internet for its learners (Kamangeni, 2022). It would seem that having non wood power line poles would be the solution, however a rural community in a landlocked country may find it difficult to source an alternative. There are plans under the ‘National Energy Policy’ to ‘ensure every Zimbabwean has access to energy by 2030’ with the ‘government recognising the importance of electricity for the economic and social development of the country’ (Donas Rural Electrification Programme, no date). It is recognised in Wales the importance of pupils being digitally competent with the ethos being embedded throughout the curriculum, so that learners have the knowledge and skills to compete in today’s ever-changing world (Welsh Government,2019).However, it seems that many learners in rural Zimbabwean communities are disadvantaged by not having access to electricity and in turn the digital world, but there is the aim to promote ‘the use of emerging technologies in education’ through the ‘Education Amendment Act 2020’ (Veritas, 2020).Thus, give Zimbabwean learners opportunities to access the internet and all its valuable resources.

Although, 85% of females in Zimbabwe attend Primary School, only 48% continue on in to Secondary education (K12 academics, 2022), with the more traditional view of females still prevalent due to ‘deep rooted patriarchal views’ (Action Aid, 2022). ‘Period poverty (also) contributes to girls missing school as they do not have access to clean sanitary (expensive) products, toilets and a safe place’ (Action Aid, 2022). However, the need to address this issue has been recognised in the ‘Education Amendment 2020’ where ‘the State shall ensure the provision of sanitary ware and other menstrual health facilities to girls in all schools to promote menstrual health’ (Veritas, 2020). With the aim to support more girls in continuing their education beyond puberty rather than having to remain at home due to lack of facilities. Patriarchal attitudes towards females continue with girls from poor rural households being twice as likely to marry before the age of 18, with poverty frequently being a driving factor as the girl will no longer be financially dependent on parents. Although the ‘Marriage Bill, 2019’ is being ‘debated by parliament’ with the plan to synchronise the ‘Civil Marriage’ and ‘Customary Marriage’ laws, with the plan to make it ‘illegal to marry under the age of 18 and to prosecute anyone involved in the marriage of a minor’ (The Guardian, 2021). There are exceptions written in the ‘Marriage Bill, 2019’, that ‘parental consent may be given’, thus the practice of young brides may still continue. 

Child marriage denies the opportunity to be independent and the chance to go to school, as now a wife and expected to perform duties expected from a wife. Such ‘duties’ puts a girl at risk of pregnancy before her pelvis is fully developed, thus increasing the risk of complications, stillbirths and long-term health problems (Action Aid, 2022). With reports of a ’14-year-old who died after giving birth at a rural Apostolic church shrine in Zimbabwe’ (The Guardian, 2021). The Apostolic church practises child marriage and polygamy under the ‘Customary Marriage’ law, with the belief that their faith in God will heal, with the common practice of shunning hospitals therefore putting a young girl in pregnancy/labour crisis at greater risk (The Guardian, 2021). Hence, the likely reason why the girl was in the church shrine during labour, as to be closer to her potential healer and supporter during child birth.

Education does not only give one the opportunity to gain employment. Educating girls has ‘enormous benefits’ as it ‘reduces rates of child marriage, promotes healthier and smaller families. With women who have had at ’least 6 years of education’ more likely to ‘seek pre-natal care, immunize their children’ and have a lower risk of contracting HIV (Action Aid, 2021). However, pregnancy can be barrier to accessing education with ‘more than 6,000 pregnant girls dropping out of education in 2018 in Zimbabwe (Human Rights Watch, 2020). The circumstances surrounding the pregnancies is not stated, with age, marital status or economic status not made clear. The ‘Education Amendment Act 2020’ aims to remove this barrier and adding the recent clause that a student may not be expelled on the ‘basis of pregnancy’ (Veritas, 2020). However, although this recent amendment does support Article 11 of the ACRWC[footnoteRef:6] (1990), where ‘a child who becomes pregnant (should) have the opportunity to complete their education on the basis of individual ability’ (African Union, no date). Nevertheless, it seems that the practice has taken place regardless of the ACRWC[footnoteRef:7] and that a recent amendment has been required to protect a young girl right to access an education. [6:  ACRWC – African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.]  [7:  ACRWC – African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.] 


This discussion has only touched on a fraction of the barriers that a Zimbabwean learner may encounter with a particular emphasis on the economy and gender inequality. There are laws to protect the vulnerable, however, it seems that there are conflicting reports with the laws of the country and what takes place in reality. With, the ‘Education Amendment Act 2020’ stating that a child can not be excluded due to ‘non-payment of school fees or pregnancy’ (Veritas, 2020) with the requirement to support a pregnant girl in her studies as far back as 1990 as stated in the ACRWC [footnoteRef:8](African Union, no date). Yet, newspaper reports suggest that the opposite takes place in reality. The author does appreciate that newspapers can be biased and can exaggerate an emotive hot topic, but as there are multiple sources that are supporting these practices, the author proposes that the practices are likely. However, Zimbabwe has had extreme financial and economic difficulties for a number of years, thus, although these laws are in place to protect and support. There simply is not adequate finances to run a service, school, pay teachers or to accommodate the needs of a pregnant girl, hence the lack of adherence to the laws. Yet again this is a demonstration of Bronfenbrenner’s ‘Ecology of Human Development’ Theory (1979), where actions at a governmental level (Macrosystem) have a direct effect on an individual at the centre (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Therefore, it seems that barriers will continue to be in place for many Zimbabwean learners until the country becomes more financially stable and viable, then progress can be made towards supporting families to enable their children to access education and develop that zest for life- long learning and in turn have more opportunities and knowledge for them to take forward in their adult life (UNESCO[footnoteRef:9], 2021). [8:  ACRWC – African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.]  [9:  UNESCO – United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation.] 
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology of Human Development Theory (1979)
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Sustainable Development Goals
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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