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1 Requirement

The brief was to conduct six weeks’ field research to evaluate the effectiveness of the Lifeline radio in providing primary education to vulnerable children in Zambia.
2 Context

The Freeplay Foundation works in partnership with the Educational Development Centre (EDC), which supports the Ministry of Education (MoE) in its Interactive Radio Instruction (IRI) programme ‘Learning at Taonga Market’ (LTM). The MoE’s Educational Broadcasting Service (EBS) has broadcast LTM from Lusaka since 2000. At the end of 2005 there were 897 centres utilising the methodology across all nine provinces. 

Having recognised the need for non-traditional forms of schooling, the Zambian government is actively promoting the use of LTM across the nation. The MoE has adopted LTM as a primary strategy for ensuring access to quality education for the 800,000 children not currently attending school.

3 Key deliverables

In the light of the brief to evaluate the effectiveness of the Lifeline radio in providing primary education to vulnerable children in Zambia, the research had three key objectives:
· Assess how the Lifeline radio can be distributed more efficiently

· Establish how LTM mentors can be more effectively supported

· Investigate the design of the Lifeline radio and consider potential improvements 

In addition, triple bottom line indicators were employed in considering the most significant change engendered by the Lifeline radio and LTM.
4 Approach

The stated objectives were approached through the triangulated methodologies of semi-structured interviews, focus groups and participant observation:
· 32 interviews with key stakeholders and practitioners (MoE officials, partner organisations, head-teachers, mentors)

· 10 focus groups with children and mentors

· 12 school visits
· 8 LTM lesson observations
In addition to these approaches, considerable time was invested in extrapolating relevant data from numerous policy documents and monitoring reports.
5 Findings

The findings of the research are documented below, organised into three sub-sections which correspond to the three primary research objectives. Although they are separated in this way, there is obviously a high degree of overlap between the sections and they should be viewed in an integrated manner. The report primarily emphasises the findings that are of most value to Freeplay, but many are also of relevance to the work of EDC and other stakeholders.  
5.1 Distribution of Lifeline radio

Areas of strength:
· The distribution of radios has been effectively facilitated by EDC and there are only minor problems reported with regard to communities gaining access to the devices.
· The introduction of the Radio Consent Forms (RCFs) has been a very positive adjustment to the programme. There is widespread (but not yet comprehensive) use of RCFs and this is undoubtedly assisting in minimising instances of misappropriation.
Areas of concern:
· The choice to operate with several partner organisations has led to reported instances of overlapping activities – a single community receives several radios from different partners because of the lack of communication and co-ordination.
· The variation in ideologies between partner organisations has meant that radios have been distributed without adequate community sensitisation – often leading to community paralysis and an over-burdening of an already stretched MoE. 

· There is little consistency in practice between the District Education Board Secretariats (DEBS) regarding LTM and radio distribution. The effective distribution of the radios at the district level is dependent on the commitment of each individual DEBS towards LTM (the same applies to both the provincial and zonal level but district level is the most significant in this instance).
· There is an urban bias in concentration of radios. In Lusaka it is common for a school to have more than one radio while in less accessible areas (such as Northern province) it is often not known that a school can even apply for a second radio. It is difficult for a large school to teach all its LTM classes from a single radio.
5.2 Mentor support
Areas of strength:
· The vast majority of mentors demonstrate a genuine and strong commitment to bettering the educational opportunities within their community, often with little support or recognition.
· There are a significant number of trained teachers who have chosen to work as mentors while they wait for a job in a Government school.
Areas of concern:
· There is a high turnover rate among mentors (average 18 months in role), which leads to a lack of continuity and consistency and a requirement for regular and repeated training sessions.
· Some mentors are only educated to Grade 9, which can lead to low quality of mentoring/class facilitation.
· A lack of community commitment and the ineffectiveness of many Centre Support Committees (CSCs) means that large numbers of mentors work voluntarily for long periods while receiving little support.
5.3 Lifeline radio design and usage 

Areas of strength:
· All known IRI centres were reported to be using the Lifeline radio as opposed to any other radio device.
· The Lifeline radio was reported by all stakeholders as being a significant improvement on the previous ‘Ranger’ model. The most significant improvements were considered to be:

· The crank can be wound in both directions

· The solar panel is detachable so the radio can be listened to in a classroom while being charged from outside
· The solid design makes the radio highly resilient
· The radio can get adequate reception in areas where other radios cannot
· The donation of a Lifeline radio can bring significant status and identity to a community.

Areas of concern:
· There is a lack of clarity amongst all parties regarding what constitutes appropriate radio usage – it is unclear whether or not it is acceptable for a mentor/community to listen to the radio for recreational purposes. 

· In a few schools there were occasional reports of poor quality radio reception – ZNBC signal strength is a definite limiting factor in some areas.
· It was apparent that not all mentors were fully aware of how the solar panel should be operated.
· There was a lack of awareness regarding the presence of the technician within EBS who could fix broken radios.
· For those aware of the technician there was a lack of effective structures in place to facilitate the transportation of broken radios from rural centres to the Lusaka-based technician and back again.
· The radio technician was lacking spare parts which meant he had little capacity to mend the radios he did receive.
6 Specific recommendations

The following recommendations correspond to the findings outlined above and are responses to the highlighted areas of concern. Some are of direct relevance to Freeplay and others to EDC but the majority are applicable to both parties. The recommendations stem from my interactions with various stakeholders and my observations of programme operations. They may serve as a catalyst for further dialogue between relevant partners, MoE and other stakeholders. 

6.1 Distribution of Lifeline radio
· Freeplay should continue with its current strategy of distributing radios through the MoE via EDC. This is more effective than the previous method of operating with multiple partners. It is vital that the capacity of the Ministry is enhanced so that they can work with Freeplay on a long-term basis once the EDC contract is completed in 2009.
· The distribution of radios and monitoring of IRI centres should be formally included in the job description of both DEBS and Zonal In-service Providers (ZIPs) and funds from their budget should be allocated to facilitate this change. This would reduce confusion and ensure a clear understanding of responsibilities.
· The EDC Provincial Outreach Co-ordinators (POCs) have a crucial role to play and their effective deployment is central to the future success of the programme. Specifically: 

· The POCs are pivotal in sensitising the MoE, specifically at the Senior Education Officer (SEO) and DEBS level – Thus they should be mandated to invest time in building these key relationships
· The POCs are uniquely positioned to ensure the programme is successful in rural and inaccessible regions. They should have the energy and resources to travel long distances and operate effectively in a range of different contexts

In the light of the above, there should be a gradual transition to a more energetic team of POCs who can actively build the capacity of the programme rather than simply maintain the current work.
6.2 Mentor support

· The lack of mentor support is recognised as the most significant threat to the long-term sustainability of the programme. There is therefore a need to actively explore potential incentives and avenues of support to ensure the retention of high quality mentors. These include: 

· Skills training for mentors accompanied by small loans for development of IGAs.
· Lobbying for the extension of the Government community school grants to include IRI centres (or transitioning all IRI centres into community schools so they become eligible for the grant)
· Investigating the potential for expanding the pilot study in provision of ZATEC qualifications for mentors over a three-year period

· Continuing the process of community sensitisation in order to remove misconceptions and to ensure mentors gain clear understanding of their role within LTM

In order to achieve the above, attention should be given to building the strength of the CSCs – ensuring that they are not merely comprised of ‘willing volunteers’ but include local community leaders who can mobilise others and instigate significant change.
6.3 Lifeline radio design and usage

· There needs to be a clarification regarding the expectations surrounding acceptable radio usage. In view of the current misunderstandings (caused by lack of clarity regarding the RCFs) it should be communicated that responsible usage of the radio for recreational purposes outside LTM broadcast hours is not prohibited. This communication will not have a significant effect on behaviour as most mentors already listen in this way but it will foster a change in atmosphere and lessen the perceived need to deceive donors regarding usage habits. However, alongside this, one would not want a communiqué of this nature to have a detrimental impact upon the few schools which do currently strictly adhere to the rules laid out in the RCFs.
· Effort needs to be made to ensure that sustained and repeated communication is taking place with all levels of MoE officials regarding the potential for broken radios to get fixed by the EBS technician.
· It is vital that basic-level knowledge amongst the mentors is not assumed and that skills training is provided. The quality of the learning environment is adversely affected by the lack of basic literacy and numeracy skills of some mentors.

· In view of the problems reported with radio reception:

· The current focus on partnering with Community Radio Stations should be maintained and enhanced so as to build their capacity and increase their coverage and penetration levels (also recognising their potential as an effective agent for local community sensitisation) 
· It would be advisable to consider the possibility of adding a secondary dial to the Lifeline for more sensitive tuning
7 General recommendations and concluding comments
· There are many ‘success stories’ where LTM has worked very effectively within a community. These stories should be actively disseminated in order to raise awareness of the potential of LTM across the nation. However, this should be conducted in a sensitive manner to ensure that it does not result in counterproductive rivalry and resentment between neighbouring schools.
· A preoccupation with continual pioneering of new centres for the sake of satisfying donors is deleterious for the programme - attention should be primarily focused on building the capacity of the already existing centres and ensuring they are functioning efficiently.
· LTM must be viewed as one integrated package when interacting with recipients in the field. It is very difficult for most of the participants to differentiate between the radio device and the radio broadcasts. This must be recognised in order to design appropriate interventions in the future.
· The Lifeline radio is a vital and central component of Zambia’s IRI programme. In addition to being a catalyst in the provision of quality education for vulnerable children, it operates as an effective local nucleus around which other initiatives can sustainably develop within a community.
