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Conceptual framework
Children are perceived differently depending on the perceptions of the various paradigms. It is important to understand how these take into account how children are regarded in relation to their rights. Such thinking usually shapes even the way children are treated.
Positivism
Positivism argues that children are accessible to the same scientific procedures one would use on a rock, fossil or chemical. Children are natural, physical beings and are subject to the same laws and principles which govern the structure of the universe. They are determined, knowable, objective and measurable. Children are studied in controlled settings, variables isolated, measured and correlated with other variables and predictions made to populations represented by the samples studied. The positivist seeks the facts or causes of social phenomena apart from the subjective status of individuals. Positivists consider social facts or social phenomena as “things” that exercise an external influence on people. 

The main methods of research used are adapted to a natural science model and, therefore, search for causes through methods such as questionnaires, inventories and demography that produce data amenable to statistical analysis – quantitative methods. In a scenario like this the opinion and views of children do not matter much.
Constructivism
Constructivism, on the other hand, argues that children live in a real world as subjective, contextual, self-determining, social, relational and dynamic beings. They engage in joint symbolic construction of meanings with others as they interact within a given context. In order to understand how the children’s world operates – their views, actions, thoughts, interactions, etc., there is need to enter the world of children. Children’s inquiry entails a methodology in which theory is grounded in data, whose basic methodological tool is interpretation. 
As a result, constructivists seek to understand situations through qualitative methods such as participant observation, in-depth interviewing, case study, politics and ethics, participatory inquiry, interviewing, visual methods, interpretive analysis, etc. that yield descriptive data. They seek to understand the motives and beliefs behind people’s actions on a personal level. The involvement of children in this case becomes cardinal as their opinions, views and perspectives are sort for.
Defining education 
In discussing the concept of education we can draw from several scholars who have tried to define education and learning from different perspectives.  If one asks a man on the street what education is one is likely to get the answer, “School” or even “School building”. That is the notion that many people have of education. However, it should be noted that education is more than schooling and goes beyond just a school building. Aside from formal education there is informal and non-formal education, whose activities can be conducted outside a structure and yet the outcomes are considered to be education. 
According to John Dewey
 education is a social activity that takes place everywhere. One of the aims of education is to initiate the younger generation into social norms, values and skills that adults think they need and should know for their own development as a useful person in society. It is also about initiating the growing generation into society, and securing their growth and development.  Dewey says:
Saying that education is a social function securing direction and development in the immature through their participation in the life of the group to which they belong, is to say in effect that education will vary with the quality of life which prevails in a group. 
Wall,
  defines education as “a process whereby human personality and character are shaped both by the ways which the school treats its pupils and by the public modes of experience which it offers as a series of deliberate cultural choices”, (p. 65). The first part of this definition has a lot to do with the school environment which plays an important role in shaping the pupils, including the ones that just start school at Grade 1. The second part has to do with the cultural norms of behaviour that children take with them to the school from the community. 

As Wall argues, it is common knowledge that a good part of a child’s education takes place in the early years long before he or she passes the doorway of the school and that all experience which he or she undergoes outside as well as inside the classroom, for good or for ill, shapes his or her attitudes and his or her personality. It is also common knowledge that because of this, and because of the invincible individuality enshrined in every child, the claims which may be made for the school as an isolated social instrument may have to be more modest. We are increasingly aware that there are alternative cultures and powerful informal educational influences which may conflict with the school and with the home; and that somehow the school must reconcile itself to them. 

In one of his chapters – “Readiness to learn” – Bruner (1971)
 advances three general ideas to clarify what he means by the statement that any subject can be taught effectively in some intelligently honest form to any child at any stage of development.  
The first idea is that of intellectual development. Here, at each stage of development the child views the world and explains it in his or her characteristic way. So, any subject to be taught at this stage has to be taught in terms of the child’s way of viewing things. This stage happens in the pre-school years. The second stage of development – which happens when the child is in school – is what Bruner calls the stage of concrete operations. He defines an operation as “a means of getting data about the real world into the mind and there transforming them so that they can be organized and used selectively in the solution of problems,” (p. 35). He calls the third stage the stage of formal operations. At this stage the child is able to operate hypothetically and to think of possible other variables to his or her ideas. 

Talking about how children develop in the process of learning Bruner says that there are two approaches usually asserted to be different – intuitive and analytic. He says 

Young children can be said to know things without being able to put what they know into words. This is where we find them when they enter school. If we take it as axiomatic or obvious that in teaching children we take them where we find them it is quite plain that learning and teaching must start from some intuitive level…Obviously, the aim of balanced schooling is to enable the child to proceed intuitively when necessary and to analyse when appropriate, (p. 83).

In order to nurture intuitive thinking in a child there are certain features that are important in various intellectual disciplines. These are activation, confidence, visualization, non-verbal ability, the informal structuring of a task and partial use of available information.

A lot has been said about the need for building upon what the child already knows when designing a school curriculum. It is said that one has to start with what is familiar before moving on to what is bizarre. However, transfer of skills the child has is much more crucial to education than transfer of content. Nonetheless, I would argue that it is still important as we see in Spencer (1963)
, to move along with the child by starting him/her from where he/she is.
Zambian government policy on education and the role of SCN
Concerns over the quality of education are increasingly taking centre stage not only in Zambia and Southern Africa, but also in the rest of the world. There is a growing recognition that education plays a critical role in the development of any nation.  As Marimba
 puts it, there are widely shared perceptions that the quality of education has remained low, and in some instances has even sunk to unacceptable levels. He says that education systems of the South are also perceived to be seriously deficient and severely flawed in one way or the other, and yet their ‘quality’ has not been measured in ways that were rigorous enough to adequately inform us. 

In my opinion, it is doubtful whether governments world-wide are even attempting to measure the quality of education, let alone to define it. However, there are certain indicators in government policy documents – policy papers, curriculum documents, seminar papers for certain groups of officers e.g. teachers – which indicate that there is an attempt at defining and, to a less extent, measuring the quality of education.

The Government of Zambia says that one of the main purposes of the school system is to provide quality of education to all students. Instead of judging the success of the education system in terms of the numbers enrolled in schools or participating in established programmes or those who graduate from one level of education to the other, or those that enter tertiary institutions, the Government would rather look at whether the children actually learn as a result of the opportunities provided to them. 
A well-functioning education system should be able to point to evidence of the personal incorporation by children of useful knowledge, reasoning ability, skills and values. Its success should be judged by the success of the teaching-learning process in developing the analytic skills of children, promoting their ability to form and transform concepts, enabling them to use knowledge as well as to acquire it, stimulating them to identify and solve problems, equipping them to express their beliefs intelligibly, empowering them to develop and live by a personally- held set of values.
 
The Government of Zambia in particular, recognizes the importance of teachers in promoting the quality of education.  In a speech during the commemoration of Teachers’ Day under the theme “Quality Teachers for Quality Education Recruitment and Retention of Qualified Teachers”, the Minister of Education then
 said that quality of education cannot be attained without qualified teachers. He said recruitment and retention of qualified teachers was cardinal for the country to achieve quality of education. He said that it was apparent from that point that a nation without qualified teachers could never attain quality of education.  It is even now more so true that the government which is entrusted with the social responsibility to provide quality teachers is currently strained by the limited options available to it. 
As a result of the above and many other factors, some children who complete the lower and middle basic levels are not able to read or write. There are instances where even children who complete secondary education are not able to adequately read and write.  
It should be noted that the teacher factor is the most important single factor in improving the quality of education of any system. The minister fell short of suggesting a solution to the problems the teachers face. Three areas of Government concern are discussed below, viz, quality, equity and ECCD.
Quality

The quality of basic education is a major concern for the Ministry of Education (MoE). The (Education) Sector Plan 2003-07 (2007) 
 states that the greatest challenge over the next five years is to improve the overall quality of basic education in terms of improved learning outcomes. In order to achieve this the MoE will introduce certain mechanisms to make sure that quality is achieved. These include: monitoring pupil performance through regular National Assessment at middle basic level; introduction of competency-based tests; summative evaluations at Grade 7 and 9 levels; use of Grade 7 examinations as an assessment tool to inform the Ministry of the levels of learning achievement at the middle basic level; restructure the Grade 9 examinations; use completion rates at the end of Grade 7 and 9 to provide a quality as well as an indicator of the Ministry.
However, quality should not only be addressed in terms of inputs and outcomes but that there are other factors that determine it. The Sector Plan does not spell out the learning and teaching process that goes on in the classroom and how this will be monitored. It does not even say whether it will be monitored at all! The Sector Plan assumes that once you put something into the system – input – you will have something at the end of the day – output or outcome. Yet in my view the process is cardinal to the improvement of quality. Therefore, what goes on in the classroom should be monitored more closely than any other area, notwithstanding the fact that other factors do have an influence on what goes on in the classroom.

To show the gravity of the matter, research in what goes on in the classroom, grouped as classroom factors, is not part of the strategy to improve the quality of education in the Sector Plan; neither is it part of the final strategy in government planning to improve the quality of education. The MoE decided that a major strategy towards improving quality is the introduction of a new Basic Education Curriculum which started operating in January 2004. Other measures aimed at improving the quality of education are: reforming teacher education through the introduction of the Zambia Teacher Education Course (ZATEC) to ensure a greater supply of teachers; ensuring that adequate numbers of learning and teaching materials are available in schools; monitoring the progress of the current quality-oriented reforms in terms of clearly-defined learning outputs. 

The Sector Plan (p. 20) mentions research and studies in enrolment of OVCs, early childhood development, girls’ education, low-cost construction, reduced textbook costs, pupil-teacher contact hours etc. The day-to-day activities in the classroom – the teacher-pupil interaction, the pupil-pupil interaction, classroom methodologies used and how these are interpreted by the teachers and the pupils, classroom management, the use (not just availability) of learning and teaching materials – should have been spelt out as areas that require further research.
The document by the Ministry of Education, Improving Quality in Basic Education…
 makes very interesting suggestions on how to improve quality: 

Quality improvement requires defining learning outcomes and the systematic assessment of these to inform students, parents and the education community. A more comprehensive and cohesive approach should be adopted to improve quality through integrating curriculum reform, textbook provision, teacher education, competency, testing and accreditation. MoE should disaggregate financial reporting to enable greater investment and financial tracking of quality inputs into schools. The SP [Sector Plan] should focus on those problems that hinder learning achievement: low time on learning, teacher absenteeism, lack of flexibility in the school calendar and double and triple shifting. MoE should promote approaches such as peer tutoring, open learning, radio, library services and community teachers.

But it too falls short of the need to investigate classroom practises. The provision or improvement of the things and factors mentioned in the document do not promote the quality of education in themselves. The simple reason is that the major players – the pupils and the teachers – may have their own interpretations of such provisions and, in my opinion, that is what should be investigated. This lack of guidelines in classroom research may have something to do with how the concept of quality of education is defined by the government and different stakeholders. 
According to the Government of Zambia
 definitions of quality of education:
Quality is brought about by maximising the efforts of all those responsible for the education of the learners and by co-ordinating all the structures of the system so that centres of education, from pre-school to university, are places where the highest standards of achievement, in accordance with ability, are obtained by every student. The Government has a bounden duty to promote the highest standard of education and learning for all. This entails giving attention to various interdependent factors, including the quality of the curriculum, teaching and assessment, the quality of teachers in schools, school and institutional arrangements, and planning process. The Government will also develop rigorous procedures for the evaluation of educational effectiveness and outcomes, with due regard to the legitimate autonomy of individual institutions. 

The Government does not define what quality is per se but rather how it can be brought about. The Government only provides frameworks for quality without regard to what actually happens in the system on a day-to-day basis. Though not defining quality explicitly, the Government of Zambia in its many documents on education emphasises among other things, the need for well-trained teachers, a good curriculum and adequate provision and use of learning and teaching materials in order to bring about quality of education. 
According to the Curriculum Framework
:

…the quality of teaching and learning can and must be continuously improved. The Ministry [of Education] fully recognizes that the availability of pupils’ textbooks, exercise books, teachers’ manuals and equipment such as computers are among the greatest determinants for effective learning, as well as the conditions of service of the teaching staff.
Equity
The Government of Zambia with respect to equity and gender recognises that the education system is characterised by disparities between men and women at all levels with regard to enrolment figures, progression rates, ratios among teachers/lecturers, and learning achievement. There are more boys being enrolled than girls in schools in spite of the Government policy to enroll the same number of boys and girls in Grade 1. The gap widens from lower grades at basic primary level upwards and gets even worse at secondary and tertiary levels. The reason for this is that more girls drop out of the school system than boys. 
In order to address the situation the Government has in the Poverty Reducation Strategy Paper (PRSP)
 document come up with programmes under equity and other sub-sectors. The Government also intends to re-activate some equity activities that have been taking place for several years but in an uncoordinated manner. The new programme under equity will address issues inhibiting access to all levels and programmes in the sector. Activities under the new programme will include a study to review bursary schemes currently in place; expansion of the bursary schemes to all levels – based on the findings of the above study, including continuing education and skills training; and abolition of school uniforms at basic level. 
Other measures are the abolition of all fees at basic level; sensitisation of communities about the importance of educating girls, women, orphans, the differently abled, and the vulnerable; distribution of resources to all districts based on unit cost and learner population; development of guidelines for cost sharing for levels other than basic education; provision of appropriate physical facilities and learning materials for vulnerable groups; provision of counselling for students; and strengthening and enforcement of laws, regulations, penalties, and sanctions governing safety and security of learners. There will also be more funding for schools with children with special needs, and provision of bursaries to such children. The equity programme includes support to community schools where it is believed that most of the vulnerable children of school-going age are found. In addition, guidelines will be prepared on the maintenance of standards in the community schools, and community assistance to community schools will be promoted. 
According to the Sector Plan (SP), 2003-2007
 the Ministry of Education (MoE) has scored steady progress in eliminating gender disparities at basic education level. On the other hand the Sector Plan target on Children with Special Education Needs (CSEN) enrolment of 5% has also been achieved. The view of the ResearchTeam is that MoE has developed a limited understanding of the concept of equity and has basically tied it to gender. The high prevalence of poverty and the number of orphans due to mainly HIV/AIDS raise the issue of inter-generational inequality. If education does not address this, it will be perpetuated and sooner than later create a system of the haves and have-nots. The issue of quality basic education should simultaneously be addressed because access to poor quality education does not solve the issue of inter-generational inequality. The poor will go to school but will not break the cycle of poverty if MoE continues on the same path. 
The primary aim of the equity programme is to respond appropriately to challenges facing the sector.
 Specifically, this covers areas such as Orphans and Vulnerable Children (OVC); CSEN; HIV and AIDS; gender and School Health and Nutrition (SHN). It will ensure that these and other issues are coordinated and integrated across all Sector programmes. The main thrusts of this programme will be to increase the enrolment and retention of girls, CSEN and OVC in the education system and target interventions aimed at increasing the well being of the pupils through HIV and AIDS and School Health and Nutrition activities.
The development and promotion of strategies that encourage the progression and participation of the girl’s education will be a primary area of focus. Progressively, the Ministry of Education aims to eliminate gender gaps at upper basic level and in rural areas. The Ministry of Education will continue the programme of expanding access for girls’ education at high school level as well as bridge the gender gaps that are glaring in rural areas. Another area of particular focus will be the development of strategies to support OVC who may not meet the ever increasing school fees especially at the upper and high school levels and colleges of education.  

In order to achieve the set objective of enabling the vulnerable children and the girl child to enter and remain in school, the Ministry will continue offering bursary support to this category of children. Through the Student Alliance for Female Education (SAFE), it is hoped the girls will strengthen their assertiveness on issues of HIV and AIDS and sexuality. The MoE will work closely with NGOs promoting the girls’ education such as Forum for African Women Educationalists in Zambia (FAWEZA) and Campaign for Female Education and Development (CAMFED) who have made remarkable strides in the area of developing and promoting intervention to support the education of girls.

The other challenge the Ministry of Education face is the traditional practices that affect the completion rates of the girls’ education compounded by early marriages and teen pregnancies especially in rural schools. This contributes to high dropout rates of the girl child hence there is need to implement the re-entry policy consistently across the different agencies of education provision.
ECCD 

The goal of the ECCDE according to the National Policy on Early Childhood Care,

Development and Education Framework
 will be to provide guidelines and support; enhance coordination and investment in ECCDE programmes to promote expansion of quality ECCDE service provision.
The general objectives and measures include the establishment of a supportive policy environment to ensure a sustainable financing mechanism for planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the National Policy on ECCDE. One of the measures under this objective is to conduct research in public and private ECCDE institutions, documentation and dissemination of research findings on ECCDE challenges and establishing relevant data banks on the implementation of National Policy on ECCDE.
The other objective is to localize and implement Articles: 6, 7, 8, 12, 23, 24, 28, and 34 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into the Zambian legal framework to ensure that the rights of children from conception to six years are protected. This is one area where Save the Children Norway has been advocating. 
For children aged three to six the policy aims to enable pre-school teachers to help children to make smooth transition from pre-school to Grade 1. As a starting point this is commendable. However, the policy should have included the training of Grade 1 teachers in how to handle children when they enter Grade 1. As we shall see below, teachers have problems coping with children when they enter Grade 1. Currently Save the Children Norway is training ECCD care givers to help them cope with the transition from home to the ECCD centres and from the ECCD centres to Grade 1.

One situation that needs to be corrected is the fact that the current ECCD syllabus is based on Grade 1 work instead of basing it on all round development of the child. Hence pre-schools are teaching children instead of enabling them to interact with the social and physical environment planned by the enablers. Hence the syllabus is subject based. As one of the criterion for achieving quality of education I contend that there should be logical thinking, appropriateness to age and capacity of the child, from early childhood
. The formative years of childhood before they enter school are crucial for mental development and preparation for later years. Therefore, younger children at nursery should not be subjected to learning subjects, but rather restricted to playing to build their mental and physical capacity. When pre-schools assume the role of a primary school, they are not exhibiting logical thinking and do not take into account the appropriate age of the child and the child’s capacity. This can have adverse effects on the child’s later life.
Child rights in education - the story on the ground: 
What does research say? 
Everything that happens at school, especially at the lower grades, is about whether the children’s rights are supported or hindered, even violated. Here we can talk about the physical environment, the social environment and the psychological problems that children encounter.  The rights of children are violated for example when they are made to learn in a classroom block that is not conducive for that purpose; or when they are made to sit in a crowded classroom on the floor or being squeezed on a small desk, or when they learn under a tree or on a corridor of a classroom; when they are subjected to physical punishment or manual work; when they are harassed sexually; when they are denied learning by being sent outside the classroom as a way of punishment; or when the teacher is absent.
What follows is a discussion of my findings on the situations mentioned above, and many more. 

The Relationship of Early Childhood Care and Development (ECCD) to Quality of Education
The rationale for starting by looking at the relationship of Early Childhood Care and Development (ECCD) to quality of education in my study
 is the assumption I am making that some of the problems that happen at Grade 1 level – the settling that the pupils have to do, the psychological and sociological problems they face in being introduced to, for most of them, a completely new environment, the lack of routine play which they are used to at home – affect their learning in the classroom. This may lead to further problems later as they move on from one grade to the other if the initial problems in Grade 1 are not addressed sufficiently.  
The National Assessment Report
 says that the low levels of learning achievement in Zambian schools show that the problem is deeper and earlier, having its origin in low levels of learning achievement in the lower grades. If little learning has occurred in Grades 1-4, it will be extraordinarily difficult to remedy the situation in Grade 5, a grade where the assessment was done.  The report recommends, as a result that all necessary steps should be taken to prevent the problem from developing. This can only be done by concentrating efforts on ensuring that real, substantial learning occurs in Grades 1-4.

It is important at this stage to examine some of the salient issues that affect children before they enter school. The question is: Do schools provide any transitional period between what happens at home and the school environment? 
Wall (1975) 
 says that for many children who have not attended nursery schools or kindergartens, (most of the children in the schools where the study was conducted had never attended any pre-school of any sort), primary school may be their first contact with a school of any kind, the first time they have found themselves in a group of age mates who are strangers to them, supervised by one adult who is also a total stranger from the people they are used to. To all of them the environment is also strange and looks very different from what they are used to at home. This means that emotionally they have not achieved detachment from fantasy and a purely hedonistic or pleasure-pain attitude nor have they markedly progressed towards a close and real acceptance of the world and people as they are. 

The first entry to primary school means that the children are entering a world which is more specific in its demands and more impersonal than home, and is likely – even for children who have already had experience in a good nursery school and who have no unusual difficulties in development – to be provocative temporarily at least of mild anxiety and insecurity. Some of this may prove to be more (less?) mild than seen at face value. 

Wall says:

Many children and adolescents come to school with severe maladjustments, difficulties in learning or deprivations of experience which, even in a good and efficient school the deficiencies and disharmonies of the home and out-of-school environment frustrate, for many children, the possibilities of learning. We have, therefore, to find ways not only of preventing difficulties of development and maladjustments arising within the school itself but of increasing and developing the remedial and compensatory aspects of formal education, (op. cit, p. 69).
How much schools exploit the potentialities and strengths of individual children who enter into Grade 1 depends on their understanding of the influence the home has on the children. My study found that not many teachers take interest to find out what children already know from home. In connection with this the question of children’s background was raised. The teachers said they did not bother to go into details about the background of the children even if they agreed that it was important. In most cases this was left to the guidance teachers and only done at registration into Grade 1. In order to be more thorough about knowledge of pupils’ background, the aspect of teacher outreach is cardinal. Do teachers take time to visit children in their homes to find out the problems they face? 

The teachers said it was important to know the place where the child comes from to understand why a child behaves the way they do. One example given was of a child who always goes to school late. If the teacher did not know where the child stayed he or she would always blame the child for being dirty, not knowing that where the child comes from there is no soap and the family sleeps in sacks. Such a child goes to school without books because the parents cannot afford to buy him or her books. So there was need to understand the child.

However, the teachers said it was difficult for them, especially in the rural schools where distances were prohibitive, to get to know the homes of their pupils, let alone the personalities and attitudes of parents. My argument, however, on this point is that it begs the question. If pupils stay far from school, is that not the more reason why teachers should visit those children since they are more marginalized by distance than the children who stay nearer the school? Teachers in urban areas gave the same sentiments but for different reasons, even if the factor of distance was not an issue for them. 

Wall feels, and I agree, that where communities are not antagonistic to teacher outreach, and where time permits, (which in my study is what most teachers both in urban and rural areas said they did not have), a visit to the homes of his or her pupils will tell the alert and observant teacher a great deal that he or she could not otherwise know. In the case of children who experience difficulties in their educational or personal development, such a direct contact with the home by the teachers is indispensable and will often go far to explain the cause of the difficulties. Teachers agreed on this but only in principle. Much of the necessary understanding of the pupil, however, can be obtained through other means and through the teacher himself or herself making a careful study of the community in which he or she lives and works, so that he or she may come to understand the pre-occupations of the families of the children he or she teaches, and the kinds of experience which his or her pupils are having outside the classroom. The question as children enter Grade 1 is how to bridge the gap between what happens at home and what they experience at school.  
Wall argues that some of the difficulties confronting these children arise from a clash both of values and experience between their home and the school. He says that there is little doubt that a school which ignores or worse still rejects the experiences which its pupils associate with warmth and love of home, or even with their little gang of playmates, may put its pupils in a situation of conflict. Rejection of what a child knows and feels may be seen as a rejection of himself or herself: it certainly gives him or her difficulty in smoothly constructing a sense of identity. If the conflict between home and school is sharp and intense, the pupil may reject school entirely, bending all his or her efforts to defeating the attempts of the teacher to help him or her learn what the school sets out to teach. According to Wall, it is by no means unusual, for example, to find a breakdown in what seemed well established habits. Some children show difficulties in sleeping or eating or even a reversion to bed-wetting and temper tantrums; others seem to become particularly vulnerable to minor ailments, coughs and colds, stomach upsets, bouts of sickness. Most show considerable fatigue. 

Many find the effort of adjustment to the school so great that when they return home, they ‘let go’ in a bewildering bout of bad behaviour, which may provoke repressive actions by parents. Almost all betray their immaturity and their anxiety by projecting on to the teacher, much in the same fashion as younger children in the nursery school, their attitudes to their own parents. “For children who have not successfully detached themselves from mother at the normal 6-year-level, or who for any reason are nervous or insecure, the new circumstances may prove to be so severely disturbing as to be intolerable, a disturbance which is likely to be reflected in their whole ability to respond to the intellectual demands made upon them,” (p. 252).   

The effect of ECCD on the early classroom contacts and interaction in Grade 1 
To substantiate Wall’s assertions the pupils and teachers in my study were asked to say what initial major sociological and psychological problems Grade 1 pupils faced when they arrived at the school in Grade 1 and during the year, and how those problems manifested themselves.
Through focus group interviews the children said that the bigger pupils laughed at those who failed to answer questions or when they failed reading and writing. As a result the pupils felt shy when their friends laughed at them when they got low marks. 
Crying mainly because children missed home or their parents, was a common feature for a number of children. One child said at one time he used to stay with his father and when he was separated from the father he used to cry in class and the teacher used to tell him to stop crying. They used to cry for various reasons but the commost was missing home due to being separated from their parents. One boy said, “When I come to school in Grade 1, when I was in Grade 1 I was thinking about my parents because me I thought I would be staying just here at school everyday.” 
Several pupils mentioned fighting and being beaten by their fellow pupils or by the teachers as one of the problems they faced in Grade 1. They said that the ones that were bigger started beating others. They were being harassed by bigger children, both boys and girls. There were a lot of instances of being beaten by teachers. At one school the children reported at length the prevalence of beating and some other forms of punishments related to their arrival in Grade 1. “This teacher when we were in Grade 1 he would get a stick and start beating us. The other teachers also used to beat us including the head.” 
Another problem was that the teachers did not pay attention to the pupils who could not answer questions. Also if one child was not doing well in a higher grade and they were told to go back into a lower grade they got frustrated and the hope of going forward “gets finished”.
Some pupils said they used to sit on benches or on the ground under a tree. They used to learn in someone’s farm and they did not like it. Cases of blackmail directed at Grade 1 pupils were common. One boy said some of the friends would say, “Give me the answers I will give you food for break... Others when they ask for a rubber when you ask for a rubber then some people say ‘if I am going to give you you are going to show me some answers.’ Then when they (you?) refuse they stingy you.” 
Some children reported that they developed unexplained stomach problems. Pupils also said they lacked concentration in class and that there were no toilets so they used to use the bush to relieve themselves.
Analysing what the children said, the commonest settling problems the pupils faced were being beaten by either the teachers or fellow pupils. This was followed by crying due to missing home or parents followed by being laughed at. Some of the pupils specifically mentioned their reactions to the situations they found themselves in. These were: getting annoyed with the teacher and shouting at him, feeling very bad about the situation, running away from school, getting frustrated and the hope of going forward getting “finished”, lacking concentration in class, and messing themselves up. 

Such situations as described above and the attendant reactions did not provide for the pupils a conducive atmosphere vital for their learning. Both the teachers and the other pupils they found at the school were not friendly and welcoming. The boy who said metaphorically that the hope of going forward gets “finished” provided a summary of what could have happened to the pupils for the remainder of the time they were in school – that the foundation was not solid enough to prepare them for the challenges they were to meet later. 

The teachers were asked to say what initial major sociological and psychological problems that Grade 1 pupils faced when they arrived at the school and during the year, and how those problems manifested themselves. Below is a summary of their responses. The problems are italised, followed by how they are manifestated. 

They find it difficult to make friendships with other children by grouping themselves according to their associations at home or where they come from. They do not want to sit with somebody whom they do not know, so they associate themselves with somebody they know.  Girls would like to be on their own and boys on their own so it is difficult to mix them. Some children cry when they arrive at school especially those who come from isolated homes. They fear to be with other children. But those who are used to mixing with so many people do not have problems.  
Strange school environment which requires that a child is oriented meaning that The child who has not been oriented about what they expect of school: will be isolated, will be disoriented, would not know what to do, can’t talk, sits alone,  is not prepared to come to school.
Fear of the teacher, not used to the teacher, lack of care from the teacher so that if the child is approached in a rude way he or she will abscond from school. The children are not used to the teacher and when they want to go to the toilet they cannot ask the teacher so they end up messing the seat. Crying as if the child has been beaten.
The teacher not meeting the child’s demands as a result child begins to cry. Some children like reporting because that is what they do at home and when they report they expect the teacher to punish that person and when that does not happen the children do not feel nice.

Children who are not exposed to earlier learning like pre-school or nursery find it difficult to learn when they come to Grade 1.
Pupils find a strange parent at school who is a teacher and they compare their parents with the teacher. If they are not treated the way they are treated at home they get disappointed.
Multi-language. The children are forced to learn in Citonga (the official language in the province) when at home they speak another language. They find difficulties and they take time to grasp the concepts being taught.   
I would add that whether children have attended pre-school or not the teachers are strangers to them since those were not the same teachers who taught them at nursery. It is still important for the teachers to build confidence about themselves in the children and the children to build confidence about themselves in the teachers, if quality learning and teaching is to take place.
The physical appearance of the school

On the question of how the physical appearance of the school affected their learning the pupils gave a number of examples. These include dirty toilets, floors and walls. They said learning in a dirty room made one feel uncomfortable. One pupil through the children’s writings, produced a graphic description of the physical appearance of the school. Of all the schools visited this was the most dilapidated school. The pupil’s description was transcribed for easy understanding. 
 [The head teacher must provide some books, pens, dusters, board rulers, pencils etc. The other thing the head should do is to see that the school is clean, because some windows are broken. We don’t have good desks, there are no doors and the floor has cracks all over in the classroom. The pupils behave very badly and when they behave like that they do not do well at school. The pupils come to school dirty, so please try to control everything. There is one thing I nearly forgot. It is broad (I did not get the meaning of this word even after checking the text three times. I only established that the child’s handwriting was very clear and this word and its plural in the next line were clearly written). We don’t have good broades and uniforms. Some pupils come wearing their own clothes. Cows come as if this is where they study and they drop cow dung. The roof is eaten by termites so any day any night it will fall. Please I repeat, try to control everything, Miss M. (addressing the head teacher)].
There were schools, however, where the pupils said the physical appearance of the school did not negatively affect their learning. This was the case in schools that were either relatively new or had been rehabilitated. Such cases were exceptions rather than the rule. 
Apart from what the children said about the physical appearance of the schools, the observations that were done were linked mainly to the classroom situation and matters related to the classroom. It is important to look at the conduciveness of the environment under which the pupils were learning. 

The study found that in six out of the eight schools observed the environment was not user-friendly to both the pupils and the teachers themselves. This was collaborated by what the teachers and head teachers said under their conditions of service and by what the pupils themselves said.

In one of the classrooms there were broken furniture at the back of the classroom – desks, desk supports. There were no proper windows, only openings. The floor of the classroom was cracked in many places with a long deep pothole in the middle running from one wall to the middle of the classroom.

What pupils don’t like about their schools 

On the part about the punishments teachers give to the pupils, all the pupils interviewed in all the schools said that their teachers beat them and that they didn’t like it. They mentioned at length the negative effects it had on their learning. They said these things affect their learning because they are not free and they get disturbed and afraid so that sometimes they do not even go to school. 
The pupils said teachers are good in beating even when it is not necessary and when nothing has happened. The pupils confirmed that the teachers actually beat them on the buttocks and that they do not like being beaten. On how that affected their learning the pupils said they get confused. “Some teachers like beating pupils in the head. When they continue beating a pupil in the head they [the pupils] go home confused or they go mad.” Another pupil said, “We are discouraged in our studies so they must stop beating us.” Yet a third pupil said, “Sometimes you don’t even come to school because you fear that when I go to school the teacher will beat me for that thing which I did yesterday.” Asked specifically whether they actually get discouraged they said yes and that they lack concentration in class. They said they were afraid because they knew if they made a mistake any time the teacher would beat them. 

Equity matters at classroom level: major problems that pupils, especially girls, OVCs and the CSEN, face in their learning and how these have affected their learning 
Apart from looking at the problems pupils face in general, my study focused this particular inquiry in this section on the problems girls, OVCs (orphans and vulnerable children) and the CSEN (children with special education needs) face in order to address matters of equity. It is assumed that this category of children does not receive as much attention as other children who are in better conditions. The policy of the Government is inclusive education meaning that all children, regardless of their status, should learn in the same schools and under the same circumstances. However, unless we find out how they are treated in the schools, or whether those conditions are as favourable for them as they are for other children, it will be difficult to determine how disadvantaged they are in mixing with children who are socially and physically more privileged than they are. 

The head teachers mentioned a number of problems girls, OVCs and CSEN face. The major problem for OVCs had to do with the support they are given by their parents. Some go to school without school requisites e.g. exercise books, pencils, pens and uniforms. All the head teachers mentioned this as the biggest typical problem that these children face. There were some children who came from homes where parents were not in employment and all these factors hinder their progress. 

The class teachers’ responses, as expected, concentrated on specific cases of children in the classroom, especially girls. They said that there were children who had lost their parents and that it was a big problem. There were orphans in classes who struggled to have a meal. It was reported that some of the children among the OVCs are shy. They cannot speak out, while others are slow in writing and their handwriting was poor.
Girls faced the problem of distance from their homes. Some of them cover distances of more than six kilometres every day and because of that they sometimes stay away from school. Then also they are bullied by boys on the way as they go to school so they prefer to stay away for fear of being bullied. 

The orphans in certain schools were being discriminated against by fellow pupils. The schools were trying to discourage discrimination but they were told by the pupils that it still happened in the homes. The schools felt that so much had to be done on the communities concerning orphans. The situation was not made any easier by the orphans themselves. They still felt out of place due to the way they dressed and felt like they were not part of the school, even in schools where they were not being discriminated against. This affected their performance negatively at school according to the teachers. 

Some of the teachers in the focus group interviews said some children, especially those who could not hear or see properly did not feel like mixing with friends. Those who did not see properly had problems seeing what was written on the board so that if they were placed at the back they would move to the front. 

The teachers also said they had many OVCs whose major problems were what to eat and what to wear. On food, they depended on the feeding programmes but if the food was late they went to class hungry and they did not learn well. On clothes most of them did not have uniform so they wore their own clothes which were not appealing, as some were torn, and they came to school dirty and when they are asked why they came to school like that they say there was no soap at home and no lotion and their friends laughed at them and this, they said, was disturbing. On lack of good clothes the teachers said the girls had resorted to dating older men for money so that they could buy clothes, lotion and uniforms to suit with their friends.

One particular group of children, the juveniles at one school, had a problem of clothes and they felt they were not part of the school. Sometimes they did not have books. It was clear from the responses from both the teachers and the head teachers that in spite of putting measures in place to reduce ridicule and stigma of the OVCs and the girls in schools, this remained rife among the pupils. This manifested itself in form of being laughed at, being intimidated and being bullied.
Child participation 

Child participation is a must if children are to make decisions on matters that concern them. In order to encourage child participation Save the Children Norway-Zambia came up with the idea of Children’s Councils where children have a form of self-government in the school. It has been observed that where these councils exit the quality of education has been enhanced. Three areas of interaction came out of the observation in the study: presence of child participation, absence of child participation and how teachers encouraged the pupils in the classroom.

The study found generally that the teachers involved the pupils in class discussions and that most of the schools observed had an idea of what a child-centred method was. Where this was the case teachers acknowledged the opinions of the pupils and allowed them to discuss such matters. There were a number of situations where the teachers allowed all the answers where those involved the opinion of the pupils. 
The situation was not always the same in all the schools. As a typical example at one school the interaction in the class I observed was so bad that it discouraged whatever child participation initiatives that the pupils were trying to create. The teacher did not encourage the pupils to participate. She just pointed at the pupils without allowing them to put up their hands.

The pupils were not concerned about what was going on. They were not participating. One of the things that I noticed was that the teacher was accepting wrong answers. There was also a tendency by the teacher to rely heavily on one pupil. The effect of this was that the other pupils stopped contributing either for fear that they would be reprimanded for getting the answer wrong or that the teacher would rely on the same girl to answer the questions anyway so there was no point for them to try.

Throughout the lesson there was tension among the pupils. There was no laughter from the pupils and the teacher did not crack any single joke throughout the lesson. She was very serious all the time. It was difficult to say whether that was her character or whether it was because of my presence and she did not want to be observed. There were indications to that effect. 

There was one other school where the teacher worked out the answers on the board with little involvement of the pupils, or where only a few pupils were participating as the teacher did most of the talking. 

In most of the schools the teachers gave some form of praise for the efforts that pupils were putting in answering questions.  After a child presented or answered a question the teacher would say, “Let’s clap for her/him.” The children would clap and say, “Well done well done such a clever girl/boy.”

In other instances the praise would be in the form of, “Very good,” repeated several times and then asking the pupils to clap for the pupil who had done something good. 
Methods of discipline used

One of the hindrances to good interaction in the classroom was the way the teachers treated pupils who misbehaved and the impact that had on the pupils’ learning. One of the issues that has been discussed in the schools is the issue of physical punishment popularly known as corporal punishment. According to the Education Act of 1966 corporal punishment as it applies to the beating of children was permissible but could only be applied by the head of a school or one designated to do so. However, in 1998 the Government of Zambia in an Act of Parliament abolished the use of corporal punishment in all schools. This has since been ratified by the new Education Act of 2002 which says that corporal punishment has been abolished. However, the legislation that provides for the abolition of corporal punishment does not offer alternatives to punishment. This has largely been left to the teachers and school administrators to decide.

In spite of this legislation, the study found that corporal punishment is still practised widely in all the schools studied. As a matter of fact, of all the other methods used by teachers to discipline children, physical punishment (causing actual body pain on the child) – beating, caning, slapping, pinching – ranked second highest. The highest ranking was manual work. The study found that the head teachers denied that children were being beaten by the teachers or that they themselves beat children, giving the reason that such punishments had been abolished by the Government. Most teachers said they did not beat children though some admitted that they did. Those that said they did not gave, like the head teachers, the same reason that it was not allowed to beat children in school.
The weight of evidence that there was corporal punishment in schools came from the children themselves. Sometimes in graphic language, they described how the head teachers and the teachers beat them, how often, on which part of the body, for what reasons and by what means. The children also described the effect of such punishments on their learning and what they felt the teachers should do if they misbehaved. Answering the question, “What punishments do teachers give you when you misbehave?” the children gave a long list of such punishments coded as: causing physical pain (e.g. beating, pen between fingers, blowing cheeks); manual work (e.g. picking litter, sweeping classroom or yard, removing grass, watering flowers or garden); humiliating punishments (rubbing board with head, kneeling in front of class, teacher using abusive language); denied learning opportunities (e.g. being sent home, being sent outside the classroom).
The teachers did not regard such punishments as child abuse. They felt that in the absence of other alternatives to corporal punishment that was one way of disciplining children. One case of corporal punishment, the worst I have ever come across, bordered on severe child abuse. It was reported by a boy in a rural school. He said the teachers beat them on the buttocks and on the hands. Sometimes they beat them on the knuckles with a duster. “Balakwaambila kuti sunsa a duster…mwajana mumala amu atelekela gazigazi so” [They say ‘you dip’ and they beat you with the duster until blood begins to come out from the nails].

The pupils were made to put their fingers together the way it is done when one is eating nsima (the staple food) and preparing to dip in the relish using the fingers, (hence the word sunsa). Once that happened the teacher would use a duster to beat the child on the folded fingers until blood would come out through the finger nails. The child who is punished like that would feel uncomfortable for a long time. No wonder some children said they feared teachers. “We fear to ask them questions. We fear to be near them. If we don’t understand we don’t ask questions because we fear being beaten.” They said they did not learn properly because the mind would be confused as they would just be thinking about bad things about the teacher.  There were a few pupils who said that the punishments were good because they taught the children how to behave. The majority of the pupils, however, disputed this by saying that everything was done in fear of teachers so there was no real discipline.
The effects that punishments, (especially corporal punishment) have on the pupils were better explained by the pupils. One of them said, “It affects my learning, because such kinds of punishments are not good. Some of us come from long distances. You can’t even concentrate on what the teacher is teaching. Sometimes you’ll be afraid to come to school. You stay at home for almost one week, so that can affect my learning. I can’t catch up where my friends are, so that may end up making me to fail.” 

The heads, the class teachers and the rest of the teachers were asked the question: What methods do you use to discipline pupils who misbehave in class? The study found that there were discrepancies between what the children said about the punishments they were given and what the heads said. There were also discrepancies between what the teachers and the heads said. A lot of the punishments the pupils mentioned – digging your height, cleaning toilets, being sent out of the classroom while the other pupils are learning and, very conspicuously, any form of corporal punishment – were not mentioned by the heads. 

On the other hand what the heads mentioned as measures they were taking to curb indiscipline – the involvement of the disciplinary committees and the parents – were also very conspicuously missing from the pupils’ responses. One head said the children were very happy with the disciplinary measures. But the children said they hated that particular school because there was too much beating by the teachers. The teachers, in contrast to what the head had said about working with the community on discipline, said they did not want to work with the community because community members were not co-operative and in fact that they threatened to beat teachers on trivial issues. Neither the teachers nor the children mentioned the disciplinary committee nor the involvement of the parents in matters of discipline.Where manual work was mentioned, it was not explained what type of manual work it was. 

The children, on the other hand, gave detailed descriptions of the manual work which they said in many cases were given during lesson time and other forms of punishments. 
I had an opportunity to talk to two pupils who had been chased from a class as well as to the teacher. The pupils told me that they felt bad that they missed the lesson. They sat on the corridor and were doing nothing. One of them said he would ask his parents to buy exercise books. Apparently they did not have exercise books in all the subjects, except one of them who had an exercise book in one subject. Be the situation as it was I was of the opinion that the problem was bigger than what met the eye. I thought the case needed more probing. Otherwise how can the quality of education be improved if pupils are sent out of the class? Is there no better way to assist the pupils who themselves can do nothing about their own situation? How about the teacher providing some paper to enable the pupils to do the exercises while a permanent solution is being sought? What is being achieved by chasing the pupils from class?

The teacher confirmed that the two children were a problem and that at one point they had completely stopped school. The parents had been talked to but there had been no change. She did not say what the way forward was. If anything she seemed resigned to the situation.

The point here is that there cannot be a dispute that children are being sent out of classes as a way of being punished for whatever reasons. Unfortunately in the case of the two boys the teacher was the deputy head of the school. In some cases where the head knew that the teachers beat children he/she counselled the teachers and asked them to minimize (not stop) corporal punishment. 

Effect of large classes on pupils

The pupils brought out a number of interesting aspects in as far as having large classes were concerned. They revealed some aspects of the overcrowding that even the teachers were not aware of. This was to be expected considering that they were the ones who felt the brunt of the overcrowding everyday.

All the children talked to said that having large classes was not good and had a negative effect on their learning in that they did not learn well and that ultimately children in large classes did not do well. The children also talked about the effect that it had on the teachers – that they found it difficult to control the classes. The children talked about a lot of effects of large classes.

Asked specifically to say what problems they faced learning in a class where there were too many children, the children brought out a number of issues. 
Making noise while others are writing
Almost all the children interviewed said that this was a big problem and that it affected their learning in many ways. They said that some pupils made noise while others were writing and that the rest could not concentrate. The other problem the children talked about concerning noise in class was that if there were too many pupils in class some children do not hear what the teacher is saying in front. 
Not sitting properly on the desks 
The children did not like the idea of being squeezed on the desks. They said they did not sit properly on the desks. They usually sit four per desk and that they did not write properly because of squeezing. Because of this some pupils preferred to write from the floor. They would spread the exercise books on the floor and write from there.
Bad behaviour 
This was one of the effects of overcrowding that was reported by the children. Several bad behaviours were reported. The pupils said that there was a lot of fighting for various reasons. One of those was fighting to get a seat on the desk or to get a desk in some cases. 

Sometimes the children insulted, shouted at each other and fought. The children acknowledged that such behaviour was very bad. There was a case at a school where the teacher got fed up with the bad behaviour of the pupils that he was shouting at them. The pupils at that school reported that the teacher used to insult them and they did not learn well. What the teacher did not realise was that the children were stressed due to what was happening in the classroom. This was the school where pupils reported that they were made to sit on the floor. 

Because there are so many children in the classrooms, they become playful. They start playing and running in the class and they even destroy things and remove chats in class and break windows. They also tear papers from other pupils’ exercise books.
Teachers not finishing marking the books 

As a result of having too many pupils in each class the teachers and the pupils mentioned the fact that it was not possible to correct all the work done by the pupils. In other words assessment of the pupils’ work and feed backing was a big problem. In the worst of cases teachers marked only sampled books from the pupils and thereby disadvantaging the rest of the pupils. The thing that the teachers resorted to doing was to give the pupils a few questions per subject so that there would be less marking. 

Essentially all the pupils agreed on one point – that teachers, without exception – did not finish marking the pupils’ books due to having too many pupils in a class. The pupils said that teachers did not have time to mark all the exercises done in one subject before they could move on to the next lesson. 
Class difficult to control 

The children said that a class where there are many children is difficult to control. They said that overcrowded classes were difficult to control and teachers did not enjoy their work due to the pressure of attending to too many pupils. Pupils in such classes did not do well at all. These sentiments were repeated several times by the pupils. 
Shortage of desks 
This was another effect that was repeatedly mentioned by the pupils. There were not enough desks in the classrooms. One pupil summarised it as follows: “The children in a class where there are many, you find other children are sitting five on a desk. Other children are sitting on the floor no mate (mat). Imagine in the rainy and cold seasons children have nowhere to sit.”
Not many textbooks 

The pupils said they did not have enough textbooks because the classes were overcrowded. This was the same point made under learning and teaching materials. There was a relationship between over-enrolment and the availability of learning and teaching materials.

Air pollution

The pupils brought out an aspect of their learning which the teachers did not mention. That was the question of pollution in the classrooms. They said that due to overcrowding there was not enough fresh air in the classrooms. As a result there was a danger of suffering from infectious diseases as well as air-borne diseases such as whooping cough and sneezing (influenza). They said that overcrowding made it easier for infectious diseases to pass from one person to the other.

Another effect the children mentioned was that they had problems in breathing. Some pupils found it a problem to breathe properly and to pay attention because of the heat. Sometimes the pupils sweat, especially where there were no windows. 
Only learning a few subjects

Another aspect of overcrowding the pupils mentioned was that the teachers cut down, not only on the questions to the pupils, but also the subjects they taught. This had a direct disadvantage to the pupils because it meant that the pupils did not learn sufficiently in some subjects to be able to complete a syllabus. “If there are many children in class we won’t finish fast and we just learn one subject a day,” said one pupil.
Wayforward
For a long time traditional research has concentrated on doing research on childern and using thechildren as a captive audience. Such an approach assumes that children have no say, no voice and no opinion on matters that affect them and that adults should continue to speak on behalf of children. I am advocating doing research with children.  So far as it depends on the age of the children and the type of research, this means planning the entire research process with the children. However, there are a number of things one has to know about children. One of them is that children are different. They are not little adults but are developing and growing beings who have their own specific characteristics. Therefore, working with children requires a different and distinct set of skills. We should also know that children perceive and understand the world in a different way from adults. Acknowledging that their worlds are different is a sound starting point. In addition, children do not represent a homogeneous group. There are differences in age, gender, ethnicity, culture, education, social class, and upbringing. 
When it comes to the importance of involving children in research we can rely on the fact that girls and boys are in the best position to provide information on their own situation. They can be actors for change. Involving children in research is about intergenerational relationships. It promotes healthy child development and creates an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect.
Children have a right to be heard. According to the UNCRC, “States parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child”, (Article 12 (1).
There are benefits in of involving children in research. Adult researchers may have less insight into the daily lives of children than they think they have. Children constitute a significant proportion of the global population. The natural way to obtain information is to work with children as informants and/or researchers. In addition, children may have ideas about where to locate relevant documentary sources otherwise unknown to adults. They may provide interpretations of materials that differ markedly from those of adult researchers. They are well-placed to judge the quality of the research findings and the appropriateness of the methods used. Children may be able to provide insights into how findings might differ if the research had been conducted in their own community. Their enthusiasm may act as a motivator to the research group as a whole. Working with children can lead to a change of attitudes by adults about the roles and capabilities of children. Participation provides children with valuable opportunities to develop life skills in a number of different areas.
Conclusion 
It is obvoius from what has been said in this paper that as we celebrate twenty years of the UNCRC, there are still many challenges to be faced. What has been discussed is just a summary of the total findings of one research in eight schools in one province.

What comes out from this paper is that children’s rights have been violated and ignored. Do the caregivers, in this case in a basic school, ever think that a child who is subjected to harsh physical and psychological punishments or a child who is denied learning by being chased out of class, is actually being denied his or her rights?
Let us consider the challenges that are – not ahead of us – but with us now. The child who said the hope of going forward gets “finished” expressed a hopeless situation for children if nothing is done about their plight. Let us not be the ones that help children to finish their hope of moving forward. Instead, let us save the children.
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