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INTRODUCTION 
Globally, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted education systems forcing 
learners and most schools to shift to online learning platforms to curb the 
spread of the pandemic.  While the pandemic has caused a dramatic shift from 
traditional classroom learning methods to digital learning methods, it has 
excluded the majority of learners especially from rural areas and vulnerable 
households countrywide that have no access to electricity and internet 
services. 

In Zambia, the pandemic saw the closure of schools and higher learning 
institutions both in 2020 and 2021, forcing over 4.4 million children and 
adolescents to stay home.  During the school closure in 2020, Government 
through the Ministry of Education and its partners, developed and have 
since been implementing the Education Contingency Plan (EPC) to respond 
and mitigate the impact of the pandemic on learners.  Through the plan, 
Government implored various methods to keep children learning through 
printed learning packages, radio, television and online learning using 
computers, phones and the internet. However, the reality on the ground is 
that most learners from distant rural areas, migrant children, children with 
disabilities and those from vulnerable households could easily access these 
modes of learning. 

UNICEF/UNI280305/Cote d’Ivoire
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Current gaps causing educational inequality in Zambia 
The quality of education during online learning is very much dependent on 
the home environment, computing equipment, access to electricity and 
internet which are related to financial strength of individual households. 
These assertions are supported by a study conducted by the Africa Federation 
of Teaching Regulatory Authorities on the Impact of COVID-19 on Teaching 
and Learning in which revealed that online teaching and learning in Africa 
was ineffective as numerous challenges made the use of online approach 
difficult and of limited impact. Some of the challenges were the lack of digital 
infrastructure (absence of computers for individuals and homes, poor internet 
coverage especially for the rural areas), lack of electricity, poor ICT skills 
and a huge number of teachers who did not attain the required minimum 
professional competences (2021). These stated challenges are not different  
to the ones faced in Zambia during the pandemic as the following factors 
hindered the success of access to quality education:

1. Access to digital infrastructure is unequal across 
the socio-economic, urban and rural divide  

While radio, television and online learning were very useful 
during the closure of schools, in Zambia these platforms 
are remained inaccessible to the majority of learners 
especially those from vulnerable households and rural 
areas.  This was as a result of unequal distribution of 
electricity, the high cost of Information Communication 
Technology (ICT) related gadgets to aid e-learning and 
high poverty levels in general.  
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In terms of disparities in access to electricity, USAID 2019 Zambia Energy 
Sector Overview revealed that the Zambia’s national access to electricity 
averaged at 31% with 67% of the urban and 3% of the rural population having 
access to power.  These disparities of access to power were also the same 
across schools as a number of them that didnot have access to electricity; 
about 4,854 primary and 191 secondary schools. In 2018, only 3,025 schools 
sourced power from the main grid while the proportion of those which sourced 
power from generators were 331, from solar , (Ministry of National Development 
Planning, 2020). 

According to a 2018 National Survey on Access and Usage of ICTs by households 
and individuals, there is a discrepancy in the ownership of television sets, 
radios, smart phones and computers between rural and urban areas.  In 
addition, the study revealed an imbalance between the proportion of 
individuals 10 years and older who owned smart phones to the proportion of 
those who owned mobile phones. Out of the 73.6 percent who owned mobile 
phones, 29.6 percent had smart phones, thus implying that most of the people 
possess basic phones, which are non-internet supported. Further, access 
and use of computers stands at 14.7 percent in urban areas and 2.7 percent 
in rural areas.  This implies that there is a huge disparity in the access to 
superior technologies across the socio-economic and the urban and rural 
divide in Zambia to provide an inclusive learning environment.

.

Figure 1. Proportion of households that own ICT infrastructure

Source: 2018 National Survey on Access and Usage of ICTs by Households and Individuals

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Ownership of
Working TV

Ownership of
Working Radio

National RuralUrban

Ownership of
Smart Phones

Ownership of
Computer

Access to 
Electricity

37%

63%

15.5%

40% 40%

34.3%
29.6%

42.1%

14.3%

8.1%

14.4%

2.7%

31%

67%

4%



4

2. Dominance of internet access and knowledge on 
the use of computers and the internet by urban 
population 

Insignificant and unequal access to internet services and 

knowledge of computer use makes it impossible for the 

larger percentage of children from vulnerable households 

to benefit from virtual learning. The 2018 National 
Survey on Access and Usage of ICTs by Households and 

Individuals indicated a big gap in internet access between urban and rural 
areas, with 31.2 percent in urban areas and 6.6 percent in rural areas.  The 
cost of internet services has prohibited a lot of children from vulnerable 
households from adopting online learning because for most poor households 
the economic cost of buying data is perceived as secondary to other needs 
such as food and shelter. Knowledge of the use of computers in Zambia is 

unevenly distributed between urban and rural populations. According the 2018 

Survey by the Zambia Information and Communications Technology Authority 

(ZICTA) in conjunction with Zambia Statistics Agency (ZamStats), revealed that 

11.8 percent of individuals in urban areas knew how to use computers compared 

to 2.8 percent in rural areas. 

Figure 2. Proportion of household and individuals to internet access and computer knowledge 
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Consequently, this scenario has favoured learners from urban and affluent 

families to have better access to these resources and technologies in private 

schools and their homes due to their capacity to afford internet and virtual tutors 

which was been critical for continued learning. On the other hand, for most 

children who come from poor households the economic cost of buying data is 

perceived as secondary to other needs such as food and shelter. The cost of 

communication data is one of the prohibitive factors limiting children’s access 

to online learning. This is compounded by the lack of internet connectivity and 

basic infrastructure in most public schools in rural areas thereby intensifying 

the inequality of access to education as the pandemic rages on.

Possible solutions to reducing the learning gap 
While the use of digital technology as an enabler for learning became 
increasingly visible during the COVID-19 pandemic school closure, the 
education digital divide has become increasingly apparent. As Government 
continues to fight the 4th  wave and future pandemics, there is need to avoid 
‘one size fit all’ mitigation and recovery approaches which may inadvertently 
widen education access inequality between advantaged and disadvantaged 
learners.  Government could consider the following possible solutions:
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Investment in free tax internet packages for students and teachers to 

reduce digital learning inequalities. COVID-19 has shown that affordability 

and accessibility to internet services is more necessary now than ever before. 

Equal distribution and investments in ICTs including supporting 

infrastructure meant to support access to e-learning. Data shows that 

while there is an increase in the number of computers in Government schools, 

the distribution of computers by province shows the usual disparity 

with urban schools such as those in Lusaka and Copperbelt having more 

computer facilities than areas off the line of rail. 

Government can emulate countries like Kenya to provide free solar 

chargeable internet gadgets to learners in rural areas;  with support from 

corporating partners who have the capacity to mobilize resources Zambia 

will be able to equip all learners with equipment  required for online learning. 

Government is urged to to engage the private sector through public-

private partnerships to equip schools with computers and solar panels 

to enable expanded access to e-learning services.  The current environment 

is conducive for this approach.

As Government continues  to re-align the education sector programmes 

to national development plans, it is prudent to consider all measures 

using the available resources to enable learners in the remotest parts of the 

country stay abraced with education access like their colleagues in urban 

and rich-households.  

With   the   newly   created   Ministry  of   Technology   and   Science   there   is   need 

to support innovators that are more interested in developing ICTs that 

use cheaper technologies in providing cheaper online platforms in Zambia.
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