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Executive Summary 
Throughout East and Southern Africa, multiple barriers and challenges affect children’s school 

attendance and performance. The REPSSI Teachers’ Diploma in Psychosocial Care, Support, and 

Protection (hereafter referred to as the Teachers’ Diploma) is child centred and focuses on providing 

teachers with the knowledge and skills necessary to enhance the school environment, provide 

psychosocial support to their learners, and facilitate strong school-community relationships. The six 

module in service learning programme is delivered over a 15-month period through blended contact and 

supported distance learning. In addition to self-directed learning, participants engage in “Community of 

Practice” meetings on a monthly basis to exchange ideas, discuss issues and challenges in programme 

implementation within their school, and provide one another with peer support.  

An integral component of this initial implementation of the Teachers’ Diploma in Zambia was a 

qualitative process evaluation including focus group discussions with teachers, administrators, learners 

and school observations. These in-depth qualitative data support the primary premises of the Teachers’ 

Diploma regarding teachers’ and learners’ experiences within the school system.  The data indicate that 

the Teachers’ Diploma builds on the strengths of teachers in terms of their developing relationships with 

learners, caregivers/parents, and community members, as well as counseling and providing support to 

learners. Diploma students discuss increased confidence in themselves and interest in pursuing 

additional educational opportunities. Through the diploma, teachers are learning new approaches and 

skills including alternatives to corporal punishment, which they are putting into practice in their schools. 

Data indicate that diploma students are collaboratively working with learners, caregivers/parents and 

community members to implement changes in their classrooms and schools in terms of both the 

physical and social environments.  

These data also show that not all changes can happen in a short period of time and that there is need for 

more systemic support for the teachers engaged in the programme. Transfers of teachers and 

overlapping meetings and obligations can affect teachers’ ability to maximize benefits from the 

programme and adds to time spent on the programme.  

Overall, these process evaluation data in combination with the outcome evaluation data support the 

need for school-based psychosocial support systems as a part of broader community-based 

interventions to facilitate teachers’ abilities to support learners and their families and increase child 

resiliency. 
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Background 
Globally, over 20 million children have been orphaned by AIDS including nearly 700,000 children in 

Zambia. 1 Many more children are orphaned and/or vulnerable due to a plethora of social and economic 

challenges, as well as a result of natural disasters, forced migration, civil unrest, and wars. 2 Orphaned 

and vulnerable children (OVC) experience poverty, stigma and discrimination, abuse, psychological 

distress, and increased risk of chronic and infectious diseases including HIV and other sexually 

transmitted infections. 3-8 Evidence indicates that negative outcomes among some vulnerable children 

and youth can be ameliorated through protective factors such as social support and implementation of 

policies and programmes designed to increase access to healthcare, education, and psychosocial 

support. 9, 10  

Education is a critical component of regional and national development throughout low- and middle-

income countries. In East and Southern Africa, a number of social and economic conditions affect 

children’s access to school, ability to attend regularly and focus on schoolwork, or progress in their 

education. The Situation Analysis of Orphans and other Vulnerable Youth in the Southern African 

Development Community (SADC) found that while access to schooling is improving in the region, 

barriers remain.11 School attendance and other educational indicators are affected by a range of factors 

including food insecurity, violence, sexual abuse, caring for sick relatives, teenage pregnancy and early 

marriage. 12-15  

Interventions focused on school attendance and retention have included family-based and social 

support programmes and financial aid for school expenses. 16-18 However, limited attention has been 

paid to the potential for teachers to provide needed psychological support for their learners.  The REPSSI 

Mainstreaming Psychosocial Support in Education Systems (MPES) programme was designed to promote 

family, school, and community involvement in ensuring children and adolescents stay in school and are 

educated in a safe and supportive environment. Within MPES, the Teachers’ Diploma in Psychosocial 

Care, Support and Protection (hereafter referred to as the Teachers’ Diploma) is an accredited in service 

learning programme for primary and secondary school educators. The programme is delivered through 

blended contact sessions held at Teacher Training colleges within the teachers’ provinces during school 

holidays and supported distance learning.  ‘The programme is ‘supported’ through monthly Community 

of Practice meetings whereby teachers in the programme meet to review and discuss programme 

content. Teachers progress in the programme is assessed through assignments and examinations. 

Overview of the Teachers Diploma  
In 2009, REPSSI and UNICEF developed an 18-month accredited certificate programme in Community 

Based Work with Children and Youth. An independent evaluation of the first round of 553 programme 

attendees found an 89.5% retention rate among programme participants and increased knowledge and 

skills in relation to psychosocial support and a rights-based approach to youth’s needs. With demand for 

a similar programme for teachers, REPSSI in collaboration with MiET (http://www.miet.co.za/site/home) 

and the Children’s Institute at the University of Cape Town developed the Teacher’s Diploma in 

Psychosocial Care, Support and Protection.  

REPSSI’s approach to increasing psychosocial support is based on promoting enabling environments for 

communities and families to foster psychosocial well-being for children and youth. The Teachers’ 

http://www.miet.co.za/site/home
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Diploma focuses on teachers, the learners they teach, the teaching environment, and schools and 

communities. The Teachers’ Diploma defines psychosocial as the relationship, influence and interaction 

between psychological and social aspects of individuals’ lives. The psychological components include 

cognitive, emotional and spiritual factors while the social components include interpersonal 

relationships and the broader social environment. 

The programme is divided into six modules completed over a 15-month period. These modules cover a 

range of topics including: 1) concepts of psychosocial support; 2) the teacher as a champion for children 

3) understanding child and youth development to realize their potential 4) enriching and creating a safe 

school environment; 5) gender equity; 6) classroom management; 7) addressing bullying and sexual 

harassment; 8) school-family and school-community relations; and, 9) sharing new knowledge and skills 

with professional peers.   

The Teachers Diploma materials were pretested in Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.  During 

the pretest, REPSSI obtained feedback from a wide range of stakeholders including Ministry of Education 

officials, academics, teachers’ college faculty, and teachers. REPSSI continues to seek feedback in order 

to improve programme delivery and content, and better meet the needs of teachers, school 

administrators, local and national policy makers, and the children and families living in Southern Africa. 

The Process Evaluation of the Teachers’ Diploma Programme 
In 2012, REPSSI received funding from Comic Relief (UK) to implement and conduct a combined 

outcomes and process evaluation of the Teachers’ Diploma Programme in Zambia. Beginning in 2013, 

the Teachers’ Diploma was implemented in six districts within three Zambian Provinces (Eastern 

Western, Lusaka). These sites were selected by the Zambian Ministry of Education, Science, Vocational 

Training and Early Education based on high HIV prevalence rates in these districts. Both government and 

community schools participated in the implementation. Community schools within Zambia are small 

locally based and community supported schools. Participation by a school required selection of between 

two and four teachers or school administrators to enroll in the Teachers’ Diploma Programme with an 

end goal of enrolling 1,000 teachers by 2015.  

Programme implementation and process evaluation data collection was divided into two rounds. Round 

one was initiated in February 2013 and round two was initiated in January 2016. Round one consisted of 

focus group discussions with teachers and learners and structured observations of classrooms in schools 

with teachers enrolled in the Diploma (Intervention) and without teachers (waitlisted control) enrolled 

on the Diploma.  The round one process evaluation data provided both an in-depth picture of baseline 

conditions at schools in Lusaka and Eastern Provinces and some preliminary data on programme 

participation and changes within schools as the Teachers’ Diploma Programme was first implemented.  

Round two data collection consisted of focus groups discussions with round two participating school 

administrators and government and community-school teachers. These focus group discussions were 

conducted toward the completion of the programme.  These data provided in-depth information on 

successes and challenges of both engaging with the programme and implementing changes within the 

school system. 
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Table 1. Data Collection by Round (R1, R2), Dates, and Type of Data Collection and Respondents 

  Round 1 Round 2 

  February-October 
2013 

January-June 
2016 

Focus Group 
Discussions 

Teachers on the Teachers’ Diploma 
Programme 

2  

Teachers in Intervention Schools but not on 
the Programme 

3  

Teachers in Control (Waitlisted ) Schools 2  

Learners in Classes with Teachers on the 
Programme 

4  

Learners in Schools (but not Classes) with 
Teachers on the Programme   

2  

Learners in Control (Waitlisted) Schools 2  

Management/Administrators on the 
Programme (Round 2) 

 3 

Secondary School Teachers on the 
Programme (Round 2) 

 4 

Primary School Teachers (Grades 1-5) on the 
Programme (Round 2) 

 3 

Primary School Teachers (Grades 6-9) on the 
Programme (Round 2) 

 3 

Community School Teachers on the 
Programme (Round 2) 

 3 

Observations 
(Total 36 
hours) 

Classes of Teachers on the Programme 18  

Classes of Teachers not on the Programme 12  

 

Research Sites and Populations 
The round one focus group discussions and observations were conducted in Lusaka Province (Kafue 

District) and Eastern Province (Katete District). Round two teacher focus group discussions were 

conducted in Lusaka, Eastern, and Western Provinces.   

Learner focus group discussions includes youth in government primary and secondary schools. During 

round one, teachers included those on the programme, teachers in schools where some teachers were 

on the programme and teachers in ‘waitlisted’ schools [those school which received the option to 

participate in the programme in round two].  Round two focus groups included only teachers on the 

programme.  The round two focus groups were divided into categories including 

management/administration, primary and secondary government school teachers, and community 

school teachers to better understand differences in experiences by diploma students’ positions. (Table 

1). 

The selected study provinces and districts provided a range of socio-economic and peri-urban and rural 

settings. 
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Data Collection Methods 
Focus Group Discussions. Focus group discussions were conducted with both teachers and learners. 

Topic guides which were specific to the population (teachers and learners) and the two qualitative data 

collection periods (rounds one and two) were developed.  Focus group discussions were audio-taped, 

transcribed and translated into English by experienced Zambian research staff. A total of 7 teacher and 8 

learner focus group discussions were conducted in round one and a total of 16 teacher focus group 

discussions were conducted in round two. (Table One) 

Structured School Observations. Observations were conducted at intervention schools with teachers 

enrolled in the Teachers’ Diploma and control schools where teachers were not enrolled on the 

Teachers’ Diploma.  For the school observations, a standardized form was used to rate and note 

observations regarding the classroom and school environments, teacher-learner educational and non-

educational interactions, and learner – learner interactions.  A total of 30 school observations (~34 

hours) were conducted between February and October 2013.  

In addition to these data collection methods, informal observations and conversations were noted when 

staff were in the field during collection of both the process and outcome evaluation data.  Some of these 

observations and conversations have been included as part of this report as they constitute an 

additional source of support for the data collected through focus groups and structured observations. 

These data were not recorded, however staff recounted this information through field notes and 

conversations with research team members. 

Interview Guides and Observation Forms 
Interview guides were developed for each population and round.  In round one, teacher guides included 

questions regarding: 1) rewards and challenges of teaching; 2) concerns about learners in their schools; 

3) experience and interactions with parents and guardians; 4) knowledge and experience about 

psychosocial support.  For teachers enrolled on the programme additional topics included: 1) experience 

with the Teachers’ Diploma; 2) Teacher Diploma content applicability within their schools; and, 3) 

administrative and peer support and sharing knowledge from the programme within their schools. For 

teachers not enrolled on the programme, questions were included to understand their knowledge and 

perceptions of the Teachers’ Diploma based on what they had heard or experienced within their schools 

and/or school districts.  Learner guides included the following topics: 1) description of their school and 

teachers; 2) description of learner -teacher interactions; 3) description of peer relationships and 

interactions.  Additional topics that were probed included discrimination (e.g., gender), disciplinary 

actions, involvement of parents/caregivers in the school, school and class rules, and school safety.  

In round two, topics were focused on teachers’ experiences with the Teachers’ Diploma including: 1) 

Teachers’ Diploma content and delivery methods; 2) engagement and support from learners, peers, 

school and district administrators, and parents/caregivers; 3) applicability of the programme content 

specifically in relation to the respondents’ position (manager/administrator, secondary or primary 

government school teacher, community school teacher); and, 4) career development and the role of the 

Teachers’ Diploma in terms of career options.   

Observation data topics included: 1) educational activities; 2) teachers’ behaviors and classroom 

interactions; 3) learners’ behaviors and classroom interactions; 4) teachers’ behaviors outside of the 
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classroom; 5) learners’ behaviors outside of the classroom; and 6) school physical environment.  

Observers were also asked to note any additional experiences and observations relevant to the 

programme and process evaluation. 

Data Management and Analysis 
Focus group discussions were audio recorded, transcribed in the local language and translated into 

English.  Observational forms were completed in English by trained bilingual staff and analyzed with the 

transcribed/translated focus group data. 

The guiding framework for the analysis of the qualitative data were the primary tenets of the Teachers’ 

Diploma Programme.  Additional emergent issues were also noted and documented during data 

analysis. Round one data analysis included identification of support for the underlying premises of the 

Teachers’ Diploma Programme.  Round one and round two data were also analyzed to document 

observed changes over time. In addition, round two data analysis was focused on teachers’ experiences 

as programme participants and with implementation in their schools. Key representative quotes from 

focus group discussions and notes from observations and informal discussions were highlighted to 

provide support for each topic area. Data were reviewed and analyzed by two team members from the 

U.S. and Zambia and presented to other team members for comment 

Results 

Round One – Baseline situation of schools 

Strength and Challenges: Teachers and Learners 

Teachers and learners experience multiple challenges but also have strengths which can be fostered to 

contribute to their successes. A global issue is low pay for educators. As one primary school teacher 

stated, “You find a teacher asking for the price of a tomato to be reduced just because the money is not 

adequate.”  In addition, many teachers describe social bias regarding the teaching profession which they 

feel is partially attributable to low wages.   

“One day I asked the pupils in class how many wanted to be teachers. No one raised 

up their hands to say ‘I will become a teacher’. Why?  Because their interest is in 

these other jobs…like computer science, doctors, those good, good positions….” 

[Secondary school teacher] 

“The government policies have also contributed…the remuneration that teachers get 

has led others to look down on teachers….” [Primary school teacher] 

However, there were instances in which teachers describe communities as respectful of the teaching 

profession.  A primary school teacher from a rural area noted, “…the community gives respect. As a 

teacher, they want you, for example, if you go to their church to be a leader in that church because of 

that title of being a teacher.” 

Teachers are well acquainted with the challenges that face their learners at home and in their 

communities. Such challenges include lack of food, need for children to care for themselves and other 

household members, access to school supplies, and long distances between home and school.  
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“Children’s basic needs are not met and they also lag behind as a result of not having 

textbooks”. [Primary school teacher] 

“[children travel] long distances from home…children get to school already tired and 

cannot concentrate”. [Primary school teacher] 

“I think the biggest problem is poverty… these children come with only empty 

stomachs…. [Primary school teacher]    

Teachers described themselves as communicators, learners, and listeners. As one primary school 

teacher noted, “all teachers are counsellors and do what they can to help.”   

“…Standing there in front of the children is interesting because you will find that you 

meet different pupils coming from different homes giving you views of what they do 

in the villages.  You communicate with them through the teaching…and… you learn to 

interact with the community through teaching….” [Primary School Teacher] 

“…I have been able to mostly interact with people, pupils especially. The way they 

open up to me, the way they open up to teachers. I came to realize they trust 

teachers a lot…what we say as teachers truly motivates them….” [Secondary School 

Teacher] 

One secondary teacher described the holistic role the school plays in assisting learners in need. 

“When you look at these situations, everyone is concerned and must be involved. The 

class teacher, the subject teacher, matron and the school as a whole. The child needs 

empathy, sympathy, care and comfort….” 

Teachers also described community and cultural gender-biases which affect a learner’s ability to attend 

and stay in school. Although a majority felt that girls were disadvantaged in terms of their ability to stay 

in school, boys were also described as leaving school for extended periods to work, e.g., herding cattle, 

and in some instances to participate in traditional ceremonies. A couple of teachers noted that they felt 

there were organizations to help girls stay in school but nothing comparable for boys. Alternatively, 

teachers noted that boys have options to earn money and return to school which are not readily 

available to girls. One teacher noted the role of teachers in fostering equitable treatment. 

“Some boys manage to do piece work to raise money to continue with their 

education. But for girls, they remain home to do chores or end up getting married at 

a tender age”. [Primary School Teacher] 

“What is important is to let the children understand from the start that they are 

equal and one in the class despite coming from different backgrounds. The teacher 

needs to understand this first as well and treat children equally in the class” 

[Secondary School Teacher] 

Teachers also noted that identifying children with needs can be difficult. As a secondary teacher stated, 

“It has been a challenge to identify vulnerable children as they do not want to be identified as 
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poor…most students hide their vulnerability….”  In addition, parents/caregivers may also be reluctant to 

accept assistance. 

“Some parents or guardians don’t feel comfortable if you help a child materially….” 

[Secondary School Teacher] 

School Resources and Learning Environment 

One of the primary challenges for administrators, teachers, and learners is working within the resource 

limited systems-level infrastructure and environment. While teachers and learners can potentially 

address some issues in the short term, other challenges require long-term commitment and structural 

changes to ensure a safe and supportive learning environment.   

A primary concern expressed by teachers was the lack of space needed to maximize learners’ capacity to 

learn. In Zambia, many classrooms are severely overcrowded with many learners sitting on the floor 

because of limited table space. Teachers describe classes with over 100 learners. They also noted that 

such large classes decrease the amount of work given to learners, thereby giving them less practice.   

“It is very difficult to monitor say 40 or 50 children in one class. You cannot give them 

individual attention hence it is difficult to monitor their performance. So, what we do 

is get the average performance.  If most of the students seem to understand, we 

move on….” [Primary School Teacher] 

“…so instead of giving them an exercise of one to ten questions for them to practice, 

you will…give them two to three questions for you to be able to mark those books. So, 

they are not practicing so much….” [Primary School Teacher] 

Learners also expressed concern over crowded classrooms. Secondary school learners noted that 

crowded classrooms made it “difficult to concentrate” and with classrooms always in use, “…there is no 

place for studying”. Overcrowding issues were also noted during observations, where learners were 

clearly having difficulty working within the limited classroom space. 

In addition, as children and adolescents attend school inconsistently, there is often a wide age-range in a 

single classroom. In the randomized control study conducted as part of this project, within 3rd and 4th 

grade classes learners’ ages ranged from 7 to 20 years. As one secondary teacher noted, 

“You find in the rural setting this time of year attendance in schools is very low as the 

homes don’t have food…poverty affects attendance…as pupils are used in terms of 

field cultivation and others for cattle herding, you find in our situation a 17-year-old 

in grade one and a 23-year-old in grade nine...” 

In relation to the learning environment, both teacher and learner focus group participants discussed 

roles and responsibilities of schools and teachers. For some teachers, the perception of their role is 

focused on ‘controlling’ their classroom. In many observations, teachers were noted to distance 

themselves from learners during break periods and in some instances, insult learners or make 

disparaging remarks about their work. Learners highlighted that poor treatment by teachers affected 

their school work and self-esteem. 
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“When I was in grade eight, I never used to understand history. This is because the 

teacher was mean. He never used to say anything to anyone in the class or even greet 

the class when he came in…He even wrote on a dirty board, so it was difficult to learn 

or understand what he taught….” [Secondary School Student] 

“I was going through a math paper and one question was hard. I went to the 

department to ask for help. I found a certain teacher who instead of helping me, 

teased and told me to wait until that topic was taught in class. I was disappointed 

that he discouraged me….” [Secondary school student] 

Observations in the schools and conversations with learners and teachers also revealed educators who 

were actively engaged and encouraging. Learners in these classrooms were more often asking 

questions, concentrating on their work, and participating in classroom activities. Teachers expressed the 

satisfaction that they feel when their students learn and excel. 

“For me, it’s teaching grade 2 children. You find that the time they come to school, 

they can’t read or write and by the time they leave your class they can read and 

write. That makes us proud and parents appreciate us….” [Primary School Teacher] 

“With me, I do enjoy being with children…I also feel proud to contribute to the 

development of this country by teaching these young ones. You find that you taught a 

child some years back and when you meet that child and he is grown and says ‘how 

are you madam’, I feel good….” [Primary School Teacher] 

Within School Relationships 

As a part of understanding relationships within the schools, it is necessary to be aware of biases and 

inequities that exist based on gender, ethnicity, and/or socio-economic status.  One secondary school 

teacher noted that “…you as a teacher, you make them understand since they are in the same grade, no 

one should be above the other...you are at the same level….”  While observations revealed little 

indication of inequitable treatment of learners, focus group discussions revealed underlying gender-

based biases among some teachers. 

“I have taught at a boys’ and a girls’ school and the difference I have noticed is that 

boys are more active than girls. Boys easily follow instructions as given to them and 

within a specific time, unlike girls. For girls, you have to push them around if you 

want work done…the other thing is that girls don’t like mathematics, so if you are not 

careful with them…their mathematics attitude…the children may be failing….” 

[Secondary school teacher]   

Observations in the classroom revealed a range of teaching methods and teacher interactions with their 

learners. These observations included teachers ‘who rarely spoke to learners in the classroom unless 

they asked a question’, and ‘[a teacher] who stuck to what he was supposed to teach but with no lighter 

moments for the children’. Alternatively, multiple positive interactions and teaching methods were 

observed including hands-on activities, positive feedback on children’s work, respectful treatment of 

learners, and assisting children at different levels of ability. One secondary teacher was described by an 

observer as a ‘facilitator’ – as he introduced a topic, had learners debate that topic on their own, and 
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then came in to give more details and explanations. Other positive observations included teachers who 

knew their learners, could call on them by name and greeted them when they entered the classroom.  In 

focus group discussions, primary school children described positive experiences with teachers as those 

“teachers who joke with children” and “teachers who smile at children”. 

In Zambia as in many other low- and middle-income country education systems, the issue of corporal 

punishment is strongly divisive among teachers and is a prominent issue in discussions with learners. 

During observations, a teacher was noted pinching the cheeks of a child for making noise. Another 

teacher was observed forcing a child to kneel in front of the classroom for an extended period.  Among 

focus group discussions with learners, teachers who were not favored were often described as “quick to 

punish” and as using beatings as punishment. 

“When I was beaten by a teacher, I did not come back to school…I was comforted by 

friends…” [Secondary school student] 

“Pupils were punished by kneeling in front of the class with [their] hands up for 

making noise in class. And then one of them stood up and told the teacher he was 

tired. The teacher sent him away from class. We started getting frightened of that 

teacher”. [Secondary school student] 

For some teachers, there is a perception that eliminating corporal punishment will decrease their 

effectiveness in the classroom. This issue is entwined in discussions related to children’s rights, which 

takes on a negative connotation in regards to teachers’ abilities to control their classrooms and educate 

their learners. 

“The issue of human rights is also disturbing the whole system. When a pupil makes a 

mistake a teacher is limited in terms of punishment. What then is a teacher supposed 

to do in order to discipline a child? So, because we cannot do anything, we just tell 

them it is their future. For us, we have already made it, we are educated, it is up to 

them….” [Secondary school teacher] 

Through observations and discussions with learners and teachers, information was obtained about 

learners’ relationships with one another and issues related to bullying and stigmatization. In most 

observations, learners were seen playing together in groups and interacting in a positive manner, e.g., 

sharing food. Learners were also observed working together to keep the school grounds clean and 

cooperating on group lessons. 

However, learners were also observed engaging in verbal bullying and fighting in the classroom and the 

play area. A primary school child described “mean children, who call friends bad names and make fun of 

them”.  Another primary school learner noted, “I like going to school…but I don’t like fighting, insulting, 

stealing, and a dirty school….”  Secondary school learners noted that students mock those who do not 

perform well in school or who are a part of a particular socio-economic group. 

“There are rich and there are poor children. The rich have food at break and don’t 

give to others; some girls can afford nice shoes and do make-up. Those who don’t 

have these things, say bad things about them….” [Secondary school student]  
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Teacher-Caregiver Relationships 

Teachers’ experiences with parents and caregivers was often referenced during focus group discussion.  

These experiences and perceptions varied considerably. Teacher’s concerns centered on 

parents/caregivers who were disrespectful or apathetic toward education.  

“The major concern is absenteeism. Many pupils absent themselves. So many parents 

are concerned with wealth…even if you report [absenteeism] to the parent, they 

don’t care….” [Secondary school teacher] 

“…in villages like here some parents are not well educated, some of them stopped 

school in grade one or grade two, so as a result they don’t know the importance of 

education, so they don’t reinforce it to their young ones…it becomes a challenge, it is 

a tug of war between a parent and a teacher for the child to be in school…” [Primary 

school teacher] 

Teachers recognize that it is “important to be close to caregivers” and provided accounts of working with 

parents or caregivers which resulted in positive outcomes. 

“When I was working in [name of area], a parent approached me over a child’s poor 

results. We had a good chat and I explained to him why the child was failing. Then he 

asked me how he could be of help. I advised him. From then, the child changed his 

behavior and his results started to improve….” [Secondary school teacher]. 

Implementing the Teachers’ Diploma Programme: Early Challenges and Successes  

Participants in the Teachers’ Diploma Programme discussed their experiences and how the programme 

was being implemented within their schools. These discussions included mention of self-care, improving 

the school environment, enhancing relationships, and providing psychosocial care to children.  

 “[the whole school] has to create first of all a conducive environment for the learner. 

Then apart from that, we have to sensitize the community on the importance of a 

child coming to school….” [Teacher at residential training] 

 “We have the action plan, we have begun to talk about children’s rights, started 

improving the physical surroundings of the school, [and] also offering emotional 

support….” [Teacher at a Community of Practice session] 

Teachers’ Diploma students stated that they received administrative support for time spent in the 

programme and had opportunity to discuss the programme with caregivers at the school parent-teacher 

association. However, they also expressed that some of their peers did not initially understand the 

programme and were thereby less supportive. This was reflected in some comments from teachers not 

enrolled in the programme. 

“Why should it be that everyone has to be involved when someone else is doing the 

diploma? We feel like we are doing work on behalf of someone else….” [Primary 

school teacher] 
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Other non-participating teachers had positive comments about the programme noting that “the school 

surrounding area has already started changing” and “[participating teachers] have started sourcing for 

funds from NGOs….” 

One teacher who was initially skeptical of the programme described these early changes. 

“…I can tell you that this programme is very helpful and working. The teachers on the 

programme are very helpful for counseling the students…we have a good 

environment for ourselves and the students. You can see by how the outside is 

looking. The students are contributing their ideas on how they want the school to 

look. Many teachers are involved in responsibilities and community members are 

coming to cook for the school feeding programme….”  

Teachers’ concerns expressed during early implementation included issues related to recognition of the 

Teachers’ Diploma Programme and impact on their position and salary, as well as issues related to time 

commitment.  A few teachers enrolled in the programme also expressed some skepticism of the 

programme’s usefulness. 

“We need to be motivated if we are doing this diploma. [But] if it is not recognized it 

will not help us…will our salary scales change?” [Teacher at a Community of Practice 

session] 

“…if you are teaching double classes, after that you go and look at the module when 

the brain is tired…” [Teacher at a Community of Practice session] 

“Some participants have received the programme with both hands. For some they 

think it is another waste of resources. Others are not happy about not beating the 

child, saying ‘how will we manage these children?’….”  [Teacher at a Community of 

Practice session]  

Observations indicated increased order in the way classes are conducted in the intervention schools. 

Outside at one school, the grass was hedged by newly painted decorated stones. Learners were more 

freely participating in class activities and teachers appeared to be more encouraging of learners. In 

another school, teachers were becoming more involved in extracurricular activities, e.g., drama, music, 

sports clubs. In contrast, little or no change was seen in control schools and many were described by 

observers as untidy and noisy.  Several months after the Teachers’ Diploma Programme started, 

research staff commented that they could tell whether they were arriving at an intervention school or to 

a control school based on immediate observations of learners in their classrooms working in groups and 

the school looking like they were places of ‘learning’.   

In an informal exchange between project staff and a teacher in an intervention school but not enrolled 

in the programme, the teacher expressed suspicion of REPSSI’s ‘human rights’ agenda and the 

programme’s emphasis on discouraging corporal punishment.   

‘Why should we assist our friends in their studies by participating in this programme 

here at school? How will the learners be disciplined if they are not punished? We do 
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not need these human rights you are bringing to our schools in the name of 

psychosocial support.’ 

However, when our team visited the school a few months after the programme had started, this same 

teacher welcomed us and claimed the programme was hugely beneficial.  

‘I really appreciate this programme a lot. These teachers on the programme are able 

to handle these learners better than I have been able to. Also, just look at the school 

grounds and the classrooms, it is all because of these teachers. This programme is 

really good. I would also want to be part of this course. So how can I join? 

Round Two 
Data collected during round two focused on Teachers’ Diploma Programme participants’ and their 

experiences with the programme and implementation within their schools. These data complement the 

results of the randomized control trial19 and other outcome evaluation data that show that teachers 

changed in terms of self-care and self-awareness, as well as in their relationships and perceptions of 

their roles within the school system. 

Teachers’ Self-care and Perceived Identification as Leaders 

Teachers described their general outlook and the ways in which they respond to situations. These 

changes result in teachers being more understanding and productive within the classroom, the schools, 

and the broader community. 

“The programme has helped us to understand ourselves and the students we teach in 

our schools. This also goes to the way we are able to engage the community 

members” [Community School Teacher] 

“If you fail to do something, we are usually quick to blame others or anything 

perceived to be causing us to fail. At this time, I personally look at it from different 

angles where I ask questions like ‘why’, ‘how’ and eventually I find that there is 

something I am not doing right…In order for many things to be right, there is a need 

for me to thrive to change first and this is the most difficult part…but this course…it 

give me the practical ways of look at [how]to do things. I used to be a short-tempered 

teacher, but now I am good at managing my temper” [Primary School Teacher] 

These changes have also encouraged teachers to pursue additional education and promotion to new 

positions. The teachers are seeing themselves as leaders and agents of change. 

“I would like to do a degree and immediately do masters so that I can start lecturing 

at a university. This programme is good and I feel the need to move on and focus on 

this programme” [Secondary School Teacher] 

Changing Relationships Within and Outside of the Classroom and School 

At the management/administrative level, participants discussed a better understanding of the position 

of the classroom teachers after completing the Teachers’ Diploma Programme. The administrators also 
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felt that they were better prepared to deal with issues directly rather than depend on the district offices 

to solve a problem. 

“Human life is complicated and rushing to judge the people you are in charge of is not 

fair. I have learned this through this course. You need to try by all means to hear 

(others) and understand before you can give judgement. I always ask myself…if I was 

in this teacher’s situation, what would I have done?” [School Administrator] 

Teachers discussed that there is less competition between teachers. Programme participants noted that 

before the course, they used to compete in terms of having one’s class do well, but now they work 

together towards making the whole school a success. 

Teachers are also reaching out to the community. As one teacher noted, “...we have to sensitize the 

community on the importance of a child coming to school…” 

Through these efforts, caregivers are becoming increasingly involved in school programmes. 

“We are receiving a lot of support from our teachers and their students. This also 

goes with the caregivers. When they are called to come to school, they come in 

numbers and our discussions are lively with practical solutions…” [School 

Administrator] 

“We have talked to most caregivers and now we can safely say that there is good 

understanding among teachers, caregivers and learners. When they are called for a 

meeting they quickly come and their response to issues affecting the schools and 

their children is really encouraging…” [School Administrator] 

Changing Relationships between Teachers and Students 

Participants discussed many positive changes that have taken place in their schools which promote 

improved and more positive relationships between teachers and students. Teachers from the 

programme are applying what they learn to better address learners’ issues and challenges, and to 

overall create a more child-centred and healthy school environment. Teachers discuss use of a team 

approach for creating change. 

“…with the students, teachers feel that on the part of cleaning the surrounding 

(grounds) it has become everyone’s duty to make sure the school is clean… [Primary 

School Teacher] 

“The course is relevant because our schools deal with orphans and it gives practical 

ways of handling these orphans. Also, changing the face of the school in terms of 

working together with the students and the community members to beautify the 

school. It has helped us to help the students maintain cleanliness both at school and 

at home. This has been appreciated by many caregivers….” [Community School 

Teacher] 

An issue which is directly addressed within the programme is use of corporal punishment. Several 

teachers described changes that they made in their classrooms and schools to deal with this concern. 
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"When you start talking about corporal punishment in schools where teachers feel it 

is the best way to discipline the learners, you would definitely be facing opposition 

until you make them understand and appreciate the means you are suggesting. In 

this regard, we have been advocating for a better approach like talking to learners in 

order to understand why they behave in the way they do and then deal with what is 

causing the learner do that. For example, if the learner comes late, find out why other 

than beating or giving them punishment. Then you sit the learner down maybe during 

break time and discuss the importance of coming to school on time and if the 

guardians are involved, then kindly request to see them and talk to them by way of 

encouraging them to see to it that the learner comes to school on time." [Primary 

School Teacher] 

"What is important now is that learners themselves appreciate being talked to as 

opposed to receiving punishment every time they make a mistake. The environment 

has changed and it feels good even for us teachers that we have all the learners in 

class and doing things together". [Primary School Teacher] 

Changing the Physical Environment  

One of the first changes that were observed early in programme implementation was cleaning and 

improving the appearance of the school grounds. This included planting flowers and general clean-up 

around the school.  These efforts are also described as a collaboration between teachers and learners. 

The improved physical environment is also linked to an improved social environment and providing 

support to learners. 

“We have the action plan. We have begun to talk about children’s rights, started 

improving the physical environment of the school and also offering emotional 

support” [Primary School Teacher] 

“I can tell you the programme is very helpful and working. The teachers on the 

programme are very helpful for counseling the students. We have a good 

environment for ourselves and the students…the students are contributing their ideas 

on how they want the school to look….” [Primary School Teacher] 

Course Content and Delivery 

Overall, the Teachers’ Diploma Programme teachers describe the content of the course as “very rich” 

and relevant to their teaching/administrative experiences.  

“This course is very relevant to all teachers regardless of which level they teach. The 

application requires that I first change and sometimes we do not notice that we have 

changed so you just see students coming to you and talking about their personal 

problems….” [Secondary School Teacher] 

“Anyone working with people needs this course because psychosocial problems are 

everywhere and very much so...we are privileged to have been selected to take part 

in this course and our plea is that the sponsorship should continue….” [Primary School 

Teacher] 
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“The content of the course is very rich. It touches on what is prevailing in our schools 

and what we are experiencing” [School Administrator] 

The teachers appreciated the Community of Practice as a means of enhancing and supporting them in 

implementing change. The Community of Practice gives them an opportunity to share their experiences 

with other participants and to learn from one another. During the Community of Practice meeting 

teachers are able to discuss issues and clarify topics they do not fully understand. 

Programme Applicability Across Positions and Types of Schools 

As noted earlier, round two data were collected through focus group discussions with educators in 

various positions.  Groups were categorized as management/administration, primary government school 

teachers, secondary government school teachers, and community school teachers. 

Programme participants in management and administration felt that the content helped them to better 

understand themselves and teachers. Participants felt that the programme increased mutual respect 

between administration and teachers. The programme also empowered participating management and 

administrators to deal directly with problems rather than relying on others, e.g., district office staff.  

Administrators also felt that the programme had improved school-caregiver relationships. 

“We have talked to most caregivers and now we can safely say that there is good 

understanding among teachers, caregivers, and learners. When they (caregivers) are 

called for a meeting they quickly come and their response to issues affecting the 

schools and their children is really encouraging.” [School Administrator]   

One challenge raised by the administrators was the need for more support from the District level for the 

Community of Practice meetings.    

"On the other hand, again as school managers involved in this programme, we have 

been trying to make the district office understand the benefit of letting the teachers 

attend the study meetings like the Community of Practice (COP). Where this is 

disturbed by other meetings called by the district, as managers we have complained 

with one voice for not having good support from the DEBS (District Education Board 

Secretary) and DRCCs (District Resource Centre Coordinators) offices. Usually on the 

day of COP meeting, that is when the DEBS or DRCC calls for another meeting where 

school managers are required to attend. They actually know about the days when the 

COP meetings would take place. They have the programme for these meetings." 

[School Administrator] 

Secondary government school teachers stated that the material is both academically “rich” and 

practical. These teachers noted that learners are more often coming to them with personal problems.  

The secondary school teachers said that they get more support from the school particularly in terms of 

running sports and recreation programmes. Secondary teachers also noted that the course has 

improved teacher-caregiver relationships.  One teacher noted that the programme prompted teachers 

and administration at one secondary school to address issues of adolescent pregnancy. 
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“There has been issues of pregnancies in some secondary schools and it is not a secret 

because it has been all over the media. With the coming of this course, the 

management and the teachers took it upon themselves to understand what is going 

on. Most of these girls…are either orphans with no one to take care of them and 

some were coming from broken homes…by counseling them and trying to see how 

they can be helped by linking them to churches or other organizations for financial 

help. This has helped a lot and as we speak the rate of girls getting pregnant has 

reduced…..” [Secondary School Teacher] 

One challenge mentioned by the secondary school teachers was that they teach students for only one 

class and have less time with each student.   

“So when you look at the secondary school set up, you see that the arrangement is 

different from primary schools. Teachers at secondary school are specialized in 

subjects and only teach that very subject, whereas at the primary school, one teacher 

would teach all subjects….” [Secondary School Teacher] 

Primary government school teachers echoed the comments by secondary school teachers in terms of 

the course work providing practical information, improving teacher-learner relationships, and creating 

an atmosphere of support within the schools. 

“Anyone working with people needs this course because psychosocial problems are 

everywhere…we are privileged to have been selected to take part in this course and 

our plea is that the sponsorship should continue even at the degree level.” [Primary 

School Teacher] 

Teachers transferring out of schools and districts were perceived to be disruptive to the Community of 

Practice meetings and affect dynamics of the group. Some teachers commented that they were still able 

to communicate with those teachers by telephone, but that it is not as effective as face-to-face 

Community of Practice meetings.  

“…from the time we started, a number of our course mates have been transferred to 

other districts and in some cases other provinces. So as a result, the Community of 

Practice meetings have been affected due to reduced numbers participating in the 

meeting” [Primary School Teacher] 

Community school teachers have a range of training though few are qualified teachers. Some of 

community teachers have certificates while other have limited training. The Teachers’ Diploma 

programme encouraged some of the community school participants to pursue degrees. 

“After this diploma, I want to go and do a certificate in teaching.” [Community School 

Teacher]   

Community schools are run by community members who make decisions on school issues.  Community 

schools also have even less resources than government schools.  Community school teachers stated that 

the School Support Group organized as a part of the Teachers’ Diploma programme helped them to 

improve the school infrastructure and provide services, e.g., feeding programmes. 
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“In response to what we have been telling them (community) they have offered fields 

for the schools to start growing crops and this is helping with the feeding programme 

in many community schools and this has helped to have learners come to school 

regularly” [Community School Teacher]   

Community school teachers also articulated that the programme was very relevant to the situations that 

they and the learners experienced on a day-to-day basis. 

“The course is relevant because our schools deal with orphans and it gives practical 

ways of handling these orphans. Also, changing the face of the school in terms of 

working together with the learners and the community members to beautify the 

school. It has helped us to help the learners maintain cleanliness both at school and 

at home. This has been appreciated by many caregivers….” [Community School 

Teacher] 

A challenge for the community school teachers was related to the Community of Practice meetings.  

Because they were perceived as having less training, they felt uncomfortable or unwelcome at the COP 

meetings.  

"The COP are very helpful because if you have a question other teachers would help 

with solving that question. But we feel uncomfortable because we are not trained 

teachers like our friends and some of them find it difficult to discuss with us even here 

at the college during residential". [Community School Teacher] 

“I have not attended any community of practice since we started because some 

trained teachers feel that we are a burden and we cannot understand the materials. 

Whenever I asked about when the community of practice will be taking place, I am 

told to wait and that they will communicate but only to hear that the COP took place. 

One teacher was frank enough with me to tell me that it is for trained teachers and 

not you. ‘What do you know about teaching?’ he asked" [Community School Teacher] 

Despite some challenges expressed by management/administration, government and community school 

teachers, the overall impression from participants is that the Teachers’ Diploma Programme has been 

beneficial to the teachers, the schools, the learners and their families and the community.  

"Yes, our schools are now performing better than they used to. To be honest, I am 

one of the teachers who didn't care how the students were performing in class as 

long as my salary was coming in. This course made me realize the beauty of making 

sure I give attention to all the students regardless of who they are and as it is said, 

they all have the potential and all we need is to help them unlock that potential 

within themselves. This actually goes with the good and friendly environment in the 

classroom and the school as a whole". 
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Discussion and Implications 
In recent years, increasing evidence has indicated that providing community-based programmes and 

social support to children is a vital component of increasing resilience and decreasing negative sequelae 

associated with orphan hood, parental illness and disability, and poverty. 17-18 In sub-Saharan Africa, 

school attendance, as well as the quality of school environments have been associated with decreased 

risk for orphaned and vulnerable children in terms of age of sexual initiation, attitudes supporting early 

sex, early marriage, positive attitudes regarding gender equity, prosocial bonding, and general 

psychosocial well-being. However, limited attention has been given to the potential role of teachers as 

providers of psychosocial support and actors in improving the social, cultural, and physical environments 

within their classrooms and schools.  School systems provide an established physical and social 

infrastructure for change – an essential component for sustainability and broader implementation of 

programming at national and regional levels.   

The Teachers’ Diploma in Psychosocial Care, Support, and Protection was developed on a framework 

which emphasizes the needs of teachers and their learners, creation of a positive social and physical 

environment for learning, and development of strong interschool and school-community relationships. 

These qualitative data provide in-depth descriptions of conditions within the school from the 

perspective of teachers and learners which both illustrate challenges to be addressed and strengths to 

be enhanced. These data also provide detailed experiences and perceptions of teachers who 

participated in the Teachers’ Diploma programme and highlight the changes taking place in their 

classrooms. 

The round one data illustrate the difficulties which Zambian teachers face on a day-to-day basis. Such 

challenges include large numbers of learners in a single classroom, a wide age-range of learners, and 

little to no resources. These teachers also work with many orphaned and vulnerable children who are 

living in poverty and come to school tired and hungry.  These children often attend school on an 

irregular basis or drop out because of lack of money or the need to work and help provide for their 

families.  In our baseline qualitative data, teachers recognize their role in helping learners through 

identifying their needs and finding resources.  

Interviews with learners and school observations highlight the range of teachers’ approaches at baseline 

to education, and the positive outcomes associated with strong teacher-learner relationships, 

interactive teaching, and a supportive classroom environment. These data also highlight the negative 

consequences of corporal punishment, harsh criticism, and poor communication on the part of teachers. 

Through round two data, teachers are talking about changes in their relationships with learners and 

their peers, and the implementation of new approaches and skills including alternatives to corporal 

punishment and enhancing the school physical environment. 

The data support the underlying premises of the Teachers’ Diploma programme and suggest that the 

programme content is based on the realities of the teachers’ experiences and work environments.  

More importantly, the qualitative data support findings from the randomized control trial (RCT) that the 

programme brings about changes in teachers’ self-esteem, relationships, and the school environment.19   

Teachers in the programme discuss their role as change agents and increased confidence in their 
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abilities to implement change. Teachers’ outreach is increasing involvement of caregivers/parents and 

other community members in efforts to make the schools safe and child-centred learning environments. 

These data indicate that not all changes can happen in a short period of time and there is need for more 

systemic support for the teachers engaged in the programme. Transfers of teachers and overlapping 

meetings and obligations can affect programme participants’ ability to maximize benefits and adds to 

time spent on the programme.  

Despite these challenges, teachers in the Diploma Programme perceive the course content as relevant 

to their experiences. Teachers recognize the value in the work and time they put into their lessons and 

implementing changes and the positive effects on their schools, classrooms, and learners.  

Conclusion 
Throughout East and Southern Africa, there remain multiple barriers and challenges which affect 

children’s school attendance and performance. The Teachers’ Diploma in Psychosocial Care, Support, 

and Protection is child centred and focuses on providing teachers with the knowledge and skills 

necessary to enhance the school environment, provide psychosocial support to their learners, and 

facilitate strong school-community relationships. These process evaluation data support the underlying 

premises of the Teachers’ Diploma Programme and the relevancy of the programme content for 

teachers’ daily experiences. Furthermore, these data show the extent to which teachers are making 

changes in their classrooms, schools, and communities and the impact of those changes. Through 

information from the qualitative data, issues and challenges have emerged which can be addressed to 

further strengthen the programme for use in Zambia and the region.  In combination, the outcomes and 

process evaluation data, support the need for school-based psychosocial support systems as a part of 

broader community-based interventions to facilitate teachers’ abilities to support learners and their 

families and increase child resiliency. 
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