Child and learning - friendly environment in primary schools: The school cluster approach –Ethiopia (2002)
Information reported in this piece is drawn from "Child and Learning-Friendly environment in Primary Schools - A documentation of the process" by Kamaluddin (UNICEF) and "A review of school clustering in Ethiopia: A strategy to improve teacher professional development and enhance school effectiveness" a USAID-sponsored study. 


Improving the quality of primary education has been a cornerstone of the implementation of the Education Sector Development Programme (ESDP) in Ethiopia. The country’s education system has long been characterized by low enrolment, high drop-out rates and low achievement, particularly among girls. Unattractive classrooms, old-fashioned teaching/learning methods, inadequate materials and the absence of a teacher support system have served to exacerbate the situation. Quality improvement of primary education leads to increasing access and retention of children in primary schools, especially for girls, and contributes to learning achievement. 


The strategy of clustering schools allows for the delivery of a continuous programme of professional development which includes both specific training through workshops and informal sharing of experience among teachers of differing qualifications. This approach works by developing capacity at school and cluster levels through the empowering of the education staff and focuses mainly on grades 1-4. Professional development of teachers through school clustering is also a strategy to provide low cost supplementary training to complement pre-service training and to influence classroom practices. The main features of the strategy are:

· The clustering of roughly 4-7 first cycle primary schools (grade 1-4) with a complete primary school

  (grade 1-8);
· Establishment of a Cluster Resource Center (CRC) as a teacher support system;
· Identification and selection of core trainers for the CRC. Core trainers are selected based on their motivation and the diversity of their talents (maths, music, painting, science, drama etc);
· Intensive training of the core trainers and orientation of the head teachers and educational administration;
· Training of other teachers from the clustered schools by the core trainers.
· Provision of seed money for preparing stimulating classrooms and other low-cost teaching/learning materials in each of the clustered schools;
· Furnishing CRCs with basic supplies and equipment;
· Training sessions organized based on the demand-driven approach at the CRC;
· Preparation of child-centred and integrated lesson plans;
· Promotion of experience-sharing between regions to develop and expand programmes; 
· Effective monitoring and provision of supportive supervision at all levels.


Although less than five years old, the approach has shown success and rapid expansion. To date this innovation has enabled over 10,000 teachers to be trained in child-centred and participatory learning approaches. Over 2,000 core teachers have been trained and more than 200 schools clusters have been established covering 1,000 schools. The School Cluster approach has also been adopted in the ESDP as a national strategy for continuous professional development of teachers. The approach - by generating a child and learning friendly environment - has brought about a number of direct and indirect positive results such as:

· Increased attendance and punctuality on the part of children;
· Positive impact on girls' education through a greater focus given to gender issues;
· Increased interest, responsiveness and participation of children, particularly of girls, in learning activities;
· Improved self-esteem among children brought by a greater attention to them as individuals;
· Enhanced school readiness for first generation of learners in a context where pre-primary education hardly 

exists;
· Increased teacher motivation and positive attitude toward their work and toward children: teachers are more sensitive to gender issues and are more "child-friendly";
· Increased teacher capacity for classroom management, lesson planning, preparation and use of teaching aids;
· Encouragement of local innovations by promoting a greater sense of professional commitment in teachers;
· Greater community involvement which has fostered greater support to schools (e.g. community construction of  CRCs) and more active participation in school management.


Lessons Learned:


· Teachers as teacher-trainers: good and talented practicing teachers act as models for other teachers and are good communicators, and hence effective trainers of teachers;
· Seeing is believing: a large number of officials changed their mind-set towards teachers after coming in contact with good and talented teachers and teacher trainers;
· Improved educational and learning environment: improved physical facilities, stimulating classrooms and 

innovative teaching-learning processes enhance the quality of education;
· Establishment and operationalisation of CRCs: the quality of education can be improved and sustained through school and cluster-based initiatives, with special focus on the introduction of child-centered and 

interactive/participatory learning approaches and the promotion of a child-friendly and gender sensitive

environment;
· Intensive follow up and teacher support at the field level: teachers live in isolated conditions and require regular and timely support in their school activities. Frequent technical assistance adequate resources are essential to maintain teachers' enthusiasm. UNICEF helps support the technical and resource capacity needed for the approach.

This innovation has generated a great deal of interest at the central government level. To sustain it, UNICEF is supporting the work of the Teacher Education Department which has undertaken a nation-wide status review of school clusters with a view to establishing quality standards. As the approach has expanded, quality assurance is needed more than ever.

