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An estimated 375,000 school aged children, mostly girls, living in poor remote communities, have no access to educational facilities. Sierra Leone’s brutal civil war destroyed much of the education infrastructure. The end of the war sparked a surge in school enrolment especially among the over-aged children who have taken up so much learning space that there is no room for the younger ones. 

To address the need of these younger children, who cannot walk long distances, a strategy was developed to take schools to their communities over a four year period. A partnership composed of UNICEF, Ministry of Education, the Global Movement for Children (Sierra Leone) Coalition and the communities was formed. They agreed on the need to support low-cost, child-friendly school facilities in rural communities that would quickly get children into school. 

The first phase of the initiative involved the establishment of 410 community schools designed for grade 1 to 3. These children would then mainstream into larger primary schools as they grow older and can walk longer distances. 

The initiative creates learning opportunities for the children – this year alone, 18,722 children, half of them girls, have been enrolled. Another 49,000 children attend the existing 852 community schools. The plan is to establish 1,300 throughout the country by 2007 through Government investment and HIPC funding. Essential teaching and learning materials are provided and school management committees will be trained to participate in planning, managing and monitoring school activities. 

A total of 57 teachers, who will serve 30 schools, recently completed a four-week training on general principles of education with a focus on the national teaching syllabus and integrating emerging issues, such as gender, peace and human rights, and HIV/AIDS prevention. The training generated a lot of interest, was highly participatory and trainees showed a lot of enthusiasm. For most, this was the only training they had ever received. In the words of one teacher, “now we know what teaching is about, it is getting the best out of every child, not beating them”. Another 2,750 teachers will be trained in the next three years. 

UNICEF supported an external consultant to design an elegant facility - a simple one-classroom, integrated multi-purpose pavilion structure that can incorporate various activities from formal learning of children and adults to community theatre. It features two activity decks and a loft that serves as an office and micro library. Once all materials are on site, it takes 7 to 8 weeks to construct one school at a cost of just over USD$5,000. Eventually all the community schools will be transformed into this modern design. 

Within the partnership, each entity makes a contribution. Communities provide manual labour, local materials (sand, stones and bush sticks), parents ensure that children enrol and attend school; the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology recruits and pays the teachers; GMC coalition members pay for skilled labour and mobilise communities. UNICEF provides the overall coordination, contributes construction materials, trains teachers, and supplies educational materials. 

The community school initiative demonstrates an innovative approach that is low-cost, sustainable educational service from a broad partnership and high level of community involvement. “This is a new thing that has come to our community” said Chief Sullay Turay, the head of Rorinka community, Bombali District. “Our little children can now attend school without waiting until they are ten years old to be able to walk to the nearest school, indeed this is development”. 

This initiative has proved that partnerships do work and that even poor communities can be effectively engaged in developing education opportunities for their children. In post conflict countries like Sierra Leone, taking affordable and sustainable schools to children is one step in assisting the country to meet its commitment to the Millennium Development Goal of having all children complete a full course of primary education by 2015.
