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ABSTRACT 

Formal education in many postcolonial African states systematically overlooks the knowledge systems that 

have sustained local communities for generations. This paradox lies at the centre of contemporary debates 

about curriculum relevance and cultural preservation, and the resulting disconnect between what learners 

encounter in school and the indigenous knowledge (IK) that shapes their daily lived experiences represents 

not merely a pedagogical oversight but a profound cultural crisis, with far-reaching implications for identity 

formation, community cohesion and sustainable development. This article examines the extent to which IK is 

represented in the current Zambian school curriculum. Employing a qualitative design, the study drew on 

semi-structured interviews with purposively sampled key education stakeholders, including teachers, 

traditional leaders and religious leaders, complemented by document analysis of the Zambia Education 

Curriculum Framework and the primary and secondary school syllabi. Data were analysed thematically. The 

findings revealed that the representation of IK in the curriculum is minimal and superficial, confined to 

isolated topics within a small number of subjects, such as Integrated Science, History, Geography, Civic 

Education and Religious Education, while high-value indigenous content remains largely excluded. 

Stakeholders stressed the urgency of integrating IK on the grounds of cultural preservation, its educational 

significance, decolonisation, equity and knowledge demarginalisation through community engagement. The 

article concludes that a deliberate, systematic and adequately supported integration of IK across subjects and 

levels is required if the Zambian curriculum is to become culturally relevant and responsive to the realities of 

its learners. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The marginalisation of indigenous knowledge (IK) in African education systems has deep historical roots 

extending back to the colonial era, when Western powers deliberately restructured educational institutions to 

serve imperial interests. In Zambia, as in much of sub-Saharan Africa, the colonial education system was 

designed explicitly to produce a class of Africans who could serve as intermediaries between colonial 

administrators and local populations, rather than to foster holistic development grounded in local cultural 

values and knowledge systems. This educational model privileged European languages, histories and 

epistemologies while systematically devaluing and suppressing indigenous knowledge traditions that had 

governed agricultural practices, conflict resolution, environmental stewardship and social organisation for 

centuries. 

The legacy of this colonial imposition persists today, manifesting in curricula that continue to position Western 

knowledge as universal and superior while relegating IK to the margins or excluding it entirely. As Mwanza 

and Changwe (2021) observed, the disconnection between classroom learning and community experiences 

has created an educational system that fails to resonate with learners' cultural realities, undermining both 

academic engagement and cultural continuity. The cumulative effect of these challenges is a generation of 

Zambian youth increasingly alienated from their cultural roots, ill-equipped to engage meaningfully with 
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traditional community practices, and deprived of the cultural confidence necessary for authentic self-

determination. It is against this background that the present study examined the representation of IK in the 

current Zambian school curriculum. 

Research Question 

The study was guided by the following research question: What is the representation of indigenous knowledge 

in the current Zambian school curriculum? 

METHODOLOGY 

The study adopted a qualitative research design, which was considered appropriate for eliciting an in-depth 

understanding of participants' perceptions and experiences regarding the representation of IK in the school 

curriculum. Key education stakeholders, comprising teachers, traditional leaders and religious leaders, were 

purposively sampled on the basis of their knowledge of, and involvement in, education and the custodianship 

of indigenous knowledge. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allowed participants 

to express their views freely while enabling the researcher to probe emerging issues. To triangulate the 

interview data, document analysis was conducted on the Zambia Education Curriculum Framework of 2013 

and the primary and secondary school syllabi across subjects. The collected data were analysed thematically, 

with themes derived inductively from the participants' responses and the documentary evidence. Ethical 

considerations were observed throughout the study: participation was voluntary, informed consent was 

obtained, and participants' identities were protected through the use of codes, with teachers identified as T, 

traditional leaders as TL and religious leaders as RL. 

FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

Perceptions of the Representation of Indigenous Knowledge in the School Curriculum 

The study sought to establish whether IK is represented in the current school curriculum and, if so, to what 

extent, according to key education stakeholders. In their responses, participants highlighted the dynamic 

nature of IK when reflecting on the content that ought to be included in the classroom, and the examples they 

offered largely referred to the first level of IK, which is common knowledge. When asked whether IK was 

covered in the Zambian school curriculum, T08, for instance, said: 

Yes, indigenous knowledge is increasingly being recognized and incorporated into school curricula around 

the world. Educational institutions are incorporating indigenous perspectives, histories, and knowledge 

systems to provide a more inclusive and diverse education. (T08) 

Most of the participants, however, indicated that the level of integration of IK in the school curriculum was 

very low, noting that much of the important indigenous content needed by learners was left out entirely, with 

only scanty, low-level IK appearing in a few subjects. One participant explained: 

The extent to which indigenous knowledge is covered in the curriculum can vary depending on the country, 

region, and specific educational policies. In some places, there are dedicated courses or modules that focus on 

indigenous knowledge, while in other places like Zambia, very limited IK with low value is integrated into 

existing subjects like history, social studies, or environmental science. There is need for great effort to be 

made to ensure that learners learn about the most valued IK and appreciate the richness of indigenous cultures 

and traditions to promote cultural diversity and understanding. (T06) 

The narrow illustrations that participants provided of the depth of IK integration point to low coverage in the 

school curriculum, with most participants calling for greater effort and deliberate strategies to ensure that the 

most valued IK is captured and integrated. In terms of categorisation, twenty-five participants emphasised the 

value of transmitting local and traditional knowledge; ten highlighted the need to teach and preserve cultural 

practices in schools; four stressed the importance of preserving indigenous traditions and practices; three 

underscored the fostering of appreciation for cultural and historical heritage; three underlined the role of IK 
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in imparting moral and social values useful in the school setting; three cited the need to recognise the 

significance of maintaining traditional practices and to acknowledge the practical skills derived from IK; two 

indicated the need for schools to build a sense of identity and pride in learners by promoting social norms 

rooted in IK; and one mentioned the need to encourage pride in one's cultural roots. Illustrative responses 

included the following: 

Currently, indigenous knowledges are marginally covered in the school curriculum. There is no meaningful 

integration. (T01) 

IK is not adequately covered. Most of the knowledge in the curriculum is foreign to the learners. (TL03) 

What emerged with particular emphasis from the participants was that IK is a critical repository of local 

wisdom accumulated and transmitted across generations. Its inclusion in the school curriculum could help 

learners acquire practical, context-specific knowledge relevant to their communities and essential for 

addressing a range of local challenges. Most participants expressed the need to reclaim all valued IK, some of 

which risked extinction if prompt action was not taken to integrate it into the school curriculum. Further 

analysis of the responses yielded several sub-themes centred on the need to scale up the integration of IK, and 

these are presented below. 

Preservation of Indigenous Knowledge 

Participants highlighted that many aspects of IK are at risk of extinction owing to globalisation and 

modernisation. Including IK in education preserves this intangible heritage by passing it on to future 

generations, thereby ensuring its survival and continued relevance. This is evident in the explanation given by 

T09: 

Embracing indigenous perspectives and knowledge systems in the school curriculum helps to preserve the 

much-needed knowledge, promote cultural diversity, respect for different worldviews, and provide a more 

inclusive educational environment. By incorporating indigenous knowledge into the curriculum, learners can 

develop a broader understanding of the world and learn to appreciate the richness of diverse cultures. (T09) 

Some participants stressed that IK could contribute to environmental sustainability and conservation through 

the cultivation of the ecological knowledge held by indigenous communities. They explained that protecting 

and preserving IK by integrating it into the school curriculum enriches learners' educational experiences and 

equips them with the knowledge and skills needed to thrive in a multicultural and interconnected world, while 

ensuring that the education offered remains relevant and enables learners to make better use of their immediate 

environment. In addition, TL06 observed: 

Right now, any death of an adult within our communities entails the loss of the wealth of IK that new 

generations risk missing out on for their future survival. If the IK is well documented and properly integrated 

into the school curriculum, this risk of losing it will be a thing of the past and the new generation will be in 

safe hands. (TL06) 

Significance of Integrating Indigenous Knowledge 

Most participants also stressed the importance of integrating IK into the school curriculum, explaining that 

learning from IK, by exploring what local communities know and can do, could improve learners' 

understanding of agriculture, healthcare, food security and natural resource management, among other 

important aspects of life. For instance, T04 explained: 

It is very important to incorporate indigenous knowledge in the school curriculum because a child cannot 

acquire knowledge and skills without values. For a graduate to be complete, he or she should possess 

knowledge, skills, and values, and most of these values are embedded in IK. (T04) 
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Furthermore, participants unanimously noted that imparting IK provides learners with practical solutions to 

community problems and direction for their survival socially, economically, politically and spiritually. In this 

sense, IK offers a holistic approach to livelihood that is key to learners' flourishing within their specific 

communities and in the wider world. TL04 noted: 

Indigenous knowledge can bridge various disciplines, such as science, geography, history, and art, promoting 

interdisciplinary learning and a more integrated understanding of the world, plus offering innovative solutions 

to contemporary problems, such as climate change, poor agriculture and biodiversity conservation that can be 

incorporated into modern education for the benefit of the community. (TL04) 

Participants pointed out that many examples exist of local farmers employing IK to adapt to changing 

environmental conditions that threaten agricultural productivity, often achieving greater diversity through 

affordable solutions. According to the participants, such resilience-building mechanisms empower 

communities and affirm the recognition and value of indigenous contributions to general human welfare. 

DECOLONISATION 

Many participants also raised the question of decolonisation, explaining that it challenges and redefines the 

dominance of Western-centric educational systems. RL01, for example, said: 

Indigenous knowledge is partially covered in the school curriculum, often in subjects like social studies, or 

environmental science. However, the extent of coverage varies and is generally limited, with most curricula 

focusing more on general or Western knowledge systems. (RL01) 

Participants noted that decolonisation has a dismantling effect on colonial systems and extends beyond 

political independence to encompass cultural, educational and epistemological liberation. Through 

decolonisation, indigenous knowledge systems that were long suppressed can be revitalised. T04 advised: 

Ensure that the curriculum reflects indigenous worldviews, which may differ from western perspectives. This 

might include different understandings of time, space, relationships with nature, and community values. (T04) 

Most traditional leaders and teachers were of the view that colonialism introduced Western-style education 

and diluted IK within the school curriculum. They further explained that colonial education focused on 

producing a modern workforce for emerging industries, sidelining traditional knowledge and practices. 

Participants observed that IK carried a 'primitive' or 'superstitious' label and was consequently excluded from 

formal education. By rediscovering the power of IK for the school curriculum, schools could challenge 

Eurocentric narratives, reverse the myths and stereotypes levelled against IK, and help learners take pride in 

their history. 

Participants further stressed that attention must be paid to the documentation and standardisation of IK, 

without which its systematic incorporation into the curriculum remains difficult. They argued that rapid 

urbanisation and globalisation threaten the transmission of traditional practices and values, and that 

incorporating local perspectives would not only make IK more relatable to learners but also strike a balance 

with Western and global contexts. 

Equity through Indigenous Knowledge 

Another emphasis emerging from the participants' responses concerned how education for all learners could 

be improved by learning from IK. IK underscores interconnectedness and experiential learning, which help 

learners understand the relationships between subjects and their real-life applications. In the participants' view, 

the best way to improve learning is to combine project-based learning, outdoor education and cross-

disciplinary approaches so as to make learning more meaningful and relatable, including through oral 

traditions, storytelling and observation as part of classroom work. As TL07 put it: 

https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijrsi
https://rsisinternational.org/journals/ijrsi
http://www.rsisinternational.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND SCIENTIFIC INNOVATION (IJRSI) 

ISSN No. 2321-2705 | DOI: 10.51244/IJRSI |Volume XIII Issue IX September 2026 

 

Page 90 

www.rsisinternational.org 

 

 

 

 

 

To effectively integrate indigenous knowledge into the curriculum development process, it is essential to 

engage in meaningful consultations with indigenous knowledge holders, elders, community members, and 

organizations, as well as provide teachers and curriculum developers with specialized training and resources 

on indigenous knowledge, pedagogies, and cultural sensitivity. (TL07) 

Across the sample, responses indicated that the exclusion of in-depth oral histories, art and practical skills 

alongside conventional academic content perpetuates an incomplete understanding of Zambia among learners 

and robs the country of the potential benefits of that knowledge. 

Knowledge Demarginalisation through Community Engagement 

Most participants, especially teachers, expressed a willingness to engage with IK, including supporting 

initiatives to advance its place within the school curriculum. This suggests that cultivating a critical feedback 

loop in the acceptance of IK should be treated as a serious matter in schools. As two participants explained: 

With the right support and training, teachers can effectively integrate indigenous knowledge into their 

classrooms, enriching students' learning experiences and fostering a deeper understanding and respect for 

indigenous culture. (T08) 

Teaching indigenous knowledge helps maintain cultural diversity, encourages sustainable practices, and 

prepares learners to appreciate and navigate a multicultural world. (T03) 

Embedding IK in the school curriculum could equip learners with diverse perspectives and tools for navigating 

modern challenges effectively; teaching this knowledge therefore makes education more relevant and 

relatable. In terms of contextualised teaching methods, participants explained that incorporating IK provides 

teachers with context-specific teaching materials, helps educators make lessons applicable to learners' daily 

experiences, and allows teachers to adopt indigenous educational practices that emphasise experiential and 

community-based learning. T04 elaborated: 

In the process of building teachers' capacity to deliver indigenous knowledge inclusive content in the schools, 

teachers will benefit from establishing meaningful relationships with indigenous communities, helping 

teachers navigate cultural protocols, understand local contexts, and ensure that their teaching approaches are 

respectful and culturally appropriate. (T04) 

A recurring theme among the participants was the need to assess learners' ability to apply IK in real-world 

scenarios such as sustainable agriculture, traditional medicine and environmental conservation. Teachers 

highlighted the value of establishing procedures for evaluating how learners use IK to address local or global 

challenges, and whether they understand and can apply knowledge related to local indigenous practices, 

traditions and beliefs. For instance, T01 said: 

Create opportunities for students to engage with indigenous knowledge through projects, community service, 

and cultural exchanges, which shows students' ability to apply the knowledge. (T01) 

If schools can assess learners' ability to integrate IK across existing subjects, and how well learners can 

compare and synthesise indigenous and modern knowledge systems, this would generate evidence useful for 

advocating the systematic integration of IK into the school curriculum. 

Representation of Indigenous Knowledge in the Current School Curriculum: Documentary Evidence 

In addition to the interviews, document analysis was conducted as a means of triangulating the interview data. 

The analysis focused on the representation of IK in the current Zambian school curriculum, drawing on the 

primary and secondary school syllabi across subjects as a rich source of the required evidence. This section 

presents the findings from that analysis. 
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Zambia, with its rich diversity of about seventy-three ethnic groups, possesses indigenous knowledge systems 

(IKS) encompassing practices in agriculture, health, environmental management, governance and the arts, 

among others. As noted earlier, the Zambian government acknowledges the significance of IKS in national 

development, particularly through education. However, the syllabus analysis revealed that IKS remains an 

area requiring thoughtful attention and strategic action. The Zambia Education Curriculum Framework 

recognises the fundamental role of indigenous languages in early childhood education and mandates the use 

of local languages as the medium of instruction during the first four years of primary school (CDC, 2013). 

This policy is intended to promote cultural continuity and to help learners connect with their heritage. At the 

primary level, subjects such as Social Studies and Integrated Science incorporate aspects of traditional 

knowledge, including indigenous farming techniques, traditional health practices and the role of community 

leaders in governance. 

An analysis of the Zambian secondary school syllabi revealed that certain subjects encompass IK to varying 

degrees, namely History, Geography, Civic Education and Religious Education. In the 2013 History syllabus, 

for instance, there is only one topic on Zambian IK, which features at Grade 12 as Indigenous African 

Populations. Under this topic are sub-themes such as the migrations of the Bantu peoples and centralised and 

decentralised societies, which touch on some domains of IK. Oral traditions feature when learners are taught 

about the origins of kingdoms such as those of the Bemba and the Lozi, while the domain of social practices 

is addressed in relation to social ways of life, including rituals and festive events (CDC, 2013). It can further 

be argued that the History course as a whole falls under the domain of knowledge and practices; however, 

there is no content on the performing arts and craftsmanship of Zambia's indigenous populations. 

In the 2013 Geography syllabus, IK is incorporated into a Grade 11 topic on farming, in which learners are 

taught about the factors that influence agricultural activity. Some of these factors fall under social and cultural 

themes and therefore touch on ethnicity and religion, and the syllabus also includes indigenous farming 

methods such as shifting cultivation (CDC, 2013). Geography thus incorporates the IK domain of knowledge 

and practices, but only at a very low level. 

Civic Education likewise contains a single topic that incorporates IK. At Grade 10, learners are introduced to 

a topic entitled Introduction to Cultural Studies, which exposes them to the components of culture, societal 

core values and Zambia's cultural practices such as rites of passage, traditional ceremonies and attire (CDC, 

2013). Civic Education thus incorporates two of the domains of intangible cultural heritage identified by 

UNESCO (2003): social practices, rituals and festive events; and knowledge and practices concerning nature 

and the universe. Even so, the depth of treatment is shallow, with rather scanty detail. 

Religious Education (RE) is offered through two syllabi, 2044 and 2046. In the 2046 syllabus, Grade 10 

learners study the topic of the birth and infancy of John the Baptist and Jesus, under which appears the sub-

theme of Zambian birth traditions, describing what happens after a baby is born and how names are chosen. 

Under the topic of baptism, a sub-topic on Zambian initiation practices and their significance introduces 

learners to initiation practices at puberty and marriage, while the topic of Jesus' power over evil spirits includes 

discussion of spirit possession in Zambian tradition and how it is treated (CDC, 2013). RE 2046 therefore also 

incorporates the two UNESCO domains of social practices, rituals and festive events, and knowledge and 

practices concerning nature and the universe. 

The RE 2044 syllabus comprises ten topics, each of which incorporates a perspective from Zambian tradition. 

These include Living in a Changing Society, which examines work in African tradition; Justice in Society, 

under which learners are taught traditional ideas about justice; Service in Society, which addresses service in 

the African tradition; and Happiness, which considers happiness in African tradition. Under Unending Life, 

learners study conceptions of unending life in Zambian traditional society, the spirits of ancestors and 

traditional beliefs about death, while the topic of courtship and marriage covers marriage in Zambian tradition, 

particularly with regard to lobola, or bride wealth (CDC, 2013). The survey of these syllabi suggests that lived 

experience is not central to modern education in Zambia, since only RE has incorporated IK systematically 

across its three-year course. Even then, the limited IK that has been incorporated is taught formally in 

classrooms rather than as part of learners' daily lives. The result is an education that does not respond to the 
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daily realities of learners, which calls for a more systematic and detailed integration of IK in the Zambian 

school curriculum. 

The document analysis further established that despite the diversity and complexity of IK, it is often neglected 

in schools and commonly described in dismissive terms such as 'primitive', 'backward', 'savage', 'rural' and 

'unscientific'. From birth, African children are immersed in a cultural setting that values the authority of elders 

and emphasises practical knowledge; yet classroom lessons frequently bear little relevance to life in their 

actual homes, whether rural or urban. 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Representation of Indigenous Knowledge in the School Curriculum 

Relevant education is believed to enable people to solve local and global problems effectively and to address 

personal, experiential and wider societal needs. Although the literature remains imprecise in defining IK, it 

consistently points to a new awareness and appreciation of local knowledge. A curriculum divided between 

the indigenous and the modern therefore fails to teach learners the unique cultural patterns by which people 

develop and advance their social worlds, and it ignores the ways in which cultural beliefs and practices 

ostensibly identified as modern combine with folk and indigenous ways of doing things (Semali & Stambach, 

1997). The unfortunate consequence is that traditional methods and techniques of learning through practice, 

such as the use of African proverbs and folklore, have generally been ignored. This echoes the views of most 

of the study participants, who stressed that the representation of IK in the school curriculum is generally very 

low, with major aspects of IK excluded altogether. Several responses indicated that the Zambian school 

curriculum fails to teach learners the unique cultural patterns relevant to their flourishing in society, precisely 

as Semali and Stambach (1997) argue. In line with these responses, the syllabus analysis likewise revealed 

scanty representation of IK, with only shallow forms of such knowledge appearing in a few subjects. 

According to the participants, this reflects a continued reliance on macro-level planning that ignores local 

conditions, population growth, basic needs, IK, and disparities among regional, urban, rural and remote areas. 

Notably, most of the participants' views on the representation of IK in the school curriculum resonate with 

Adeyemi and Adeyinka (2003), who explain that traditional education served the needs of traditional African 

society because learning generally involved training on the job, and everybody was gainfully occupied. 

Despite the introduction of Western education into Africa, aspects of African traditional education persist 

everywhere. The introduction of a common curriculum for non-formal education in Africa, and the 

standardisation of evaluation practices leading to the award of certificates and diplomas to apprentices who 

successfully complete their training, is an area that should interest educational practitioners on the continent. 

Traditional education, however, largely embraced the idea and practice of indoctrination; for present-day 

learners in Africa, it is necessary to introduce reflective thinking in order to lessen the fear associated with the 

teaching and learning environment of the traditional setting. This aligns with the constructivist lens adopted 

by this study, which holds that learners construct knowledge out of their prior experiences and develop their 

thinking abilities by interacting with other children, adults and the physical world. 

To this end, Adeyemi and Adeyinka (2003) have called for an issue-oriented curriculum in the education of 

the African learner, one in which a balance is struck between traditional and modern education in a continuing 

effort to produce well-rounded citizens: people who are able and willing to appreciate and utilise the values 

of both systems. This is also consistent with Cheng's (2002) theory of the tree, which guides the present study 

and which advocates that the process of fostering local knowledge should have its roots in local values and 

traditions while absorbing useful and relevant external resources from the global knowledge system, so that 

the whole local knowledge system grows both inwards and outwards. In other words, the call is for a merger 

of what is good in African traditional education with the good aspects of formal education of the Western 

type. 

Participants believed that a comprehensive representation of IK in the school curriculum has great potential 

to produce self-sustaining learners. This accords with the study's conceptual framework, which stresses that 
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meaningful education should emerge from the immediate environment and relate to the social patterns of its 

beneficiaries. In actualising this, both IK and formal education should be treated as vital to the attainment of 

a holistic education capable of contributing to the desired national economic development. Consistent with 

Gumbo (2015), the participants observed that teachers currently integrate IK only minimally, since it appears 

in small sections of textbooks, which is insufficient. 

The participants' call for a thorough representation of IK in the school curriculum was also grounded in the 

recognition that indigenous education provided an effective way of preparing young people for their future. It 

was a successful means of maintaining the economic, social and cultural structures and stability of the societies 

in which it was practised. Without doubt, IK prepared both boys and girls to come to terms with the physical, 

social and spiritual world of their time, as well as for the world of work. In line with the conceptual framework, 

Kaunda (1966) rightly observed that pre-colonial education was effective because no able-bodied person in 

traditional African society was unemployed. Children were trained in skills that made them productive and 

useful to themselves and to society. Similarly, the relative absence of social tension, which today manifests in 

various crimes and rising divorce rates, points to how successful indigenous education was in promoting sound 

human relations within pre-colonial African societies. Through traditional education, young people acquired 

a communal rather than an individualistic outlook; education was instrumental in helping people subordinate 

their personal interests to those of the wider community and in fostering appreciation of the values, norms and 

beliefs of their society. Indigenous education thus prepared children to play their roles in the family, the clan, 

the wider ethnic group and society at large. 

With regard to contextualised teaching methods, participants explained that incorporating IK provides teachers 

with context-specific teaching materials, helps educators make lessons applicable to learners' daily 

experiences, and allows teachers to adopt indigenous educational practices that emphasise experiential and 

community-based learning. Emphasising this point, Leadbeater (2008, as cited in Scott, 2015) argued that the 

successful provision of quality education worldwide depends on transforming pedagogy and redesigning 

learning tasks so as to promote learner creativity in dealing with everyday challenges. Scott (2015) similarly 

maintains that rethinking pedagogy for the twenty-first century is as crucial as identifying the new 

competencies that today's learners need to develop, asserting that, since the emergence of a global movement 

calling for a new model of learning for this century, it has been argued that formal education must be 

transformed to enable the new forms of learning needed to tackle complex global challenges. On this basis, 

the curriculum for Africa should be decolonised to enable learners to think and act with agility, bearing in 

mind the constant changes in technology and societal demands. This, too, speaks to the theory of the tree 

guiding the study, which places emphasis on the provision of holistic education. Almost all the participants 

advocated expanding the thinking of curriculum developers to focus on the acquisition of skills, attitudes and 

values relevant to the African child, enabling learners to fit into the world of work, if education is to attain the 

desired quality in this century. The curriculum development process should therefore ensure that learners 

receive integrated and coherent learning experiences that contribute to their academic, personal and social 

development, which in turn demands a thorough representation of IK in the school curriculum, as the 

participants stressed. 

Notably, many contextual factors can impede the acquisition of the much-needed knowledge, skills, values 

and attitudes. One of these is the widening gap between what indigenous learners are taught at school and 

their cultural experiences. According to Doyle and Hill (2008), distancing school teaching from learners' 

community and cultural experiences has a negative effect on their learning; many indigenous learners, 

particularly in remote areas, struggle at school because curriculum components are insufficiently practical and 

relevant to their experiences. An imported, Western-oriented curriculum that excludes IK may thus hinder the 

acquisition of acutely needed skills in Zambia. Although curriculum development in Africa has been evolving 

since the colonial period in response to changing societal needs, participants observed that it remains 

questionable in most African countries, especially in this century. They explained that curricula developed in 

recent decades do not appear to prepare learners to serve their communities as education once did before 

colonial rule, and that the strong bond that existed between culture and education has been marginalised as 

some African countries, Zambia included, develop their curricula. Participants noted that many people 

continue to lead unsatisfying and unproductive lives, evident in the way graduates of the current curricula 
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have failed to translate what they learn in schools into responses to societal challenges. In their view, the 

failure to embrace a full representation of IK in the school curriculum has kept the country tied to the past, 

following curricula inherited from the colonial powers and determined by a few individuals. 

There is, therefore, a need to involve communities in curriculum development in order to address their needs 

and promote African culture, heritage and identity, as Tedla (1995) asserts. Tedla observed that involving the 

entire community in the educational process, by having local communities actively participate in shaping their 

educational destiny through curriculum development, produces academic excellence. In a similar vein, Asante 

(2003) argues that when Africans analyse their conditions and reflect at a deep level on the elements destroying 

their communities, they are able to design the changes that must be made to improve their own condition. 

Curriculum development should therefore be rethought to involve a diversity of stakeholders so as to address 

multiculturalism and the appreciation of cultural diversity, interdependence and interconnectedness, 

cooperation among African curriculum bodies, a sense of belonging to Africa, values acceptable to African 

society, and peace. If this trend is embraced, a most powerful curriculum development force for Africa will 

have been created, and this can only be achieved through the thorough representation of IK in the school 

curriculum. The argument is premised on the fact that education which does not integrate IK harms learners, 

many of whom fail and ultimately drop out owing to the irrelevance of the curriculum. Helme and Lamb 

(2011) posit that improving the academic achievement of indigenous learners requires that they be 

acknowledged and supported by the school's culture and leadership. 

Consistent with the theory of the tree adopted by this study, Asante (1998) and Mazama (2003) conceive of a 

well-represented curriculum as a system of sequentially planned educational opportunities designed to equip 

learners of African heritage with the skills required to participate in the global marketplace. Organised around 

an integrated academic and social skills model, a curriculum in which IK is well represented is geared towards 

developing knowledge alongside the desired behaviours, customs and beliefs of African society. Such a 

curriculum rests on concepts and instructional approaches that allow learners to fit their personal experiences 

into patterns of shared human behaviour, relate new learning to what they already know so that it enters their 

conscious frame of reference, encourage creativity in both teaching and learning, recognise the connections 

between and among all things and all people, and provide learners with frameworks for understanding the 

problems that may confront them both inside and outside the classroom. All these perspectives speak directly 

to the theories and the conceptual framework guiding the study, which together underscore the significant role 

IK plays in the lives of learners. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This article set out to examine the representation of indigenous knowledge in the current Zambian school 

curriculum. The evidence from both the key education stakeholders and the analysis of the syllabi converges 

on a single conclusion: IK occupies a marginal position in the curriculum. Its presence is confined to isolated 

topics in History, Geography, Civic Education and Religious Education, treated at low depth and delivered 

formally in classrooms, detached from the lived realities of learners, while much of the most valued indigenous 

content is excluded altogether. This marginal presence represents a missed opportunity, since participants 

consistently identified IK as a repository of practical, context-specific wisdom capable of supporting cultural 

preservation, environmental sustainability, moral formation, decolonisation and equitable learning. 

On the strength of these findings, the study recommends that curriculum developers, working through the 

Curriculum Development Centre and in genuine consultation with indigenous knowledge holders, elders, 

traditional leaders and local communities, undertake a deliberate and systematic integration of IK across 

subjects and levels of the school curriculum rather than confining it to token topics in a few subjects. This 

should be accompanied by the documentation and standardisation of valued IK to safeguard it from extinction; 

the provision of specialised training and resources to teachers and curriculum developers on indigenous 

knowledge, pedagogies and cultural sensitivity; the adoption of experiential and community-based teaching 

approaches that draw on oral traditions, storytelling and observation; and the development of assessment 

procedures that evaluate learners' ability to apply IK to real-world challenges. Pursued together, these 

measures would move the Zambian curriculum towards the balance envisaged in the theory of the tree, an 
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education rooted in local values and traditions while remaining open to the useful resources of the global 

knowledge system, and thereby restore to Zambian learners an education that speaks to who they are. 
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