
UNICEF and Gratnells. 
Working together to improve  
science education in Africa.

A very special report



‘Place: Zimbabwe. Project: Critical. Mission: Accomplished.
My report on how Gratnells is helping pupils in over 2,300 
secondary schools in Zimbabwe.’

It’s 1:10pm on 9th May 2014, and I’m standing in one of 
six queues at Harare International Airport in Zimbabwe 
waiting for my passport to be checked. It is nearly 40 degrees 
centigrade here and there’s no air conditioning. I’ve been 
telling myself my trip will go smoothly, but already there’s a 
little voice inside my head saying, ‘What if they don’t let me in? 
What if my visa isn’t accepted?’ So far I have been travelling for 
over 20 hours, and flown from top to bottom of the globe. I 
have an important job to do so I can’t afford any problems. 

No more than a week ago, I was asked to travel to Zimbabwe 
with the objective of finding out about Gratnells’ involvement 
in a rather special project. In partnership with worldwide 
charity UNICEF, and global companies Devotra and EISCO, the 
project required the provision of our world-famous frames and 
trays for every secondary school in the country, and would see 
Gratnells carry out its biggest international project to date. 

Suddenly I’m called forward by the passport control officer. 
Offering a smile, I give him my passport, and he merely takes 
a quick look at it and waves me through. I breathe a sigh of 
relief. So far, so good.

When I step outside I’m met with an overwhelming wave of 
thick, hot air. Letting my eyes adjust to the sunlight, I can see a 
group of people ahead all staring back at me. Each is holding a 
makeshift board displaying a scrawled name of the person they 
have come to collect. I scan them one by one, searching for my 
own. But I can’t find it. That little voice in my head is back. ‘It’s 
definitely not here. No one’s come to collect me, what will I 
do..?’

Then I hear, ‘Good-all! Missus Good-all!’ 

The strong Zimbabwean accent draws me to a face at the 
back of the crowd. I spot the biggest smile I’ve ever seen and 
start pushing my way through the crowd towards Nick, my 
taxi driver. I’m so pleased to see him and after exchanging 
handshakes we both walk to his car.

As we speed away from the airport I start to take in the 
landscape which is so different to the familiar UK terrain I am 
used to. It reminds me just how far from home I am. It’s not 
long before I notice another change of scenery. Roads are 
becoming narrower and I look out of the taxi’s rear window to 
see clouds of thick dust behind us. The voice is back again and 
I start to feel really scared as my mind starts imagining all kinds 
of mishaps.

Chelsea Goodall, Marketing Coordinator, Gratnells



We turn several corners, then eventually come to an abrupt stop. 
The first thing I see is a tall guard up ahead lifting a security 
barrier so we can drive through. With no signs at the entrance 
it takes me a moment to realise we’re finally at my hotel. Slowly 
the taxi rolls down the driveway and my surroundings start to 
unfold. I begin to observe the beautiful oasis you’d never know 
was here. I pay Nick his taxi fare and wave goodbye, heading 
towards the hotel reception with a huge grin on my face. The 
voice is positive for once. ‘I’ve made it.’

Fast forward several hours. It’s now late at night. As I sit in my 
room I begin to reflect on why I’m here and what might be in 
store for me tomorrow. I’m so excited to learn more about this 
venture and to meet some of the schoolchildren it’s already 
helping. I don’t know quite what to expect over the next four 
days – but I am ready to find out.

I remind myself that the original project began before I 
was even born. Over the next few pages I will tell you of its 
importance, of Gratnells’ involvement and how it will benefit 
enormously the children learning science at school in a country 
where the average examination pass rate is under 5%. 

As for me, it’s time for a good night’s sleep. Happy reading.
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at a rural school 
receive their 
new kits.



To tackle the issue, the Ministry developed the ZIM-SCI project 
with the help of the European Community and the Swedish 
International Development Authority (SIDA). It was aimed at 
allowing for: 

•	 The	development	and	provision	of	low-cost	science	kits,	 
using only local content as opposed to foreign, thus cutting 
the cost of teaching science.

•	 Giving	the	most	rural	pupils	equality	of	opportunity	through	
high quality science education.

•	 Relatively	underqualified	teachers	to	teach	science	
competently through the materials provided.

The Project required the provision of three main components: 
student study guides, teacher guides, and science kits. During 
June 1981 schools received their basic kits, designed to service 
around 40 children. And by 1983 a total of 18 complete units 
with teacher and student guides had been developed as part of 
the course.  

A downward turn
By 1987, ZIM-SCI had thrived well beyond expectation, 
with the project’s methodology being applied to all exams 
for all levels, from the Junior Certificate all the way up to 
O-Level. Unfortunately however, only a year later a huge 
lack in resource meant the programme was starting to suffer 
understaffing issues, and schools were no longer getting the 
support they needed. 

Pupil intake was still growing rapidly, but many teachers were still 
underqualified and now they were missing the skills needed to 
use the kits and materials effectively as well. Sadly this resulted in 
a fast downward spiral in learning and exam pass rates.

There is no doubt that overall the ZIM-SCI project allowed a 
phenomenal number of students to attend a relevant science 
course, from which the country’s infrastructure will have 
benefited hugely. But the programme had taken a turn for the 
worse and with the 1990s fast approaching, the educational 
system was again crying out for another solution. 

Starting again
The economic downturn plagued Zimbabwe through the 1990s 
and well into the new millennium, with every sector suffering 
hugely. The education system was one of the worst hit, but in 
2009, the Zimbabwean Government decided that something 
had to be done. To that end, a radical move was made, and in 
partnership with UNICEF and the international donor community, 
the Education Transition Fund (ETF) Programme was initiated.

ETF, later named the Educational Development Fund (EDF), is 
an innovative multi-donor fund, set up to respond to acute 
shortages of teaching and learning materials, textbooks and 
supplies. By this time most schools were operating on a 10:1 
pupils to textbook ratio, and the average exam pass rate was  
a poor 4%. It was clear how the system had been affected by  
the economic decline of the previous decade, and it was time  
for a change. 

Over the last three decades, Zimbabwe has invested heavily in 
improving access to – and enhancing the quality of – science 
education through what’s known as the ‘ZIM-SCI Project’ 
(Zimbabwe Secondary School Science Project).

The ZIM-SCI Project was started in October 1980, shortly after 
Zimbabwe gained independence, and a political decision 
was made that education should be for ‘all’. As a result, the 
educational system underwent huge expansion, with the 
number of secondary schools rocketing from about 100 to over 
1,200 in only four years. 

However, lack of funds in the system meant provision of 
laboratories and standard science equipment was simply out 
of the question, despite the fact the Ministry of Education and 
Culture at the time wanted science to be compulsory for all 
students at secondary level. 

Many developing countries see science education as an 
important and effective agent in advancing national human 
resources. It is assumed that better understanding of 
science and technology leads to more informed, forward-
thinking decision-making in science and engineering, but 
also environmental management, industrial development, 
agriculture, health, nutrition and population control. 

The Project: A little bit of history.



The ETF was the first large scale external support operation to 
aid education, made possible by generous assistance from the 
European Commission, Governments of Australia, Denmark, 
Finland, Germany, Japan, Netherlands, Norway, New Zealand, 
Sweden, UK and USA. Its sole purpose was to help the country’s 
education sector transition from emergency to recovery.

With the ETF in place to bridge the funding gap, the Ministry 
of Education, Sport, Arts and Culture (MoESAC) drew up its 
current Medium Term Plan (2011-2015), the goal of which is ‘To 
revitalise the provision of relevant, quality, inclusive and holistic 
education, sport, arts and culture for all Zimbabweans.’ 

As part of the Plan, two phases were put in place and a 
monumental promise was made to supply textbooks for all 
subjects, stationery and materials to every pupil in over 5,000 
schools. The first phase required the provision of 15 million 
primary level textbooks, and true to word, by 2011 these had 
all been printed and distributed. Overnight, Zimbabwe had 
become the only country in sub-Saharan Africa with a 1:1 pupil 
to textbook ratio in all core subjects. 

Planning and progress
Building on that success and keeping the momentum going, 
the next phase was put into action at the end of 2011, with 
a view to launch three years later in February 2014. Phase 2 
would involve the provision of a further 6 million textbooks, 
the latest laboratory equipment, teacher materials and 
extensive training in secondary science for both Ordinary and 
Advanced Levels. Of course, this was a revival of none other 
than the ZIM-SCI Project. 

After months of planning, in November 2012 UNICEF published 
a tender calling for institutions and organisations worldwide to 
support the creation of brand new science kits, and provision 
of intensive training for science teachers in all 2,336 secondary 
schools country-wide. Materials, components and training 
would be procured from domestic and foreign suppliers, just 
like they had been for the original programme decades earlier. 

One such supplier called upon to be involved in the project was 
Gratnells. Specialising in storage solutions for the education 
sector worldwide for over 40 years, it was agreed that if anyone 
could deliver for a project of this scale, it was Gratnells. 

Each school would receive a science kit comprising 186 different 
items for biology, chemistry and physics, 42 of which would 
be chemicals. In addition, a minimum of two teachers would 
receive ongoing training and support on the course content, 
how to teach it, and use and maintenance of the equipment. 

Two other critical companies involved were Devotra and 
EISCO. Together, both companies ensured the delivery of all 
kit equipment, chemicals, materials and content. Both globally 
recognised, they specialise in upgrading and modernising 
education and training systems.

Science storage comes to the fore
However, it wasn’t until very late into the process it was 
realised the schools would need somewhere to store all of this 
new equipment. Although in cities there are many secondary 
schools with all the facilities you would expect in a first world 
country, there are many schools in the most rural locations who 
do not even have enough classrooms to teach all the pupils in 
the building. Instead, lessons are conducted on a rotation basis 
with pupils learning outside, sitting on the grass. It was in these 
schools that proper storage for equipment would be most 
important.



Teachers receive 
training in using  
their science kits.



A UNICEF 
representative 
showing science 
kits in their  
Gratnells frame.

When asked why Gratnells was chosen to provide the solution, 
Patricia de Bruijn, Project Leader of Cadena International 
Project Developments commented, ‘I thought of Gratnells 
immediately after I remembered seeing their trays in a Dutch 
school. I pulled out a tray and saw Gratnells. Then I started 
seeing the trays everywhere! Once we knew storage was 
desperately needed for the kits, I felt Gratnells would be able 
to help.’

Patricia works closely with Devotra, helping to deliver turn-key 
projects similar to ZIM-SCI, covering everything from training  
to logistics. 

However because storage wasn’t considered initially, there  
was nothing set aside in the initial budget for its provision.  
It was now the task of UNICEF, with everyone else behind  
them, to convince the Ministry of Education that storage had  
to be included. 



The importance of storage
Looking back, it is evident that storage has historically been an 
important consideration in the provision of kits to developing 
countries, especially in science. Zimbabwe is just one of many 
projects aiming to better equip schools in a number of subjects 
for more improved learning. Thailand, Papua New Guinea, 
Tanzania and Sri Lanka are just a few. 

In their study Science kits in developing countries: an appraisal 
of potential, Angus R Ross and Keith M Lewin highlight 
just how important storage is. They state, ‘There have been 
reports about loss of equipment in schools attributed to lack 
of adequate storage facilities. Care has to be taken to avoid 
the kind of problems encountered in India and Zimbabwe by 
avoiding flimsy kit boxes which get easily damaged in transit 
and which are difficult to store securely.’ Ross and Lewin 
continue, ‘Projects have recognised the importance of storage 
in schools and insist on storage facilities to accommodate 
stacks of colour coded plastic trays containing equipment for 
special topics or levels.’– International Institute for Educational 
Planning, UNESCO (Paris 1992).

Fortunately, it didn’t take long for funds to be made available 
for the provision of storage, but coming into the project so 
late in the process meant that everyone was relying heavily on 
Gratnells’ ability to fulfil such a big order in an incredibly short 
space of time. Sure enough, Gratnells accepted the challenge 
and so began the manufacture of over 2,000 tall frames, 
filled with its world-renowned educational storage trays, in 
September 2013.

A clear choice for Gratnells
When meeting with the Minister and Deputy Minister at the 
Harare headquarters, I asked a director, Mr Chiote, why it 
had been agreed to use Gratnells in particular – a potentially 
more costly option of storage. He replied, ‘Gratnells offered 
a versatile system that was useful for teachers and students. 
It wasn’t only for storage either. The system was meant to 
make the teacher’s job easier. It was to allow them to move 
equipment around the school or classroom using the trays. 
We also needed storage that would arrive intact, we couldn’t 
afford any damages. With so many rural locations, transit was 
not always smooth so we needed something robust.’

‘Once we knew storage 
was desperately needed 
for the kits, I felt Gratnells 
would be able to help.’

Patricia de Bruijn, Project Leader of  
Cadena International Project Developments, 
pictured here with Chelsea Goodall,  
Marketing Coordinator at Gratnells.

While it would normally be a slower period for Gratnells as 
Christmas approached, quite the opposite was happening in 
our Harlow factory. The plastic injection moulding machines 
were not to be turned off until the order was complete, 
meaning a through-the-night operation. One by one, metal 
frames and runners were put together and spray painted.  
Trays were produced by the minute and packed ready for 
shipping. By the end of October, the entire order had been 
completed and a couple of weeks later it started its 5,000  
mile journey south. 

Once received, all goods including storage and kit components 
were to be held at the UNICEF warehouse just outside the busy 
capital, until the beginning of the New Year. This is when the 
real work would start. 



Honourable Lazarus 
Dokora inspects 
science kit contents.



The time is around 8:30am, and guests are slowly starting to 
arrive at UNICEF’s Harare Distribution Centre. The Minister for 
Education and other members from the Ministry are on their 
way, as pupils from a local secondary school are busy setting up 
for the day’s events. 

The atmosphere alone says today is very special, because  
it will see the official launch of the new ZIM-SCI project, with 
the Minister announcing its roll out across the  
entire country.

The morning runs smoothly, starting with kit demonstrations 
by excitable students and teachers. As visitors circulate, they 
are able to see exactly how the components will be used, 
stored and maintained, but also see the packing and despatch 
process demonstrated. Members of the donor community are 
in attendance, and are clearly grateful to see exactly how their 
donated funds have been spent. 

After the demonstration, all the guests are ushered into a 
marquee, where Primary and Secondary Education Minister, 
Honourable Lazarus Dokora gives his much anticipated speech 
on the launch of this exciting project. He explains proudly that 
teachers around the country are already starting to receive 
their training programs, along with support from a team 
of some 100 education officers, for the use of the kits and 
teaching of the curriculum.

Future support
He goes on to confirm that tomorrow will see the first 
complete kits despatched, with roll out continuing until April 
when all 2,336 secondary schools in the country will have 
received kits of their own. Teacher training will also continue 
well into 2015 with constant support from the Ministry itself, 
and UNICEF. It is revealed that regular visits will be conducted 
to schools, for teacher monitoring and guidance, as well as 
maintenance checks and replenishments on equipment. 

After the Minister’s speech EDF representative Mr Peter Taylor 
for the Department of International Development addresses 
the crowd. ‘Today is a reminder that regardless of political 
and other differences between governments and countries, 
development partners such as Britain, Germany, Sweden, 
Finland, Norway, the EU and OSISA (Open Society Initiative for 
Southern Africa) remain committed to working to improve the 
life chances of the poorest people in Zimbabwe and around  
the world.’

Then, Minister Dokora asks that everyone head to the  
front of the warehouse, for the cutting of the ribbon that  
will mark the first complete kit being sent on its way to its  
new school.

As the scissors snap closed and the ribbon ends fall, a powerful 
wave of emotion ripples through the crowd. Minister Dokora 
proceeds to thank everyone for their continued hard work over 
the last year, in the successful execution of this monumental 
project. As his words come to an end, heads can be seen 
nodding, faces smiling. It becomes clear that this is the defining 
moment in the history of Zimbabwe’s education system and its 
children of the future. 

Gratnells, without doubt, has played a major part in this entire 
project. It has delivered, in record time, a solution to science 
storage for every secondary school in Zimbabwe. A system 
that has enabled teachers to focus on their task of teaching 
the potential future generations of scientists. Materials and 
equipment will be in very safe hands inside Gratnells storage. 

For us, it has truly been ‘mission accomplished.’

Friday 28th February 2014. It’s official.



Deep in the Midlands Province, the pupils of Gomoguru 
Secondary School in Gokwe South District spot a cloud of dust 
rising on the escarpment. They begin to run around the school 
in preparation for the arrival of the long awaited science kits. 

The dust is kicked up by a coming vehicle. This is the first time 
that Gomoguru is receiving science equipment since the school 
was established in the mid-1980s. With an enrolment of 433 
pupils, the majority has never seen a beaker or spatula. For 
them science has been all theory.

The majority of the secondary graduates from the remotest 
parts of the country such as Gokwe graduate from secondary 
schools without having carried out a single experiment, 
lessening any chances of becoming engineers or doctors.

Getting practical with science
However, with the recently procured science kits, the situation 
in the most remote schools is set to change. 

Mr Samson Madhaka, the Headmaster of Gomoguru Secondary 
School, is literally ecstatic at the sight of the kits. He almost 
jumps with joy and cannot believe that finally pupils and 
teachers at the school can now carry out practical experiments 
during their science lessons.

‘Our pupils have never carried out any hands-on experiments 
during their science lessons. We could not afford to buy for 
ourselves and this was affecting our pass rates. We are really 
grateful for this equipment and surely it is going to change 
the way science is taught here in Gokwe and the rest of rural 
Zimbabwe,’ says Mr. Madhaka.

Zimbabwe’s rural schools continue to face a number of 
challenges as a result of the economic downturn faced 
between 2006 and 2009 that left a lot of schools without 
teachers and adequate infrastructure.

Examination pass rates will improve
According to Mr Absolom Mazarani, a science teacher at the 
school, there will be a great improvement with the science 
kits and they will go a long way in improving the pass rates of 
science especially among girls who have been shunning the 
subject saying it is difficult.

‘These science kits were much needed at our school. In the 
previous years we have witnessed a dismal performance of 
our pupils especially in science, which they considered difficult 
because we did not have the right equipment. In the coming 
year we will definitely see a significant increase in the number 
of pupils passing the subject especially among girls who were 
shunning the subject,’ Absolom stated.

Chipo, a Form Three pupil at the school is amazed that she 
can carry out an experiment during her science lesson. She still 
cannot believe that the kits are theirs to use. 

‘Are we going to use these kits – and then give them back?’  
she asks, not really able to comprehend that the science kits 
will be part of her science lessons until she has completed  
her studies.

Chipo needn’t worry. These kits have a new, permanent home 
inside the safety and security of Gratnells trays.

Science kits for secondary schools in remotest Zimbabwe. 
Richard Nyamanhindi of UNICEF gives us the results.



At last,  
science education  
in Zimbabwe  
gets practical.



Gratnells is the world’s leading manufacturer of tray 
storage systems for the education sector. Based in the 
United Kingdom, we have a state-of-the-art factory making 
our extensive range of storage systems which are sent to 
68 countries around the globe. We work with education 
furniture manufacturers, equipment distributors, and 
international schools. Our products range from nursery and 
early learning storage through to specialised storage for 
school science laboratories and preparation areas.

At Gratnells, we’re committed to helping advance 
education by providing the vitally important need for 
organised, safe and appropriate storage in schools. 
Whether it’s helping to maximise existing classroom space 
or equipping a brand new school, our storage can be a 
catalyst for exciting and inspiring learning environments. 

Even though our Zimbabwe project is our biggest to date, 
we’re no stranger to supplying bulk quantities of storage 
within short timescales. In 2009 our GratStack® storage 
furnished more than 2,000 schools in Kazahkstan who 
needed it urgently for a major science teaching project.

We are passionate about engaging with our customers to 
understand their real business needs and deliver long-
lasting tangible results, with outcomes which create value 
and mitigate risk. We want to be known as a socially 
responsible business that is trying to make a real difference 
to some of the global challenges society faces. That’s why 
we strive in our business to do whatever we can to benefit 
society. And that’s why we’re really proud to have been 
involved in this major project in Zimbabwe.

About Gratnells



About Devotra

Devotra is an ISO 9001 certified company whose 
activities are mainly focused on engineering projects in 
developing countries and upcoming markets. Based in 
the Netherlands, they offer turn-key services for any kind 
of project in the field of education and training from 
primary up to higher education, including vocational 
training. Furthermore they are a worldwide specialized 
supplier of professional technical equipment for United 
Nations field projects.

For more information, go to www.devotra.nl

About Unicef

Unicef, the United Nations Children’s Fund, is the driving 
force that helps build a world where the rights of every 
child are realized. Unicef believe nurturing and caring for 
children are the cornerstones of human progress. They 
have the global authority to influence decision-makers, 
and the variety of partners at grassroots level to turn 
the most innovative ideas into reality. It’s what makes 
Unicef unique among world organizations, and unique 
among those working with the young. They are active in 
more than 190 countries and territories through country 
programmes and National Committees.

For more information, go to www.unicef.org

Founded over 45 years ago as a small, family-
owned manufacturing company, EISCO (Electronic 
Instrumentation) is a multinational corporation serving 
the science education marketplace in 85 countries 
worldwide. With headquarters both in India and the 
United States, EISCO produces over 6500 product lines, 
including Physics, Chemistry & Lab Supplies, Biology,  
and Glassware.

For more information, go to www.eisco.com

About EISCO
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