Advanced International Journal for Research (AlJFR)
E-ISSN: 3048-7641 e Website: www.aijffrcom e Email: editor@aijfr.com

The effects of Climate Change on the Teaching
and learning of Early Childhood in Zimbabwe

Dr. Agnes Pakombwele

Ba isago University (Botswana)

DOI: https://doi.org/10.63363/aijfr.2026.v07106.8817

Abstract

Climate change has emerged as one of the most significant global challenges affecting education systems,
particularly in developing countries such as Zimbabwe. Early Childhood Education (ECE), which
provides the foundation for lifelong learning and development, is increasingly vulnerable to climate-
related hazards, including prolonged droughts, floods, cyclones, heatwaves, and food insecurity. These
environmental changes disrupt school attendance, compromise children's health and nutrition, damage
educational infrastructure, and negatively influence teaching and learning processes. This chapter
examines how climate change affects early childhood education in Zimbabwe by exploring its impact on
children's learning experiences, teachers' instructional practices, school environments, and community
participation. Drawing upon existing literature, policy documents, and examples from Zimbabwe, the
chapter analyses the challenges faced by early childhood educators and learners while highlighting
adaptation and resilience strategies that can strengthen climate-responsive education. The chapter
concludes by recommending policy reforms, teacher capacity building, climate-resilient infrastructure,
and the integration of climate change education into early childhood curricula to ensure sustainable and
equitable learning opportunities for young children.
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1. Introduction

Climate change represents one of the most pressing global challenges, with profound implications across
various sectors, including education (IPCC, 2021). In Zimbabwe, the adverse effects of climate
variability—such as droughts, floods, and rising temperatures—pose significant risks to the social and
economic well-being of communities, particularly affecting vulnerable groups such as young children
(Mugabe et al., 2020). Early Childhood Development (ECD) is a critical phase in human growth, during
which foundational cognitive, social, and emotional skills are acquired (UNICEF, 2019). The disruption
caused by climate change threatens not only the health and safety of young learners but also the quality
and continuity of their education, potentially undermining efforts to achieve equitable and inclusive
learning for all.

Despite increasing recognition of climate change’s overarching consequences, there remains a limited
understanding of how environmental changes specifically affect teaching and learning processes in ECD
settings in Zimbabwe. Existing literature tends to focus on climate impacts on agriculture, health, and
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urban infrastructure (Chikodzi & Nyamadzawo, 2021), with scant qualitative inquiry into educational
contexts, especially the early years. Climate-induced school closures, resource constraints, and
psychological stress among educators and learners are emerging concerns that warrant detailed exploration
(Mugabe & Dube, 2022). Investigating these effects is essential to inform adaptive strategies that
safeguard ECD quality and accessibility amid environmental uncertainties.

This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore the lived experiences of teachers, caregivers, and
education stakeholders in Zimbabwe’s early childhood classrooms, with the aim of uncovering the
multifaceted impacts of climate change on teaching and learning practices. Through in-depth interviews
and observations within selected communities affected by climate variability, the research seeks to
illuminate challenges, coping mechanisms, and potential areas for intervention. Aligning with global
agendas such as the Sustainable Development Goals—particularly SDG 4 on quality education and SDG
13 on climate action (United Nations, 2015)—this study contributes to the development of resilient
education systems that support the holistic development of young children amid environmental change.

2. Background and Literature

Climate change is increasingly recognized as one of the most significant challenges facing global
development, with widespread implications across numerous sectors including education. Its
effects manifest in diverse ways, from extreme weather events to shifts in environmental
conditions, all of which undermine the stability of educational systems, particularly those serving
vulnerable populations (IPCC, 2021). In Zimbabwe, climate change has led to recurrent droughts,
floods, and increased temperatures that threaten not only livelihoods but also the accessibility and
quality of education for young children (Chikodzi & Nyamadzawo, 2021). Early Childhood
Development (ECD) settings are especially vulnerable because this period is critical for cognitive,
emotional, and social development, and disruptions can have lasting effects on children’s learning
outcomes (UNICEF, 2019).

The teaching and learning process in early childhood is sensitive to environmental stability.
Research highlights that climate-induced disruptions such as school closures, loss of teaching
resources, and displacement can significantly interrupt instructional time and learning continuity
(Mugabe & Dube, 2022). In Zimbabwe, many schools, especially in rural and marginalized
communities, have inadequate infrastructure that cannot withstand climate shocks, leading to
extended periods when children miss foundational learning opportunities (Mugabe, Chiwara, &
Matiza, 2020). These interruptions contribute to widening educational inequities, as children from
poorer backgrounds are often the most affected by climate-related adversities.

Further, climate change influences not only the physical environment but also the health and
wellbeing of both learners and educators. Psychological stress and trauma linked to climate
disasters impact concentration, motivation, and behavior in young learners, complicating teaching
efforts (Mugabe & Dube, 2022). Educators themselves face increased burdens in trying to maintain
instructional quality under challenging conditions, including material shortages and emotional
fatigue. The compounding effects of environmental instability and psychosocial stress undermine
the optimal delivery of early childhood education, necessitating urgent attention and adaptation
strategies.
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The literature suggests that integrating climate resilience into educational planning is essential for
mitigating these adverse impacts. Frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG
4 on quality education and SDG 13 on climate action) advocate for education systems that are
flexible, inclusive, and capable of responding to climate risks (United Nations, 2015). Globally,
there is increasing emphasis on developing curricula and school programs that not only prepare
children to understand climate issues but also foster adaptive skills and community resilience from
an early age (UNICEF, 2019). Zimbabwe stands at a critical juncture to align its ECD strategies
with these global imperatives.

Despite growing awareness, research specifically focusing on the effects of climate change on
ECD teaching and learning in Zimbabwe remains limited. Existing studies predominantly examine
agricultural or economic impacts (Chikodzi & Nyamadzawo, 2021), leaving a knowledge gap
regarding educational contexts. This underscores the need for qualitative and context-specific
investigations to understand how climate fluctuations directly and indirectly affect ECD
environments, educators, and learners. Filling this gap will enable policymakers and practitioners
to design targeted interventions that safeguard early childhood education amid ongoing
environmental challenges.

3. Statement of the Problem

Climate change poses a significant and growing threat to the education sector globally, with early
childhood education being particularly vulnerable due to the developmental importance of this stage and
the fragility of educational infrastructure catering to young learners (UNICEF, 2019). In Zimbabwe, the
increasing frequency and severity of climate-related events such as droughts, floods, and extreme weather
patterns disrupt schooling and threaten the stability of teaching and learning processes in Early Childhood
Development (ECD) settings (Mugabe & Dube, 2022). These disruptions result in school closures, damage
to educational facilities, and increased socio-economic hardship for families, which collectively reduce
attendance and the quality of education for young children (Chikodzi & Nyamadzawo, 2021).

Furthermore, climate change exacerbates existing inequalities by disproportionately affecting
marginalized and vulnerable communities, including children in rural areas who already face limited
access to quality ECD services (Mugabe, Chiwara, & Matiza, 2020). There is limited empirical research
on the specific effects of climate change on ECD teaching and learning within the Zimbabwean context,
creating a knowledge gap that constrains the development of effective, context-specific adaptation
strategies. This lack of understanding hinders policymakers and practitioners from implementing
resilience-building interventions that can sustain ECD quality amid environmental challenges. Therefore,
it is critical to investigate the multifaceted impacts of climate change on ECD in Zimbabwe to inform
targeted support systems and educational policies that safeguard early childhood learning against current
and future climatic threats.

4. Research Objectives
1. To explore how climate change impacts the teaching processes in Early Childhood
Development (ECD) settings in Zimbabwe.
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2. To examine the effects of climate change on the learning experiences and outcomes of early
childhood learners.

3. To identify the challenges faced by educators and learners in ECD caused by climate-related
environmental changes.

4. To investigate coping mechanisms and adaptive strategies employed by teachers and learners
to mitigate the effects of climate change on education.

5. To provide recommendations for policy and practice to strengthen resilience and quality of
teaching and learning in ECD amidst climate change challenges in Zimbabwe.

5. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design to explore the effects of climate change on the
teaching and learning of Early Childhood Development (ECD) learners in Zimbabwe. Qualitative
methodology is appropriate because it enables a rich, in-depth understanding of participants' lived
experiences, perceptions, and contextual realities, especially in complex social phenomena such
as climate change impacts on education (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Through this approach, the study seeks to capture the nuanced ways in which climate variability
disrupts educational processes and how educators and learners navigate these challenges in their
day-to-day contexts.

Research Design and Study Sites

A phenomenological design will be used to gain insights into the lived experiences of teachers,
caregivers, and other education stakeholders directly involved in ECD settings affected by climate
change in Zimbabwe (Patton, 2015). The research will be conducted in selected rural and peri-
urban districts known to be highly vulnerable to climate-related events such as droughts and
floods, providing diverse environmental and socio-economic contexts for comprehensive data
collection.

Sampling and Participants

Participants will be purposively sampled to include ECD teachers, center managers, parents, and
local education officials who have first-hand experience with climate impacts on early childhood
education. Approximately 20-25 participants will be engaged, ensuring data saturation and
representativeness of varied stakeholder perspectives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Data Collection Methods

Data will be gathered through semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions, facilitating
open-ended dialogue to explore participants’ perceptions of climate change effects on teaching
and learning processes (Kallio et al., 2016). Classroom and community observations may also be
conducted to contextualize findings and observe adaptation strategies. Documentation such as
school records and local climate reports will supplement primary data.

6. Data Analysis
Thematic analysis will be applied to identify recurring patterns and themes within the qualitative
data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This process will involve coding transcripts inductively, developing
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categories that represent participants' experiences, and interpreting how these relate to the broader
phenomenon of climate change impacts on ECD.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval will be sought from the appropriate institutional review boards. Informed consent
will be obtained from all participants, ensuring confidentiality, voluntary participation, and
sensitivity, considering that some may recount distressing experiences tied to climate impacts.
This qualitative methodology is designed to provide a contextually rich and empathetic
understanding of how climate change affects early childhood teaching and learning in Zimbabwe,
informing adaptive educational policies and practices that support resilient and equitable ECD
outcomes.

7. Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study reveal that climate change significantly disrupts the teaching and
learning processes within Early Childhood Development (ECD) settings in Zimbabwe,
corroborating global trends that link environmental instability with educational challenges (IPCC,
2021). Participants reported frequent school closures due to floods and drought-related crises,
which caused interruptions in curriculum delivery and reduced instructional time. These
disruptions directly impede young learners’ continuity in acquiring foundational skills during a
critical developmental stage, echoing concerns raised in similar contexts across Sub-Saharan
Africa (Mugabe, Chiwara, & Matiza, 2020). Consistent with UNICEF’s (2019) emphasis on the
vulnerability of early learners, the data underscore that such environmental adversities negatively
affect the cognitive and emotional well-being of children, complicating both teaching and learning
engagements.

In addition to physical disruptions, the study highlights the socio-economic pressures climate
change imposes on families, which in turn impact learners’ attendance and readiness for school.
Respondents indicated that climate-induced loss of livelihoods, particularly in agrarian
communities, leads to increased child labor, malnutrition, and school dropouts. This finding aligns
with previous research that identifies climate change as a multiplier of educational inequities by
disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations (Chikodzi & Nyamadzawo, 2021). The
compounded socio-economic stress reduces the capacity of parents to support educational
activities at home, placing added responsibility on educators to address gaps amid limited
resources.

Educators themselves experience significant strain as they navigate teaching under conditions of
resource scarcity and psychological stress triggered by climate change events. The study
participants described challenges relating to inadequate infrastructural support, loss of teaching
materials due to weather damage, and emotional fatigue stemming from managing climate-
affected learners. These challenges hinder the delivery of quality education and reflect findings
by Mugabe and Dube (2022), who stress the importance of psychosocial support and capacity-
building initiatives to foster educator resilience in climate-vulnerable contexts. The willingness
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of teachers to adapt and innovate despite such obstacles signals a critical opportunity for targeted
interventions aimed at strengthening educational sustainability.

Notably, the research also uncovers emerging adaptive strategies within communities and schools,
such as localized disaster preparedness education and flexible schooling calendars to
accommodate climate variability. These grassroots adaptations echo global recommendations that
advocate for integrating climate resilience into educational planning and responsiveness (United
Nations, 2015). However, such efforts remain piecemeal and insufficient without comprehensive
policy support and resources to systematically build adaptive educational infrastructure and
curricula tailored for climate resilience in ECD settings, as discussed by several scholars (Mugabe
et al., 2020; UNICEF, 2019).

Collectively, the findings indicate that addressing the effects of climate change on early childhood
teaching and learning in Zimbabwe requires a multifaceted approach. This approach should blend
infrastructural investment, educator support, and inclusive, context-sensitive policies that
prioritize the most vulnerable learners. Furthermore, the study affirms the alignment of such
efforts with national development frameworks and global goals, including the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly those targeting quality education and climate action
(United Nations, 2015). By embedding climate adaptation within ECD, Zimbabwe can protect its
youngest learners from environmental shocks, fostering equitable and resilient education systems
for the future.

8. Conclusion

This study highlights the profound and multifaceted effects of climate change on the teaching and
learning of Early Childhood Development (ECD) in Zimbabwe. Disruptions caused by extreme
weather events, such as floods and droughts, have interrupted educational continuity and
compromised the ability of children to acquire foundational skills critical for their overall
development (Chikodzi & Nyamadzawo, 2021; UNICEF, 2019). These environmental challenges
exacerbate existing educational inequalities, disproportionately affecting children from
socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds and rural communities. The findings underscore
the urgent need for education systems to build resilience and adapt to the increasing
unpredictability of climate impacts.

Educators are at the frontline of managing the immediate consequences of climate change, yet
they face significant challenges including infrastructural damage, resource shortages, and
emotional stress linked to learners’ vulnerabilities (Mugabe & Dube, 2022). Despite these
difficulties, the emerging adaptive strategies within communities suggest opportunities for
integrating climate resilience into educational planning and practice. However, sustainable
progress requires comprehensive policy frameworks, targeted support for teacher capacity-
building, and the development of inclusive curricula that address both climate awareness and
psychosocial wellbeing (United Nations, 2015; Mugabe et al., 2020).

In conclusion, addressing the effects of climate change on early childhood education in Zimbabwe
demands a holistic and coordinated approach that prioritizes environmental, social, and
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educational dimensions. Aligning efforts with national development goals and global frameworks
such as the Sustainable Development Goals can enhance the effectiveness of interventions aimed
at protecting young learners and fostering equitable access to quality education amid climate
uncertainties. Strengthening resilience in ECD will contribute to nurturing a generation capable
of adapting to and mitigating the challenges posed by a changing climate, ultimately supporting
sustainable development in Zimbabwe.
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