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For more than ten years, students from Radford University and Virginia Tech have traveled 
together for a month in the summers to work and learn in public 
schools in the Domasi area of Malawi, a small country in sub-Saharan 
Africa.  Most of these university students are future teachers and the 
primary activities of the trip relate to teaching English to the school 
children who will be expected to take a written examination 
administered entirely in English after standard (grade) 8 in order to 
qualify to proceed to secondary school.   
 

Because English is actually a third 
language that students do not 
begin learning until standard three or four, it is not at all 
surprising that very few learners successfully pass the test 
and progress beyond primary school.  Most teachers in 
Malawi are proficient in English and students are fairly 
motivated to succeed; however, time and lack of 
exposure to 
English work 
against them and 
many students 
drop out long 

before Standard 8 because of competing family needs 
at home.  University students from the U.S. find that 
time spent in Malawi is rich and rewarding, but it is 
recognized from the start that speaking English with 
the children for a short few weeks serves mostly as a 
cultural exchange for all involved.     
 
Knowing that best efforts in the short term reap few long term effects beyond opportunities for 
cultural awareness and goodwill for the Malawian children themselves, it is important to 
recognize that the lasting benefit of this study abroad experience is for the future U. S. teachers 

Malemia Primary School 



who make the trip.  These developing professionals engage their hearts and minds in service 
that transforms them forever into teachers with a fuller understanding of the privileges and 
responsibilities held by educators in a more developed country.     
 

These students who will be teachers come away 
with a deeper recognition of the typical 
American materialism that plays out daily in our 
society and even in our public schools.   They 
have worked in dark classrooms in Malawi with 
more than 100 children sitting on the floor 
sharing stubs of pencils and tattered exercise 
books where their teachers use only their voices 
and a chalkboard to convey their lessons in a 
“call and response” structure.  They learn that 
teaching and learning can take place without 
many books or pencils and, certainly without the 

computers, projectors and smartboards that are often 
take for granted.  The relationship and direct 
communication between the teacher and the student 
can be all that is necessary to create an environment 
where students can and do learn.    
 
When the group first arrives at the school, many are 
overtaken by an awareness of the absence of the 
trappings of school that are taken for granted in the 
United States.  There is no electricity and no glass in the 
windows.  Some of the classrooms are without desks and 
the bookshelves which were contributed by an earlier 
Radford University student group are nearly bare.   A closer look, however, reveals evidence of 
many of the same structures that support student learning in U.S. schools clearly present in this 
small village in Sub-Saharan Africa.   
 
To illustrate this point, the Learning Forward Standards for Professional Learning will be used 
as a framework for sharing some of what can be witnessed at Malemia Primary from a 
perspective of strength and appreciation.   Leadership, Learning Communities, Learning 
Designs, Resources, Implementation, Data, and Outcomes are as important and relevant to this 
less developed country’s educational system as they are in every school anywhere in the world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Leadership 
 
Ms. Esther Majawa is the Head Teacher of 
Malemia Primary School.  Before being promoted 
to this position, she was a successful standard 1 
teacher at a nearby primary school in the 
neighboring village.  Ms. Majawa performs all of 
the typical duties of a school principal including 
scheduling, supervision of instruction and school-
wide assemblies like the one pictured here.  
 

As can be seen in the image to the right, Ms. Majawa 
also leads the school in developing improvement 
plans that include multiple stakeholder groups who 
develop goals related to specific identified issues that 
stand in the way of academic achievement for many.  
This chart, written in Chichewa, the primary language 
of the country, articulates goals, responsible parties, 
necessary resources to accomplish those goals, 
timelines and evidence of success.  Responsible 
parties in this case include a mothers group, the 
school committee, the PTA, and the teachers at the 
school.  Stated goals are related to pressing issues 
such as school attendance (especially for girls), nutrition and sanitation.  As we know, it is 
difficult to focus on academics when our basic human needs are not met.   
 
Learning Communities 
 

Mr. Innocent Chimkango is the Assistant Head 
Teacher at Malemia Primary.  Here he is meeting 
with a group of teachers to articulate a plan for the 
school feeding program which has been supported 
by the partnership with Radford University.  The 
program has had many stops and starts as we 
continue to learn 
how to sustain a 
successful long 
distance 

relationship between visits to Malawi. A learning community 
in this case is in evidence both among the local school 
professionals and across cultures as the faculties of both 
institutions (Malemia Primary and Radford University) strive 
to learn with and from one another as depicted in the image 
on the right. An important lesson for U.S. partners has come in 



the form of greater humility and recognition that the school community knows best what they 
need and what will be effective and sustainable in the environment in which they work and 
learn each day.  
 
 

 
Learning Designs 
 
The Malawi Institute of Education is located just a 
couple of miles from Malemia Primary and serves 
as the country’s governmental curriculum 
development and training center.  Malawi’s 
educational curriculum is determined at the 
national level and is based primarily on the British 
system of schooling.   
 
 

 
 
 
Implementation  
 
As in the U.S., implementation of policies and practices 
determined by the government is left to the school 
leadership and the classroom teachers to implement.  
The 2016 visitors from the U.S. noted an increase in 
hands on manipulatives and visual aids in the classrooms 
where Malawian student teachers were teaching.  One 
student teacher was observed setting up a marketplace 
in the classroom to teach the students the ins and outs 
of buying and selling.  
 
 



Resources 
 

Evidence of positive teacher preparation and 
instructional practices can also be seen in the 
creative use of materials to enrich the learning 
experience.  The types of teaching resources that are 
taken for granted in the United States are difficult to 
come by in Malawi.  While there, participants in the 
program learn about an ingenious way of thinking 
called TALULAR - Teaching and Learning Using 
Locally Available Resources.    
 

Teachers in Malawi use what is available to them to 
make learning tools like this simple counter made of a 
stick, string and bottle caps collected by the children 
over time.  As Lindsay puts in, “These students took 
pride in their “counters” and really looked at what was 
around them and how they could use it for school.”   
 
Learn more about the TALULAR philosophy and 
common practices here: 
http://www.unevoc.unesco.org/  
 
 
Data 

 
As in the U.S., data is collected on everything 
from student examination pass rates to 
teacher attendance.  Carefully handwritten 
charts like those on the left adorn every wall 
of the school office that also serves as a 
teacher meeting place reminding everyone of 
stated goals and progress toward those goals.  

 
 



Outcomes 
 
As guests in the school, U.S. visitors are not privy to most 
of the collected data nor how it is utilized.   Nevertheless, it 
is apparent that the school has been working for many 
years on increasing school attendance and retention for 
girls.  It has been a privilege to bear witness to some small 
progress in this regard.   
 
In 2008, Radford University partnered with Malemia 
Primary to start what has come to be called the “Girls 
Empowerment Project.” Ten girls were selected to receive special support and encouragement 
to remain in school.  The girls were selected based on two criteria: academic potential and 
factors putting them at risk for possibly leaving school at the onset of puberty.  Girls often find 
the lack of privacy at school and the lack of reliable menstrual protection insurmountable.  
Families often make the decision to keep their daughters home at this time.   
 
At the start of the Girls Empowerment Project, families of these ten received some minimal 
support in the form of household items such as sugar, flour, and blankets as incentives to 
encourage their daughters to stay in school. The girls also received a small stipend to cover the 
cost of a school uniform and exercise books and a bit of extra 
attention by the U.S. students and family members in the form of 
letters of encouragement.  Those who passed the examination 
after Standard 8 were promised financial support for 
secondary school expenses as long as they remained in school.   
 
In 2014, it was heartening to find that seven of the ten girls were 
still attending various schools in and around their home 
community.  During the 2016 visit this summer, several of the 
girls, now young women, had plans to sit for their Form 4 
examination in the weeks that followed our visit.  Faculty here are 
anxiously awaiting news on the results of this examination 
which will, if passed, qualify these young women for the equivalent of a high school diploma.  In 
the photos above, one of the girls named Edna is pictured in 2008 (center of the gathering 
above) and again in 2016 as she proudly sought out the group to share her good news and 
hopes to attend nursing school in the near future.  
 



These are the kinds of outcomes that are still rare for girls in Malawi, particularly in small 
villages like the one where the group spends most of their time.  Nevertheless, there is hope 
that progress is being made.  At the request of the teachers, female preservice teachers from 
the U.S. have worked with groups of girls to provide materials and instruction to sew “petal 

pads” to protect them from inconvenience 
and embarrassment during their monthly 
cycles.  It is hoped that these students will 
train others in this environmentally friendly 
practice to make their lives more 
manageable at school. When practical 
needs like this are addressed, young women 
like Edna are determined and perseverant 
when supported by leaders like Ms. 
Majawa, an appropriate curriculum, and a 
community of teachers, families and 
partners from abroad who commit energy 
and resources toward her success.   
 

The major outcome for the Radford University and Virginia Tech students who have made this 
trip to Malawi over the last decade is one of perspective and disposition.  Many of the alumnae 
of the program are now teachers in Virginia public schools who began their professional 
learning in our universities, enhanced that learning with a rich and life changing cultural 
experience, and are continuing to develop as professionals in schools where we hope the 
Professional Learning Standards are at play every day in their lives to make them better 
equipped to meet the learning needs of their students.    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  


