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All the bits and pieces were there; 
teachers, pupils, buildings, prelim exams. 
The difference was in the surroundings 
and standard of facilities. As the 4x4 drove 
down the earth road to Linthipe Secondary 
School in the Dedza region of Malawi I 
wondered who and what would meet me 
when the vehicle came to a stop. The two 
training weekends hadn’t quite prepared 
me for the sight of Mr Bwante, the Depute, 
in his maroon suit coming out of the head 
teacher’s office. SQA exams, new 
timetables and end of term rush were all 
behind me; this was the placement phase 
of the Global Teacher Programme. 
 

 
Depute, Mr Bwanti and Mr Tsakalaka the Maths/Science PT. 
 
I don’t think anything really prepares you 
for the reality of living and working in a 
community school in Malawi, but the 
Global Teacher (GT) Programme run by 
Link Community Development (LCD) 
certainly did a good job in pointing me in 
the right direction and supporting the 
programme to allow for significant impact 
in the short, five week, placement. 
 
Dedza District is on the South-western 
shore of Lake Malawi and extends from 
the lake to the Mozambique border. LCD 
has been working with the Scottish 
Executive (now Scottish Government) for 
the last eighteen months to carry out a 
programme of school and district 
improvement. Scottish teachers have 
spent their summer holiday working as 
mentors and trainers for head teachers in 
primary schools in the region. Selected 
schools have demonstrated a certain level 
of organisation and willingness to “buy in” 
to the development process before they 
have a GT assigned to them. This year 
was the second year of teacher 
placement, and I was the first teacher to 
work with a secondary school. 
 
Mr Bwanti accorded a typically warm 
African welcome (“Muli Bwanji!”) and 

introduced me to Mr Chikafa the Head 
teacher. Our introductory chat was 
interrupted by the arrival of a newly 
qualified female teacher who had been 
sent to the school by the District. 
 
“What do you teach?” was Mr Bwanti’s 
question. When the reply was “Home 
Economics” there was disappointment. 
“We don’t have facilities for Home 
Economics at Linthipe. What else can you 
teach?” 
“Oh, Geography as well.” 
“Excellent, we need Geography.” 
The tour of the school was brief – well you 
don’t need much time to see round a 
compact staffroom/admin building, 
unfinished assembly hall and four identical 
brick buildings divided into two classrooms 
each (the year groups of one hundred 
pupils are split into two groups for 
teaching purposes – that is when there is 
a full complement of teachers. The 
present compliment consists of eight 
rather than twelve needed for the school 
to run efficiently. Since the head and 
depute arrived (in late January and early 
February respectively), two teachers have 
left to work in higher salaried private 
schools, one relocated to Northern Malawi 
where his family were based, and a fourth 
died of an AIDS related illness.). 
 

Teachers at Linthipe 
 
In the remaining four weeks of my 
placement I heard that the 
geography/home economics teacher was 
reluctant to come to the school, as there 
was no suitable accommodation in the 
village (i.e. a room with electricity and 
appropriate cooking and washing 
facilities). I felt slightly guilty as I was 
staying in a shed that had a socket and a 
light bulb that worked, providing there 
wasn’t a blackout from ESCOM (the 
Malawian electricity company). Who 
knows, maybe they will be able to offer the 
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room to that teacher now that I have 
returned to Scotland. 
 
Education is 80% donor funded in Malawi, 
which means that a lot of time is spent 
reporting back to donor organisations. 
Links between schools and the District can 
be quite fragile and are not helped by the 
transport and communications “infra-
structure”. Policies are in evidence and 
schools make an effort to implement them. 
 
There are different categories of 
Secondary School ranging from Kamuzu 
Academy in the capital, Lilongwe, through 
National Secondary Schools to community 
boarding schools, day schools and finally 
open day schools, where those who didn’t 
qualify for the community day school 
through the Primary School exit exams 
attend. 
 
Primary education is free and supported 
by a network of primary education 
advisers (PEAs), but there is no equivalent 
in the fee paying secondary sector. The 
first term fees (£6) include a levy of slightly 
less than £1, used by the school to 
purchase additional textbooks. Since the 
average cost of a textbook is in the region 
£4 - £5, the opportunity to improve the 
library stock is limited (of the 337 pupils at 
the school, roughly 10% have difficulty in 
paying fees leaving approx £250 for both 
books and consumable resources). 
 
Requests for educational materials are 
submitted to the District who despatch 
vouchers to be exchanged for goods. 
Schools don’t always get vouchers for the 
goods they requested. For example, a 
request for filing cabinet stationery 
resulted in vouchers for fuel. 
 

 
Pupils feedback on some mathematics problems 

 
Teaching style is very similar to what you 
would see in a typical Scottish school. In 

the lessons observed there were 
examples of paired, group and practical 
work. 
 
Teaching was interactive with a lot of open 
questioning and students were involved in 
feedback, both verbal and on the 
chalkboards. Students were quite at home 
with the chalkboard – they were often 
seen in the evening working on additional 
exercises set for them by teachers. In fact, 
teachers themselves were often found late 
on in the evenings doing extra work with 
the students. When you consider that 
some of them did not have electricity at 
home, it is maybe not so surprising. 
Sunrise was approx 06.15 and sunset 
17.45, there was not much else to do 
outside school times (07.30 – 15.30), so a 
couple of hours of extra work helps to fill in 
the other daylight hours and keeps you out 
of the “bottle store”. 
 

 
Large class sizes help students to keep warm in the winter 
 
The facilities are a far cry from the latest 
state-of-the-art wireless networked 
schools of 21st Century Scotland. All 
rooms are single-brick walls with 
corrugated steel roofs (no ceilings). The 
windows are mainly intact, but the wind 
manages to find any gaps in the frames 
and open/broken windows allow a decent 
breeze to ventilate the rooms. Since there 
is no heating, the winter mornings result in 
pupils grouping three to a double desk (old 
style, wooden seat and desk joined into a 
single unit by steel tubing in the “old-
fashioned” style) to stay warm. 
 
The school grounds are fairly extensive 
and there are netball hoops as well as 
football posts and a volleyball area without 
a net. There are other uses for the ground 
in Malawi. Any building project requires 
bricks which are made locally in the 
winter-time by simply digging a pit, adding 
water and tramping in the pit until a good 
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consistency of mud is obtained. A mould is 
made and the resulting mud brick is 
allowed to dry out before being stacked 
and a fire set around the stack. The 
resulting bricks are good enough for the 
single story buildings characteristic of the 
area. 
 
The bare earth surrounding the buildings 
creates irritating dust clouds when the 
wind gets up, and has to be swept by 
miscreants who transgress the school 
rules. It presents a problem when end of 
term exams come up. Since there are not 
enough desks, and the rooms are not 
heated, students prefer to sit with papers 
on knees, scattered around in the 
sunshine. Invigilation is therefore 
“interesting”, but since there is a jail 
sentence for cheating in Malawi school 
examinations the problem doesn’t arise. 
 
The school grounds also provide the local 
water supply which comes from a 
borehole: very convenient for the 9.30 tea 
and doughnut break. The borehole also 
provides a distraction for the pupils who 
want to stay out in the sun on cold 
mornings. There are always locals happy 
to have their water pumped for them. 
Teachers from the school are learning 
how to fix the pump when things go wrong 
– which is, thankfully, quite rare. 
 

 
Lithium metal and sulphuric acid on the same shelf! 

 
In order to avoid being drafted in as an 
auxiliary teacher for the four weeks, I 
decided to make out an inventory of the 
science equipment in the school. Junior 
Certificate (JC) and Malawi School (MS) 
science and Agriculture exams have a 
practical paper as part of the assessment. 
Since the science equipment inventory 
consists of a decent supply of bottles of 
acid and a large range of fairly random 
chemicals, a few batteries, bulbs, random 
pieces of salvaged wire, a three-beam 

balance and a few lenses, scope for pupils 
to develop practical skills is severely 
limited. In fact, there are no laboratory 
facilities in the school, so pupils may get to 
see the occasional demonstration of a 
simple experiment. There were some 
“Camping Gaz” bottles (no burners) and 
paraffin burners in the store, but storing 
liquid fuel is a problem. 
 

 
The physics resources 

 
Pupils have to write down experimental 
details from the board and borrow from the 
limited supply of textbooks to supplement 
the lack of resources. Although the 
practical exams are fairly simple, and for 
the physics elements almost entirely of the 
“Describe how you would … “ variety, the 
pupils rarely get a chance to develop 
practical skills. 
 
The JC exams taken at the end of Form 2 
and the MS exams at the end of Form 4 
are roughly equivalent to Standard Grade 
and Higher exams in the Scottish system. 
The range of subjects offered at the 
school was much less than in Scotland – 
English, Mathematics, Chichewa, History, 
Bible Knowledge, Geography, Agriculture, 
Biology and Physical Sciences. Pupils 
also have “Social” which explores areas 
such as Aids Awareness and social 
development, but neither PE nor music is 
offered. An after-school drama group is 
currently being supervised by the Depute, 
with performances at school Variety 
Shows. Football and netball facilities are 
available on the school campus. Singing is 
a strong part of the culture, but is not seen 
as something to be developed in the 
education system. 
 
Progression beyond the JC stage and 
success at MS level is weighted towards 
male students. Some of the factors behind 
this are out-with the control of the school, 
which has a very positive emphasis on 
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gender equality. Students living beyond 
walking/cycling distance “self-board”, i.e. 
they rent basic rooms together with other 
pupils (there may be between 5–10 
sharing) which means they have to look 
after themselves. Time spent shopping, 
cooking and cleaning eats into study time, 
and since there is no electricity to light the 
rooms no work can be done after about 6 
pm. 
 

 
Not quite what we expect to see in Scotland 

 
Since Linthipe is a Trading centre, there is 
a large throughput of male traders and 
drivers who exploit the poverty of some of 
the more vulnerable girls with offers of 
cheap mobile phones or phone cards in 
exchange for their favours. Even local 
community members get implicated in this 
kind of behaviour, so the PTA is planning 
to build a hostel in order to provide a 
better opportunity for girls to focus on 
achieving higher standards. 
 

 
Pupil artists draw attention to the dangers of HIV-AIDS 

 
The school does its best to warn about the 
exploitation, but cannot supervise the girls 
round the clock. Reports always get back 
to the staff about students who get sucked 
into this trap and parents are involved in 
an attempt to recover the situation. 
Persistent offenders are expelled in an 
attempt to emphasise the seriousness of 
the situation. The HIV-AIDS programme is 

another vehicle to warn against “immoral 
behaviour” and there are “cartoonists” 
among the pupils who produce posters for 
the school notice board. 
 
The school also discourages “immoral 
behaviour” between male and female 
students and students who are allegedly 
involved in this way have to answer to the 
Depute as well as their parents. Could you 
imagine patrolling your town streets after 
dark to check on which of your students 
were “coupling up”? 
 
Having touched on some of the negative 
tensions in the school, there are 
outstanding examples of positive learners 
and an ethos of achievement. Although 
my role at the school was not that of a 
stand-in teacher but rather as mentor to 
provide peer support, I did have the 
privilege of helping my colleagues with 
some teaching during their staffing crisis. 
During the short block of five lessons on 
Nuclear Physics I was impressed by the 
level of questions brought by the students 
in response to what had been taught. 
They have a fantastic level of 
concentration and go over details very 
thoroughly. Not only so, they also seem to 
be able to remember things that were said 
in the course of discussion and link them 
with the written notes. 
 

 
Pupils put in some extra time with their algebra 

 
Some of the students remain behind and 
practise problem solving using chalk and 
the chalkboards in the classroom. Some 
even come looking for you to help them 
with fiendish Algebra problems set as 
coursework. 
 
I mentioned at the beginning that there 
were many similarities with the school 
experience in Scotland. Teenagers are 
teenagers the world over - the only 
difference with Scotland is in degree. 
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Despite the appalling lack of facilities, the 
overall level of respect for, and 
cooperation with, staff was tremendous. 
Despite the lack of possessions the 
willingness to share often put me to 
shame. 
 
The students were quite reserved, initially, 
which surprised me. I had expected them 
to come with questions about life in 
Scotland, but they didn’t seem to know 
what questions to ask - just like my own 
students back home.  
 
Once they realised that I was quite safe 
they made use of me to help them with 
their individual learning when they 
practised problem solving after school. 
They also accompanied me on a walk up 
Chongoni Mountain, a respectful 2000 ft of 
ascent from the plain at 4500 ft. I can’t 
remember filling out a risk assessment 
form either.  
 

 
We’ve been to the mountain top … 

 
Despite the huge work burden created by 
the 66% staffing level, the enormous 
dedication and commitment of staff was a 
beacon of hope for the students. Although 
the tradition is very much one of formal 
deference towards staff there was also a 
great ethos of cooperation which flowed 
from the community values in the country. 
 
The role of the Community will be vital for 
the development of education in the area. 
The newly formed PTA seems keen to be 
actively involved. Malawians achieve a lot 
through the community spirit that still 
exists. Perhaps this is something we can 
learn from in Scotland and recover before 
we lose the notion of partnership, which is 
so central to the future of education in 
Malawi. 
 
Would I recommend colleagues to 
participate in the Global Teachers 

Programme? It is a great opportunity to 
experience a different culture and really 
discover what life is like in Malawi. Four 
weeks of living with a host family puts a 
whole new perspective on the process of 
school development. After a few days of 
working out how long it would be before I 
could be back in my comfort zone, I began 
to get accustomed to the way of life and 
realised that you had to put the state of 
the school into the context of the area, and 
of the country as a whole. 
 
Sharing with my host family and their 
friends, as well as working with the 
teachers over a period of four weeks was 
just long enough to establish a sense of 
partnership. I have been in cell phone 
contact with both Mr Fosa (host) and Mr 
Chikafa (head teacher) since returning to 
Scotland, and find myself fitting easily 
back into the memories that I came away 
with. This aspect of the programme is 
possibly the one that has affected me 
most. Malawi is known as “The Warm 
Heart of Africa” and this was very much 
borne out in practise. Maybe the slower 
pace of life had something to do with it, 
but people had time for one another and 
didn’t get irritated if their schedule was 
interrupted. 
 

 
LINK! 

 
The programme included some time to 
see Lake Malawi and experience a little 
rest and recreation, sample local culture 
and purchase traditional craft products. 
“Just chatting” with the local LCD staff and 
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host families were the best times though 
and will be remembered when the images 
get a little faded. 
 
The phrase “life-changing experience” can 
often become clichéd. As you get older 
you realise that there are many “life-
changing experiences” in many shapes 
and forms. The GTP scheme has fantastic 
potential to see how far partnership 
between two very different cultures can 
go. In that sense it is very much a life-
changing experience for both Global 
Teachers and for the communities they 
have been involved with in Malawi. 
 

 
Cultural Exchange 

 
 

 
My host family 

 
 

 
Traditional dance practice – or is it an aerobics class? 

 

 
Pupils performing at National Education Day Celebrations 

 
 

 
Creative and Aesthetic students at the Variety Show 

 
 

 
PTA gets a good turn out from the local parents 

 
 

 
INSET at Linthipe – Coca Cola is obligatory 
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A new dawn 

 

 
The future … 

 

 
… is already here 

 

 
The Real Future … out of the shadows? 

 
Dr Archie Marshall from The Community School of 
Auchterarder (Secondary) was on placement at Linthipe 
Secondary School, Dedza District, Malawi, with LINK 
Community Development, supported by the SSTA and the 
Scottish Executive (now Scottish Government). 

Potential 

Traditional culture 

Time for R & R 

Time for contemplation 


