
The government of Malawi has over the past 

two decades demonstrated an increasing-

ly strong commitment to expanding equitable 

access to education for all children and youth 

in Malawi. This has included the adoption of a 

range of policies and measures specifically tar-

geting girls, particularly those in rural communi-

ties who continue to face acute disadvantages. 

Despite ongoing efforts, widespread gender dis-

parities in education persist indicating that ex-

isting policies have been limited in their impact. 

This paper argues that a key factor influencing 

the impact of girls’ education policies is the ex-

tent to which such policies, and the programming 

that supports them, address cultural dimensions 

of gender inequality in Malawi in their design and 

implementation. Gendered cultural constraints 

affecting girls’ lives, which stem from dominant 

patriarchal beliefs and norms, act as signifi-

cant barriers to girls’ educational opportunities  

and outcomes. Engaging communities in dia-

logue about such norms and practices and their 

effect on girls’ education and development pro-

vides an opportunity for communities to act as 

agents of change. 

In order to examine the interface of policy with 

cultural constraints, this paper uses Malawi’s Re-

admission Policy as a lens into issues confronting 

girls’ education policies in the country in gener-

al. Enacted in 1993, the Readmission Policy al-

lows school-aged mothers in Malawi to resume 

their studies after giving birth, reversing the prior 

policy that banned such students from reenroll-

ing. Although passing this important policy was 

a necessary condition for gender parity, it has 

been insufficient. In fact, many communities and 

schools still have not implemented the provisions 

in the policy and more recently issued govern-

ment guidelines. In addition, many adolescent 
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girls in Malawi fail to return to school for a vari-

ety of reasons that the policy does not adequate-

ly address. 

The analysis of cultural constraints—at commu-

nity, school and household levels—to the imple-

mentation of the Readmission Policy is used here 

as an entry point to discussing opportunities for 

advancing adolescent girls’ education in Malawi 

more generally. This paper focuses on the im-

portance of cultural constraints as a factor that 

affects adolescent girls and on the potential of 

community members to act as agents of change. 

While the focus of this paper is on social norms 

and practices prevalent in many communities in 

Malawi, it recognizes that culture, values, and so-

cial norms not only affect community members 

but all actors, including policymakers at national 

and global level (box 1). Moreover, culture is not 

inherently or uniformly negative or positive. It is a 

powerful and multifaceted force in human society 

that is subject to change and can be channeled 

in support of girls’ education. How such change 

can be facilitated in the context of education pol-

icies and programming in Malawi and the impli-

cations of not doing so are central to this paper.

Building on Malawi’s positive policy framework 

for girls’ education and the significant legacy of 

past programs, this paper emphasizes the impor-

tance of a robust and inclusive vision for educa-

tion that works at both policy and program levels 

and adequately addresses the cultural context. 

This paper argues that to better serve Malawi’s 

girls key policy gaps must be addressed. This 

includes the need to build greater community 

ownership, to engage informal institutions and 

traditional authorities, to include girls’ voices and 

facilitate empowerment, and to appropriately 

match resources with policy on girls’ education. 

In order to address these gaps, the Malawian 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology 

needs to partner with civil society and funding 

partners to launch a new program, the Malawi 

Adolescent Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL), to 

confront the challenges facing adolescent girls’ 

education, with a special focus on addressing 

harmful social norms. AGL emphasizes the need 

to focus attention on the issue of culture and the 

potential of community members as agents of 

change for girls’ education and learning. AGL’s 

six priority areas for action are:

1.	 Community based solutions to change cul-

tural practices contributing to the exclusion 

of girls from school.

2.	 Engagement with traditional authorities to 

enact changes in support of girls’ education.

3.	 Empowerment of girls and women through 

support networks and the development  

of key competencies to enhance individual 

and collective agency.

Box 1: Culture: A Working Definition

Culture may be defined as “systems of shared 
ideas, systems of concepts and rules, and mean-
ings that underlie and are expressed in the ways 
humans live.”1 Culture thus shapes the meaning 
and form of gender identity in particular contexts, 
as well as its unwritten rules that are passed from 
and transformed over generation to generation.2 

Culture influences both the makers and imple-
menters of a particular policy as well as its po-
tential beneficiaries. Studies indicate that cultural 
context has significant implications for policy im-
plementation, especially gender related policies.3 
Some researchers call attention to the fact that pol-
icy implementers are affected by moral discourses 
that affect the way that policies are implemented.4 
Other researchers encourage examination of the 
role of context in implementation of policies on the 
ground.5 Culture is not inherently negative or pos-
itive but a powerful aspect of human society that is 
subject to change.
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4.	 Implementation of participatory monitoring 

and evaluation frameworks to track changes 

in cultural practice and girls’ empowerment.

5.	 Long term commitment of resources by gov-

ernment and funders together with capacity 

building in support of organizations provid-

ing girls’ education.

6.	 Improving girls’ learning outcomes by fur-

ther enhancing community involvement.

To make the case for this new program, this re-

port reviews the education system in Malawi and 

the challenges faced by girls at upper primary 

and secondary level, including pregnancy. From 

there, the paper analyzes the Readmission Policy. 

This case study surfaces enduring lessons learned 

about what is needed in order to address deeply 

rooted cultural barriers to girls’ education. These 

lessons learned are reflected in the recommend-

ed priority action areas of the Malawi Adolescent 

Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL).
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Education in Malawi

A s a part of a commitment to achieving 

gender parity, the government of Malawi 

with the support of major funders has adopted 

a range of policies and programs designed to 

increase girls’ access to school.6 In 1994, the 

government introduced Free Primary Education 

(FPE) and eliminated the school uniform require-

ment, drastically reducing cost related barriers 

to education. Other programs and policies that 

have specifically aimed to promote gender par-

ity include the Girls Attainment in Basic Litera-

cy and Education (GABLE) program and the  

Readmission Policy, both of which were imple-

mented in the early 1990s.

The current National Education Sector Plan in-

cludes various proactive, supply side measures, 

including upgrading school facilities, building 

hostels for girls in Community Secondary Day 

Schools (CDSS) to limit the distance they must 

travel, and instituting a 50:50 enrollment quo-

ta system for girls and boys in all government 

run CDSSs (table 1).7 More recently, in Febru-

ary 2013, the Malawian Parliament passed the 

Gender Equality Law, which criminalizes harm-

Table 1. The Education System in Malawi

Primary 
(standard 1–8)

The official primary school entry age is six years. Since the introduction of free primary 
education in Malawi in 1994, public primary school is free of charge. According to the 
constitution primary school is compulsory, although there is no enforcement mechanism to 
ensure that all children are in school at primary level.

Primary 
examination

At the end of primary school, students take the Primary School Leaving Certificate Examina-
tion, which determines their eligibility for entry into secondary school. 

Secondary 
(forms 1–4)

There are 1,015 secondary schools, 84 percent of which are public and 16 percent of which 
are privately owned. There are two categories of public secondary schools: Community Day 
Secondary Schools (CDSS), and Conventional Secondary Schools (CSS). Selection to CDSS 
is based on a 50:50 quota system for boys and girls. The schools are mostly located in rural 
areas and, given that they are highly subsidized by the government, students pay compar-
atively lower tuition to attend CDSS compared with CSS, although the tuition for CDSS and 
CSS are both prohibitive for many families in Malawi. CSS are owned by the government 
and/or religious institutions and exist only at the national or district levels. CSS have histori-
cally been of higher quality, for example in terms of classroom equipment and teacher qual-
ifications, than most CDSS. Selection is based on merit, although limited boarding space for 
girls means that for every two boys selected, only one girl is admitted to CSS. 

Secondary 
examination

Two years into their secondary studies, students take the national Junior Certificate of Sec-
ondary Education (JCE). Students that fail this exam do not continue on to form 3 (although 
some may elect to repeat form 2 and take the exam again). Students take a second ex-
amination, the Malawi School Certificate Examination (MSCE), two years later at the end 
of form 4. This exam determines whether or not they will receive their Secondary School 
Leaving Certificate and also if they are eligible to take examinations for further education. 

Tertiary Tertiary education is provided by a range of education institutions, including primary and 
secondary teacher training colleges, technical and vocational training schools and univer-
sity colleges. University education is typically four years, although tertiary studies can range 
from two to five years, depending on the area of study. An MSCE certificate is required for 
university entrance, as well as for primary and secondary teacher training. Students can 
enter technical and vocational training with either a JCE or MSCE certificate. 

Note: The formal education system in Malawi follows an 8–4–4 structure: eight years of primary, four years of secondary, and typically four years of tertiary-
level education.

Sources: Malawi Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MOEST), Education Statistics 2012 (Lilongwe: Education Management Information System, 
Department of Education Planning, 2013); SACMEQ, “Malawi: Education Fact Sheet,” http://www.sacmeq.org/sacmeq-members/malawi/education-fact-
sheet; Constitution of the Republic of Malawi, Chapter III, Section 13f (“Education”), ii.

http://www.sacmeq.org/sacmeq-members/malawi/education
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ful traditional practices and promotes equal 

access to education. The government has also 

demonstrated its commitment to prioritizing 

girls’ education through the Millennium De-

velopment Goals Acceleration Framework for 

Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in 

Malawi (MAF) (2013–15). The MAF aims to fast-

track the achievement of lagging Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) by focusing on in-

terventions for the girl child as a key entry point. 

The MAF outlines interventions to accelerate 

the achievement of MDG 3 (“Promote gender 

equality and empower women”) by supporting 

the girl child in gaining life skills through edu-

cation, access to sexual and reproductive health 

services and economic empowerment.

Despite these efforts, widespread gender dis-

parities manifest at upper levels of primary (ta-

ble 2). Female students drop out at higher rates 

and complete school at lower rates than their 

male counterparts. Malawi has achieved gen-

der parity and almost universal enrollment in 

primary school (51 percent of all students who 

are enrolled in primary are girls versus 49 per-

cent boys).8 Yet, according to Education Man-

agement Information Systems (EMIS) data, girls’ 

survival rate from the first to eighth grade of 

primary school is only 31 percent, compared to 

45 percent for boys.9 In 2010, gross enrollment 

for girls in secondary school was 17 percent 

compared to 22 percent for boys.10 By the time 

students reach upper secondary (form 4), girls 

comprise approximately 42 percent of enrolled 

students while boys comprise 58 percent. This 

indicates a drop in the gender parity index (GPI) 

from 1.04 at the beginning of primary to 0.72 

by upper secondary.11 Older data from 2006 re-

veals that only 7 percent of girls complete upper 

secondary versus 15 percent of boys.12 The cost 

and limited provision of Community Day Sec-

ondary Schools and Conventional Secondary 

Schools are important barriers that keep both 

boys and girls out of school.13 

Table 2. School Access and Completion by 
Gender (percent) 

Measure Girls Boys

Access to primary (standard 1) 101 97

Primary completion (standard 8) 31 45

Access to lower secondary 
(forms 1–2)

22 30

Lower secondary completion 17 27

Access to upper secondary  
(forms 3–4)

10 22

Upper secondary completion 7 15
Sources: Malawi Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology (MOEST), 
Education Statistics 2012 (Lilongwe: Education Management Information 
System, Department of Education Planning, 2013); World Bank, The 
Education System in Malawi, World Bank Working Paper 182 (Washington: 
World Bank, 2010).

Girls from rural and poor households face the 

greatest barriers to school access and retention 

(figure 1). Because 84 percent of Malawi’s pop-

ulation lives in rural areas14 and 50.7 percent of 

the population lives in poverty,15 rural and poor 

girls constitute a significant portion of Malawi’s 

school age population. Primary and secondary 

school data indicate that the children from the 

poorest households are underrepresented at the 

primary level and are close to absent at the sec-

ondary level. Primary school completion among 

rural students is 34 percentage points lower 

than those of urban students. Similarly, the com-

pletion rate for students in the poorest income 

quintile is 44 percentage points lower than the 

richest income quintile. This reflects the “triple 

handicap” of being poor, rural and female, 

which is the situation for the majority of women 

and girls in Malawi.16 These overlapping forms 

of disadvantage impact educational attainment, 

as shown in the following graph.
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Not only are girls struggling to stay in school, 

they are struggling to learn while in school. Girls’ 

pass rates are 13 digits lower than boys at the 

end of primary school.17 This implies that fewer 

girls receive Primary School Leaving Certificates 

than boys and fewer girls are accepted to mer-

it based, higher quality Conventional Second-

ary Schools. The Southern and Eastern Africa 

Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality 

(SACMEQ) 2007 regional testing results reveal 

than learning is poor across the board but worse 

for girls. Only 22 percent of girls in grade six, for 

example, achieved basic competence in literacy, 

compared with 31.3 percent of boys.18 

Figure 1: Education Disparities in Malawi
A

ve
ra

ge
 n

um
be

r 
of

 y
ea

rs
 o

f s
ch

oo
lin

g  
(A

ge
 g

ro
up

 1
7-

22
 y

ea
rs

)

Malawi
6.93 years

Education poverty

Extreme education poverty

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

• Zimbabwe (10.47)

• Swaziland (8.67)

• Nigeria (6.77)

• Chad (2.7)

• Niger (1.36)

Richest
9.51

Poorest	
4.92

Urban
5.31*

Rural
4.37

Male
4.77

Female
3.89

Data source: Global Monitoring Report World Inequality Database on Education.

Source: The World Inequalities
Database on Edducation. 2010 Data.

*Reflects average number of years of schooling for  
urban poor. Data for urban poorest not available.



At the Interface of Policy and Cultural Change 
Engaging Communities in Support of Girls’ Education in Malawi

Center for Universal Education
73

Malawi’s Readmission 
Policy

Since the early 1990s, the government of Ma-

lawi has worked to improve gender equali-

ty. Free Primary Education was passed in 1994, 

which marked a sea change in government 

policy and also in girls’ access to education. A 

number of partners of the Ministry of Education, 

Science and Technology working in girls’ edu-

cation in the early 1990s recognized the need 

not just for programming for girls but also for 

a parallel policy response. One of the policies 

adopted during this period as a result of coor-

dinated advocacy was the landmark Readmis-

sion Policy (box 2). This responded to the issue 

of pregnancy as a cause of girls’ exclusion from 

school (box 3). 

The Readmission Policy reversed the practice of 

expelling girls who became pregnant. This policy 

was adopted in 1993, during the time that FPE 

was being formulated. The policy came about 

as a result of civil society efforts and research on 

adolescent girls. GABLE project staff, Creative 

Associates International, Inc., and staff at Cre-

ative Associates (who later founded the Creative 

Centre for Community Mobilization) worked on 

social mobilization campaigns promoting girls’ 

education in communities across Malawi in the 

early 1990s. They saw first-hand the problem of 

girls’ dropping out of school due to pregnancy. 

Some of the girls they reached through the mo-

bilization campaigns were inspired to return to 

school but were not permitted to do so. These 

groups, together with the Forum for African 

Women Educationalists in Malawi (FAWEMA),  

advocated for a policy that would allow child 

mothers back into school. At the same time, in 

1991 a Ministry of Health report brought atten-

tion to the increased number of girls dying due 

to unsafe abortions.19 As a result of all these 

efforts, and based on her own inquiry into the 

matter, the minister of education put the policy 

in place, making Malawi one of the first African 

countries to officially allow school age mothers 

to return to school. 

The analysis of the Readmission Policy provided 

in the next section highlights certain patriarchal 

cultural practices and beliefs that act as imped-

iments to girls’ education in Malawi today. In-

deed, the need to address cultural constraints at 

the community level has been recognized by key 

actors working on girls’ education in Malawi. 

The complementary programming in support 

of the Readmission Policy implemented under 

GABLE, however, was not enough and was not 

sustained for long enough to facilitate lasting 

change in cultural practices and was not sus-

tained after 2002 when funding from the U.S. 

Agency for International Development (USAID) 

ended. The policy has therefore been limited in 

its effectiveness and impact.
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Cultural Constraints to 
Girls’ Education in the 
Context of the Readmission 
Policy

The Readmission Policy aims to address the 

problem of girls dropping out of school due to 

pregnancy, which is in part a symptom of deeply 

rooted cultural discrimination against girls. Social 

norms that privilege males over females, along 

with cultural practices such as initiation ceremo-

nies, powerfully shape girls’ lives in Malawi.  

It should be noted that such gendered cultural 

practices in Malawi have varied in prevalence, 

form and function over time. A historical con-

textualization that adequately accounts for the 

impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, the role of re-

ligion, growing economic inequality, and other 

broad influences in Malawi cannot be offered 

here. Neither is it being suggested that culture is 

inherently negative or something only “tradition-

al” rural communities possess.

As described in the following sections, the cul-

turally informed attitudes and actions of key ac-

tors, such as local community leaders and head 

teachers, influence how policy is received and 

implemented on the ground. Similarly, gendered 

cultural norms and values deter both households 

and girls themselves from seeking readmission. 

Furthermore the cultural constraints faced by girls 

are not restricted to the school. Girls are part of 

the broader community, and the cultural biases 

that impede their education cut across multiple 

sites. Therefore, this section examines the cultural 

constraints operating at the community, house-

hold and school levels that limit the implemen-

tation and potential impact of the Readmission 

Policy and other girls’ education policies.

The Community Level

The tendency for community level cultural insti-

tutions in most rural areas26 to inculcate a deep 

value for marriage and to encourage sexual ac-

tivity at an early age pose a barrier to girls’ re-

enrollment in school after becoming pregnant.27 

Indeed, 20 percent of school age mothers in 

Malawi interviewed in a UNICEF study pointed 

to community pressure as an obstacle to their 

return to school.28 A central paradox in the Ma-

lawian context is that patriarchal cultural beliefs 

and practices shape sexual behaviors and con-

structions of gender identity that often lead to 

pregnancies, while at the same time they con-

tribute to the stigmatization of unmarried teen-

age mothers and their exclusion from school.29 

The role of initiation in Malawi is a central as-

pect of many communities’ culture, and in rural 

areas, a majority of girls undergo either tradi-

tional or church based initiation. This takes dif-

ferent forms but is basically a rite of passage that 

marks entry into adulthood, for either males or 

females. In the absence of formal educational 

institutions, initiations were historically meant to 

teach children life and survival skills, home and 

community care, sexual and reproductive health, 

and personal hygiene. However, during initiation 

girls are taught that their femininity is based on 

their sexuality and on their continuing to abide by 

patriarchal norms. They are prepared for mar-

riage and are often initiated into sex by an older 

man or boy at the end of their initiation period, 

after which their chances of becoming pregnant 

and then dropping out of school are significant.30 

Christianity is also a strong influence in Malawi 

and churches offer a parallel initiation institu-

tion in many communities to the traditional one. 

While girls are instructed not to engage in sex 



At the Interface of Policy and Cultural Change 
Engaging Communities in Support of Girls’ Education in Malawi

Center for Universal Education
75

outside of marriage in these church based initia-

tions, they still receive strong messages about the 

subservient role of females in society.

While the age at which initiation takes place var-

ies among different tribal groups within Malawi, 

overall the age has decreased over the years 

because of financial pressures on families that 

want to ensure the marriageability of their girls, 

and initiation counselors who receive remunera-

tion for their services. The rise in the number of 

young girls (some as young as 8 or 10) under-

going the ceremony has increased the potential 

harm of this practice. Initiation counselors play 

a heavy role in gender scripting and are high-

ly valued by Malawian society, given their per-

ceived role in grooming girls into good wives, 

mothers and caretakers. Initiation institutions 

also involve mystery and recreation and thus ap-

peal to youth and adults, a feature that creates 

an additional barrier to confronting the negative 

aspects of this practice. It is common for parents 

to willingly absent their children from school in 

order for them to attend initiation ceremonies 

(box 4).31

While cultural institutions encourage girls to 

have premarital sex, often with older men, a 

girl’s reputation is nonetheless tarnished if the 

sex results in pregnancy but not marriage and 

she will likely be subject to ridicule and sexu-

al harassment by male peers and adults.32 If a 

girl becomes pregnant, whether as a result of 

an initiation ceremony or for any other reason, 

the dominant message she and her family re-

ceive is that marriage should occur immediately, 

taking precedence over school. If the girl does 

not marry, in addition to the stigma of being an 

unwed mother, it is generally believed that re-

turning to school will increase the chances of her 

falling pregnant again and reduce the possibili-

ties for marriage even further.33 It is notable that 

the category of unwed mothers in Malawi has 

grown significantly in numbers in recent years. 

In the past, it was much more likely that a man 

would marry the girl he impregnated. As men’s 

Box 4. Mary’s Story 

The story of Mary, a 14 year old mother whose 
pregnancy resulted from her participation in ini-
tiation practices, is a common story of adolescent 
mothers in the southern part of Malawi. At a young 
age, Mary shouldered the responsibility of head-
ing her family’s household and taking care of her 
three siblings. Her father died when she was only 
a toddler, and her mother left their home to work 
at a tea estate. In Mary’s village, girls traditionally 
undergo a first initiation ceremony, chiputu, before 
menstruation. After her first menstrual cycle, a girl 
participates in a second initiation, chinamwali. On 
both occasions, girls are instructed to have sex as 
a practice to sexually satisfy their future husband.

“At the age of 10, I underwent chiputu initiation,” 
Mary recounts. “Upon graduation, I was told to 
practice sexual intercourse. A boy from [a nearby 
household] approached me to have sex.” Her first 
sexual experience did not result in pregnancy, as 
Mary had not yet reached sexual maturity. Mary 
continues:

“When I reached puberty at the age of 13, I un-
derwent chinamwali initiation. Upon graduation, 
the 22 girls being initiated and I were instructed 
to have sex. A fishmonger from the village ap-
proached me. Though he was old and married, 
I was not afraid because I had been instructed to 
accept any man that comes my way. I had sex with 
him twice. Later I realized that I was pregnant. 
When I told him that I was pregnant, he did not 
respond. My baby is now four months old, but [the 
father] has never provided any support.”

Within the two years of undergoing initiation cere-
monies, over 70 percent of girls in Mary’s village 
drop out of school due to pregnancy and mar-
riage. Of the 23 girls in Mary’s initiation camp, 61 
percent became pregnant within two years. A total 
of five are now married, and nine have children 
out of wedlock. 
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marriage practices have changed, in part due to 

the HIV/AIDS epidemic and economic consider-

ations, many more girls who become pregnant 

remain unmarried. Unmarried mothers lack so-

cial standing, suffer from stigma, and are still 

often unable to return to school.

In addition to initiation ceremonies, other cultur-

al practices in local communities have an impact 

on the lives of adolescent girls and shape sexu-

al behavior and feminine identity in detrimental 

ways. These include arranged (often early) mar-

riages and dowry in the northern patrilineal ar-

eas, and sexual cleansing and wife inheritance 

or levirate marriages in some tribes.34 Although 

these practices have historical justifications—for 

example, wife inheritance was designed to pro-

tect women and children from destitution after 

the death of the husband/father—they deepen 

gender stereotypes that portray girls and women 

as sexual objects and define their primary role 

as caretakers. Such stereotypes and beliefs dis-

courage parents from allowing their daughters 

to continue with school after pregnancy. 

The School Level 

The school environment may play a role in 

both reinforcing the gender stereotypes found 

in the wider society and in socializing students 

through the informal rules and norms it up-

holds. Discriminatory attitudes and practices  

toward girls shown by teachers in the classroom, 

by school administrators, and by peers in the 

wider school environment have an adverse ef-

fect on girls’ performance and participation in 

Malawi’s schools.35 Girls are often ridiculed and 

harassed by boys hindering their participation 

and learning.36 Girls report that teachers often 

mock and insult them in class, especially as they 

reach puberty, making comments that are sexual 

in nature about their appearance or age. For 

example, postpubescent girls unable to answer 

questions in class may be asked by a teacher 

questions such as: “What are you doing here, 

failing to learn? You are old enough now, why 

don’t you just go and get married?”37 

Inside schools, girls also experience abuse com-

mitted by both male students and teachers.38 

The International Center for Research on Wom-

en reports that 85 percent of interviewees in 

one community in Malawi believed that sexual 

abuse toward children, mostly girls, is common 

in and around schools, and that teachers are 

sometimes the perpetrators. Long distances to 

Community Day Secondary Schools render girls 

vulnerable to sexual harassment and assault 

when they are on their way to school and when 

they have to stay in rented accommodation clos-

er to school.39 There were no reporting mecha-

nisms in schools or villages for any sort of gen-

der based violence until recently, when mother 

groups were instituted in schools.40 Where moth-

er group institutions are well trained, girls more 

often report gender based violence. However, 

due to inadequate funding, only a minority of 

public schools—fewer than 30 percent—have 

trained mother groups.41

While there is often ignorance or ambivalence 

on the part of head teachers and teachers  

toward the Readmission Policy,42 some are 

strongly opposed to it because they believe it 

would encourage promiscuity and immoral be-

havior.43 Most schoolboys are not disciplined 

when they have impregnated a girl, and some 

teachers even sympathize with those male teach-

ers who are dismissed for impregnating a girl, 

stating that just as the girl should be given an-

other chance so should the teacher.44 Though fe-
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male teachers can potentially serve as role mod-

els and counselors to girls, they generally do not 

take on this role and may instead act aloof or 

unsympathetic to girls. In part because gender 

based discrimination is not regulated, whether or 

not girls and child mothers are supported and 

encouraged varies a great deal depending on 

the head teacher at a school (box 5).

The Household Level

Household and family level attitudes about the 

value of female education have significantly in-

fluenced the implementation of the Readmission 

Policy. A 2000 UNICEF study reports that over 50 

percent of teen mothers interviewed a year after 

dropping out of school were not allowed by their 

parents to go back to school and many of them 

were forced instead to marry. While in some rural 

families, girls’ pregnancy is viewed as a source of 

pride—especially for mothers, because it reflects 

the maturity of their daughters and increases their 

standing in the community—girls can also face 

harsh criticism from parents and guardians for 

becoming pregnant.46 Parents may feel the mon-

ey spent on sending their daughter to school has 

been wasted if she becomes pregnant.47 Girls 

may find they have little support in terms of child 

care from parents if they wish to return to school, 

either preventing their return or leading to them 

drop out when it becomes too much to manage 

both schoolwork and caring for a young child. 

Given that there is no state support for child care 

and mothers are typically expected to take care 

of children, often with little or no support from the 

child’s father, the only option for most girls is to 

turn to their families to provide support (box 6).48 

This situation is one which clearly demonstrates 

the intimate link between cultural and structural 

constraints in girls’ lives.

Given the burden that a child places on house-

hold resources, allowing a teenage mother to 

return to school requires conviction about the 

value of educating girls. However, parents of-

ten prioritize investment in the education of their 

sons over that of their daughters.50 When a girl 

becomes a mother, the purpose of her being 

educated is brought even more into question. 

Such preferences are rooted in gendered norms 

Box 5. The Impact of Head Teachers

Whether or not a head teacher advocates for a 
girl has a significant impact on the ability of that 
girl to reenroll and remain in school after child-
birth. The support system for school age mothers 
is not institutionalized but is rather dependent on 
the whims of school leaders, who have different 
views and approaches when addressing pregnan-
cy and readmission. For example, in one school, a 
girl was six months pregnant when she sat for her 
Primary School Leaving Certificate and delivered 
right when the results were published. The prima-
ry school head teacher contacted the secondary 
school to which the girl was selected and asked 
for her place to be reserved until she could en-
roll the following year, which she successfully did. 
At another school, however, the head teacher was 
unsympathetic to the difficulties facing school age 
mothers and prevented a mother enrolled in the 
school from nursing her baby on school grounds 
because doing so would have “a bad influence” 
on other girls.45 

Box 6. Returning Students Struggle to Find 
Child Care: One Mother’s Experience

“I was eight months pregnant when my mother re-
alized what had happened. I was totally rejected 
by my mother and sisters. They were disgusted and 
could not believe what I had done. I had no rea-
son to become pregnant. … I struggled to go back 
to school because my mother refused to help with 
the baby. I was determined and went to the divi-
sion office to be readmitted. With the assistance of 
an elderly lady who looked after my baby, I went 
back to school. It was only after I passed the Junior 
Certificate Exams that my mother slowly began to 
assist me.”49
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and stereotypes that emphasize females’ roles 

as wives and mothers. Some parents maintain 

that school is for young girls and that after the 

age of 13 their breasts begin to grow and they 

are old enough to get married. By contrast, boys 

are encouraged to receive an education as they 

are the future providers for their families. It is 

also widely believed that boys are smarter and 

stronger than girls and can therefore persevere 

in the long years of schooling.51 

As a result of these definitions of masculinity 

and femininity, pregnancy is generally seen as 

a girl’s “problem.” While a pregnant girl stays 

home waiting for delivery and marriage, the 

boy is in practice often able to return to school 

because he has not been identified as the fa-

ther or because he faces far fewer repercussions 

and challenges than his female counterpart in 

returning to school after a suspension.52 In many 

cases, the father of the child is older and is not in 

school. Girls more often lack control over their 

lives and their future, which are instead dictat-

ed by their elders, parents and husbands. This 

structural position of subordination and vulner-

ability is reflected in and deepened by sexual vi-

olence.53 The cultural practices described here 

lead to high levels of forced sexual encounters,54 

which in itself is hugely detrimental to girls’ well 

being, but then the stigma for these encounters 

is also placed on the girls.
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GABLE’s Social Mobilization 
Campaigns

As described in the previous sections, the Re-

admission Policy came into effect because 

of coordinated government, civil society and 

funder support. At the time, there was also pro-

gramming that recognized the vital importance 

of addressing cultural constraints and mobilizing 

communities in support of girls’ education. Key 

among these efforts were the GABLE program 

and its social mobilization campaigns (box 7).

Box 7. The GABLE Program, 1991-2002: A 
Holistic Approach to Girls’ Education

The Girls’ Attainment in Basic Literacy and Educa-
tion (GABLE) program aimed at improving girls’ 
learning outcomes by removing system inefficien-
cies. Jointly funded by the government of Malawi 
and USAID with a budget of $82 million,55 GABLE’s 
combination of policy initiatives, project activities 
at the school and classroom level, and social mo-
bilization contributed to its success. GABLE, which 
has been cited as “one of USAID’s most successful 
projects,” helped set the impetus for successful girls’ 
education programming in Malawi.56 

The key tenets of the GABLE approach include: an em-
phasis on community participation; the development 
of local and international partnerships for girls’ edu-
cation; the implementation and continuous review of 
system wide reforms; and a reduction of the private 
costs of schooling. These tenets are all critical and set 
the stage for future programming for adolescent girls 
in Malawi. GABLE’s main areas of activity were:

•	 Reducing cost of schooling for girls through 
scholarships for secondary school girls from 
poor families and the abolition of compulsory 
school uniforms. 

•	 Policy reforms aimed at increasing girls’ surviv-
al in and completion of school. A component 
of the GABLE program worked with the Malawi 
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology 
(MOEST) on policy reforms; including: the Re-
admission Policy and the School Repetition Pol-
icy, that allowed girls to repeat years of school-
ing without being forced to drop out, and by 
reinforcing the importance of all children enter-
ing primary school at six years of age. 

•	 Reducing gender bias in schools by providing 
a gender appropriate curriculum, spearhead-
ed by the Malawi Institute of Education (MIE), 
gender balanced community schools, and gen-
der mainstreaming in mathematics lessons in 
coeducational primary schools. There have 
been “mixed results from these initiatives” as 

school related, gender based violence has  
remained prevalent and girls’ learning out-
comes are below their male counterparts, point-
ing to continuing challenges in the learning en-
vironment.57 

•	 Increased infrastructure and budgetary support 
to the sector overall and for the construction of 
classrooms, teacher training and learning ma-
terials. As a result of the launch of GABLE and 
the implementation of Free Primary Education, 
budgetary allocations to primary education 
and to the education sector overall increased, 
although the construction of classrooms and 
teachers’ houses and the number of trained 
teachers did not keep pace with increasing en-
rollments.

•	 Social mobilization campaigns addressing at-
titudes that placed a low value on girls’ edu-
cation. Using action research and theater for 
development, GABLE sensitized communities to 
identify constraints on girls’ education and mo-
bilized communities to find solutions. Participa-
tory meetings and community based workshops 
were held with community members and com-
munity leaders like village heads, school man-
agement committees, and initiation counselors 
to map a way forward for girls’ education and 
to develop community action plans. Female 
role models were also identified and utilized to 
inspire girls for education. 

The MDGs Acceleration Framework notes that GA-
BLE’s results were impressive, initially raising girls’ 
enrollment as a proportion of total primary enroll-
ments from 45 percent in 1990 to 48 percent in 
1993–94, and again to 49.8 percent in 200058 (the 
launch of Free Primary Education in 1994 likewise 
influenced increased enrollment). Most notably, girls’ 
enrollment as a proportion of standard 8 enrollments 
increased from 36 percent in 1991, to 39 percent in 
1996,59 and again to about 40 percent in 200060—a 
considerable achievement in a context where girls 
often leave school before completing early grades.
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The GABLE Social Mobilization Campaign, to-

gether with the Forum for African Women Ed-

ucationalists in Malawi (FAWEMA) initiated a 

campaign shortly after the Readmission Policy 

was adopted to raise public awareness about 

the policy’s provisions. The campaign included 

radio announcements about the policy, commu-

nity meetings that used theater in each district, 

and a series of meetings with district education 

officers and primary education advisers in half 

the districts. At the heart of these efforts was 

the message that all girls, even those who were 

pregnant or new mothers, should go to school.61 

These efforts, together with those that led to the 

adoption of the policy in the first place, were ex-

tremely important. Despite its promising results 

and the recognition that further work is needed 

to solidify gains for gender equity, GABLE came 

to an end in 2002. The program was funded by 

USAID for over a decade but when the project 

cycle ended USAID shifted funding toward teach-

ers, the government of Malawi could not sustain 

the work. This left a vacuum in community mobi-

lization for girls’ rights, which was filled by local 

organizations, including the Creative Centre for 

Community Mobilization (CRECCOM), although 

at a much smaller scope given the scarcity of 

funding. 

During the time that GABLE was implemented, the 

community mobilization work was an important 

aspect, but it was only one of five components of 

the program and did not go far enough to tack-

le initiation and other harmful sexual practices 

and dominant patriarchal norms. GABLE did 

not systematically engage traditional authorities 

and community members in critical examination 

of these practices. Ongoing sustained capacity 

building also proved difficult. When individu-

als trained to carry out community mobilization 

work completed their service period, those who 

took their place lacked adequate training to sus-

tain activities. The awareness campaign related 

to the Readmission Policy lasted for one year in 

each district which was not long enough. While 

the radio campaign took place for the duration 

of GABLE’s eight years, it did not include details 

about the policy guidelines because they had 

not yet been issued. 

Cultural constraints to girls’ education in Malawi 

continue to stymie the implementation of the Re-

admission Policy and reveal gaps in its design. 

The next sections highlight key lessons learned 

about these gaps and what is needed to expand 

girls’ learning opportunities and outcomes in 

Malawi.
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The Need to Build Greater 
Community Ownership

The Readmission Policy was created when 

Malawi’s education minister at the time cir-

culated a memo stating that girls would be re-

admitted after child birth. There was no attempt 

to invite discussion with traditional leaders or at 

district or school leadership level before mak-

ing this policy or to promote ownership over the 

policy through dialogue. Now, after the almost 

20 years since the policy has come into effect, 

many parents, students and teachers are still not 

aware that the policy exists; and among those 

who are aware, there remains confusion about 

its stipulations.62 However, the issue of commu-

nity ownership goes much deeper than basic 

awareness. Despite the sensitive nature of the 

policy, actors have not been given adequate op-

portunity to voice their concerns about it. This 

has led to the perception that the policy is im-

posed from above.63 Some religious agencies, 

teachers and school administrators have tend-

ed to see the policy as promoting immorality in 

schools.64 Because it is not punitive in nature, it 

is perceived by some to be condoning pregnan-

cy outside wedlock and therefore is seen as a 

threat to the social institution of marriage. 

The policy also suffers from a lack of ownership 

at the district level. While progress has been 

made toward devolving the National Education 

Sector Plan into district education plans and 

school improvement plans, girls’ education—

and, by extension, the Readmission Policy—is 

rarely addressed in the district planning process. 

Furthermore since the inception of policies to 

decentralize the administration of education in 

Malawi in 1998, little attention has been giv-

en to developing structures for girls’ education 

at the grassroots level (e.g., area development 

committees, area executive committees and 

village development committees). As a result, 

these governing institutions at the community 

level have not prioritized the delivery of quali-

ty education for girls and these institutions have 

not grappled with the implementation of the re-

admission policy. 
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The Need to Engage 
Informal Institutions and 
Traditional Authorities

The GABLE program made efforts to engage 

informal cultural institutions and the tradi-

tional authorities—that is, tribal chiefs and vil-

lage heads—with the Readmission Policy and 

girls’ right to education. However, given the lim-

itations of programming and ending of funding 

for community mobilization discussed above, 

many traditional institutions remain unsupport-

ive due to the unchanged attitudes of cultural 

duty bearers, such as initiation counselors and 

traditional authorities.65 Initiation counselors, for 

example, see their role as upholding traditional 

culture, and many of them fear offending the 

spirit of their forebears if they fail in their du-

ties. Some worry that the traditional information 

taught during initiation ceremonies becomes too 

diluted if sexual teachings are moderated.66 Ini-

tiation counselors also receive material benefit 

from their activities as payment in the form of 

money for each initiate. While initiation institu-

tions can be nurtured to positively support girls’ 

education by utilizing their power, appeal and 

dynamism, they currently act as a hindrance to 

girls’ remaining in school.67

As custodians of cultural institutions, the tra-

ditional authorities are particularly influential  

players in perpetuating those practices, beliefs 

and customs that curb girls’ educational attain-

ment. Chiefs are highly respected and very pow-

erful, with a number of village heads reporting 

to them. They govern through unwritten rules 

and have great influence on their subjects, in-

cluding girls, as custodians of culture. Chiefs 

and village heads also enjoy a number of ben-

efits from practices that perpetrate pregnancies 

among school age girls. They receive cash and 

in-kind incentives from rites of passage such 

as marriages and initiation ceremonies; and a 

chief’s seniority is determined by his villages’ 

population size, which further encourages mar-

riages and pregnancies among girls. In some 

areas, visiting chiefs are given a girl overnight 

(known as the “chief’s blanket”). 

Efforts to work with chiefs have not systemati-

cally addressed early marriage and pregnancy 

or engaged the traditional authorities in a sus-

tained manner. The concerns and interests of 

chiefs, like those of initiation counselors, need 

to be addressed if their powerful agency is to be 

directed toward genuine support of girls’ educa-

tion. Because chiefs and village heads are key 

to effective implementation of reforms, great-

er alignment is needed between incentives for 

traditional authorities and the interests of girls, 

which requires bringing more attention and 

voice to girls’ issues and greater accountability 

for traditional leaders’ actions.68
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The Need to Include Girls’ 
Voices and Facilitate 
Empowerment

A mechanism does not exist for the concerns 

and voices of girls to be heard with respect 

to the Readmission Policy. Teenage mothers are 

the primary focus of the policy but the realities of 

their lives, the specific challenges they face, and 

what works and does not work for them are not 

adequately incorporated in the design or imple-

mentation of the policy. 

Moreover, given the cultural barriers adoles-

cent girls face, particularly as young mothers, a 

great deal rides on their conviction and exercise 

of agency to pursue an education. Yet, the Re-

admission Policy stands in isolation from efforts 

to empower girls to resist prevalent practices or 

to help them persist in their efforts to return to 

school. The limited provisions in the policy for 

counseling are rarely fulfilled and girls are of-

ten left without knowledge of alternatives or the 

support they need to pursue them.69 Many girls 

make choices about sex and marriage from 

vulnerable or subordinate positions. Girls’ atti-

tudes toward sex and sexuality, and their access 

to knowledge and resources on issues such as 

reproductive health require far greater attention 

than they have been given to date.
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The Need for Effective 
Implementation Plans 
and Monitoring and 
Evaluation

The Readmission Policy has also faced a 

number of obstacles arising from a lack of 

institutional coordination at all levels. For ex-

ample, the absence of an implementation plan 

and a lack of necessary resources, leadership, 

planning, and monitoring and feedback mech-

anism hindered the policy’s effective implemen-

tation in the early stages.70 The only specifically 

established policy in place in 1994, was a single 

written memorandum to all district education 

offices. Guidelines as to how the policy was to 

be implemented, particularly at the school lev-

el, were not issued until 2006.71 The lack of a 

well defined plan for execution and coordination 

continues to pose huge problems.

Despite a well set up administrative system, 

teachers point to a lack of institutional support 

for policy implementation as a major chal-

lenge.72 Teachers likewise have not been sensi-

tized to the rationale for the policy, nor have they 

received training on psychosocial counseling, 

which has left them ill prepared to cater to the 

particular needs of young mothers who reenter 

school.73 Finally, teacher training colleges do not 

teach education policies, leaving many educa-

tors unfamiliar with the Readmission Policy. 

The MOEST lacks strong leaderships related 

to gender policy and a girls’ education plan. 

Gender expertise is required to articulate and 

coordinate gender policy and programming in 

all education departments and at all levels (min-

istry, district, zone and school). Development of 

this gender expertise was an aspect of the GA-

BLE program but the more recent push toward 

gender mainstreaming has actually led to less of 

a gender focus in the MOEST rather than more.

A weak monitoring and evaluation system has 

given rise to incomplete data on why girls with-

draw, which district education managers should 

be responsible for collecting. Instead, these 

managers are often not aware of the Readmis-

sion Policy and they do not have mechanisms for 

following up with girls. Similarly, a mechanism 

does not exist for tracking girls within the edu-

cation system if they change schools and in their 

transition from primary to secondary school. The 

lack of proper monitoring and data collection 

also make it difficult to know how teenage moth-

ers who are readmitted to school fare upon their 

return and to what level they are able to com-

plete their studies.
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The Need for Resources to 
Support Policy

A t the household level, the financial burdens 

associated with pregnancy and parenting 

are a formidable barrier to girls’ education and 

unfortunately these burdens are not addressed 

by the Readmission Policy. In Malawi, 50.7 per-

cent of the population lives in poverty.74 Gender 

and age play significant roles in determining 

decisions about investments in a child’s educa-

tion and access to household resources.75 The 

indirect and direct costs of schooling for house-

holds—such as clothing, food at home and at 

school, and increased demand for girls’ labor—

are major contributors to girls’ dropping out.76 

The majority of parents and guardians do not 

undertake income generating activities, apart 

from peasant farming, and they are generally 

more willing to invest in their sons’ education 

than their daughters’.77 For these reasons, many 

girls who become pregnant while in school are 

forced to marry and forgo their education, as 

the financial burden increases with her baby.78 

The Readmission Policy, however, was not im-

plemented with any provisions to address the 

financial burden that hinders so many girls from 

returning to school. 

Financial and human resource constraints at the 

district and school levels in Malawi limit effec-

tive policy implementation. Each school receives 

$1,600 annually as direct support to the school 

and school level improvement plans to address 

the National Education Sector Plan goals. This 

is a positive move toward decentralization but 

is still vastly insufficient. These limited resources 

are insufficient to meet basic infrastructure de-

mands, much less provide the training to crit-

ical groups on the readmission of school age 

mothers. Except for funding from Canada’s De-

partment for Foreign Affairs, Trade, and Devel-

opment, there has been no budget allocated to 

orienting district education officers and primary 

education advisers on the Readmission Policy’s 

procedures.

Limited resources in schools also means that 

counseling and psychosocial support are almost 

nonexistent, although the guidelines to the Re-

admission Policy state that this support should be 

made available to student parents. At present, 

there are few female teachers or trained female 

counselors in rural schools who can competent-

ly counsel teen mothers. Similarly, no link exists 

between schools and health centers or health 

surveillance assistants that can support school-

age mothers’ health needs. The need for fuller 

support and connections among social services 

for marginalized children have been discussed, 

often in relation to orphans and vulnerable chil-

dren,79 but such approaches require additional 

resources to be instituted.

This analysis of the Readmission Policy has 

served as a lens into the barriers to girls’ educa-

tion in Malawi more generally. It has highlight-

ed the need to address harmful attitudes and 

cultural practices that impede girls’ inclusion in 

school and to better align resources in support 

of policy implementation. In this regard, poli-

cymakers should consider the important role of 

civil society organizations in addressing ritually 

transmitted definitions of masculinity and fem-

ininity through culturally relevant, participatory 

methodologies and capacity building that pro-

motes community led dialogue. This is at the 

heart of the proposal that follows.
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A New Way Forward: The 
Malawi Adolescent Girls’ 
Learning Partnership (AGL) 

Malawi benefits from a positive policy 

framework for addressing girls’ education 

as well as a legacy of promoting gender equality 

through comprehensive programming. The GA-

BLE program succeeded in increasing girls’ rates 

of enrollment in Malawi by addressing multiple 

barriers to girls’ education and initiating import-

ant work in mobilizing communities in support 

of this aim. A valuable opportunity exists to build 

on this legacy and chart a new way forward to 

expand adolescent girls’ access to and quality of 

education in Malawi. This paper proposes the 

launch of a new program, the Malawi Adoles-

cent Girls’ Learning Partnership (AGL), with the 

objective of addressing cultural constraints to 

girls’ education as a central organizing strategy 

of work on girls’ education. 

Communities themselves can and should be ac-

tivated to promote girls’ education, as they have 

the potential to both shape cultural practices 

and to support and empower girls and boys. 

Although cultural practices and harmful gender 

norms are not the only barriers to girls’ educa-

tion and learning, they are important and must 

be addressed along with other interventions that 

are known to be critical for all children. This 

work requires strong and sustained commitment 

from the government, funding partners and civil 

society. 

The AGL program would include the following 

features:

1.	 Community based solutions to change 

harmful cultural practices that result in ado-

lescent girls’ exclusion from school.

2.	 Engagement with traditional authorities to 

enact changes in support of girls’ education.

3.	 Empowerment of girls and women through 

support networks, mentoring programs and 

opportunities to develop competencies key 

to enhancing individual agency and collec-

tive action.

4.	 Implementation of participatory monitoring 

and evaluation frameworks that also track 

cultural practices and empowerment indi-

cators to better inform educational policies 

and programs. 

5.	 Long term commitment of resources by the 

government and donors and the building of 

local economic capacity in support of girls’ 

education.

6.	 Going beyond access to address factors that 

affect girls’ learning through greater com-

munity involvement.

The rationale behind the program is to activate 

communities as partners to promote girls’ ed-

ucation and learning, while also empowering 

girls as agents of change within communities, 

which will provide a critical force and platform 

to support other critical interventions for girls. 

The importance of squarely addressing cultur-

al practices at the community level has thus far 

been inadequately attended to, given the impact 

on girls’ education, and given the potential for 

change. Figure 2 shows how a focus at com-

munity level supports other reforms and the ulti-

mate goal of girls’ learning. 

Addressing communities and girls as agents of 

change will promote a platform for other critical 

education policies and programs, ranging from 

bursaries for girls at secondary school level to 
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building more secondary schools, curriculum 

reviews and gender-sensitive teacher educa-

tion. While the implementation focus of AGL is 

on community engagement to address cultural  

constraints, this paper also recognizes the need 

to address economic, political and environmen-

tal barriers to girls’ education and to support 

and coordinate with a cross-sector approach to 

girls’ education. 

Monitoring
learning  
outcomes

Addressing structural
barriers and quality

Mobilizing communities and girls

Figure 2: Mobilizing Change at Community Level

AGL Priority Actions

For each of the lessons highlighted in the 

analysis of the Readmission Policy, a priority 

action for AGL is suggested (table 3). These pri-

ority actions build on the experiences of GABLE, 

CRECCOM and other actors working on girls’ 

education at the community level. A key princi-

ple of this work is that communities themselves 

can be activated to be effective partners in this 

work, thereby offering a sustainable mechanism 

to promote girls’ education and learning. 

Priority Action #1: Introduction of 
Village Change Agents and Village 
Forums in Every Village throughout 
the Country 

This priority action addresses two gaps in the 

implementation of the Readmission Policy and 

in girls’ education policies more generally: (1) 

the need to build local capacity to critically ex-

amine cultural practices and values that impede 

girls’ access to education and learning; and (2) 

the need to develop community based solutions 

and ownership. 

If measures like the Readmission Policy are to 

have substantial and sustained reach, parents, 

guardians and community members must be 

mobilized in support of the policy and of girls’ 

education overall. Engaging parents and guard-

ians in questioning gender norms and the dom-

inant societal constructions of masculinity and 

femininity is vital to influencing household de-

cision making and gendered patterns of social-

ization. In the few communities where civil soci-

ety groups have introduced village forums and 

change agents, they have proven to be an effec-

tive means to ensure sustainable local agency 

and leadership at the village level (see box 8 for 

an example).80

Village change agents are individuals selected by 

the residents of their locality to facilitate commu-

nity led dialogues on a regular basis through the 

establishment of village forums. Village forums 

provide an opportunity for community members 

to examine their cultural values and practices 

through a process of problem identification, 

reflection and analysis, and to find solutions to 

longstanding educational challenges without ex-

ternal direction. This is also a means by which 

to reach the household level. These forums also 

allow for information about existing policies and 

resources to be shared and discussed in relation 

to the local context. 

Village change agents are trained to work 

in collaboration with adults and youth in the  
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Table 3. AGL Priorities to Address Cultural Constraints

Lesson Learned Recommendation

Main lesson: There is a need to address the cultural practices and beliefs that impede girls from accessing 
school and improving learning. 

Need to build community ownership and local 
capacity to critically examine cultural practices 

Village change agents and village forums

Need to engage informal institutions and the 
traditional authorities

Linking village forums with local governance structures 
and schools

Need to empower girls Girls’ empowerment programs that support development 
of personal and social competencies, as well as self-
efficacy and other noncognitive skills, through such 
initiatives as girls’ clubs, role modeling and mentoring

Need for monitoring and evaluation Participatory, gender sensitive, monitoring and evaluation 
that include indicators of girls’ empowerment

Need for resource allocation Long term commitment of resources, more effective 
linkages to existing resources, and building of local 
economic capacity with particular attention to the 
economic empowerment of women

Box 8. Community Activity in Harmonizing the 
Culture and Rights of Women and Girls: The 
Elimination of the Chiputu Initiation Rite for 
Girls in Sub-Traditional Authority Khwethemule, 
Thyolo District

Since 2008, CRECCOM has supported 120 commu-
nities in five traditional authorities in Thyolo District 
working toward gender equality. The program aims 
at transforming attitudes toward women’s and girls’ 
sexual and reproductive, education and economic 
rights. As a result of CRECCOM’s efforts, there is 
now momentum in these communities to address 
harmful sociocultural factors, by modifying and in 
some cases eliminating such factors. 

Village change agents and village forums are the 
hub of community led systemic change, which has 
resulted in the elimination of the chiputu girls’ initia-
tion rite in the Khwethemule area in Malawi’s south-
ern region. Chiputu is an initiation rite in which girls 
are encouraged at a very young age (8 to 12 years) 
to engage in sex. Mary, whose story was introduced 
at the beginning of this paper, is from the Khwet-
hemule area.

The steps that led to the elimination of chiputu went 
as follows. Regular meetings targeting women, men 

and youth, including initiation counselors, were 
conducted with the support of the village head. After 
reviewing the initiation rites being practiced in their 
area, village forums in Khwethemule agreed to elim-
inate the chiputu rite for preadolescent girls (8 to 12 
year olds), as it was considered greatly detrimental 
to a girl’s life. Village change agents approached 
the traditional authority, who called all village heads 
in the area to a meeting and who agreed to act on 
the community’s request to eliminate the practice. 
The elimination of chiputu has saved thousands of 
girls in the area from HIV, unwanted pregnancies 
and dropping out of school.

While the bylaws prohibiting the practice of chiputu 
came too late for Mary, the village change agents’ 
efforts have resulted in a promising future for her 
and some of her peers. Eighteen of the 23 girls in 
her initiation group are now in school, after being 
encouraged to return by village change agents. 
Aside from encouraging the girls, village change 
agents have also asked parents and relatives to 
support the girls’ education and to take care of their 
children when the young mothers are in school. 
Mary is now back in school, and a relative cares 
for her child during school hours. She is in standard 
8. The village change agents continue to monitor 
Mary’s progress. 
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community, as well as village heads, chiefs and 

other cultural duty bearers and government of-

ficers. The process of community deliberation 

and dialogue in village forums is an empow-

ering one, as villagers are free to raise issues, 

debate them and influence their own change. 

The forums also serve to support linkages with 

the government and other service providers and 

to aid in developing economic empowerment 

activities that incentivize participation, and they 

can be structured to include internal progress 

review and follow-up mechanisms that ensure 

the implementation of action points. The village 

forum and change agents approach facilitates 

the infiltration of the value of girls’ education 

into the cultural system and community struc-

tures such as chieftaincy, initiation institutions, 

and household gender dynamics through com-

munity deliberations. Forums at the community 

level also increase the possibility of commitment 

to carry out plans.

Priority Action #2: Partnership 
with Village Forums: Traditional 
Authorities, Government, and Schools

Traditional leaders’ responsiveness to community 

demands should be enhanced by strengthening 

the link between village forums and the tradition-

al authorities (village heads and chiefs). This is an 

important means by which to engage these insti-

tutions and exert pressure on them to pass bylaws 

that are in harmony with the national education 

laws and policies. And in this way, the account-

ability of traditional leaders is also strengthened.

Linkages with local government are equally im-

portant for village forums to meet their full po-

tential as catalysts for cultural change and effec-

tive policy implementation. Strong relationships 

between village forums and grassroots level 

government extension services and district exec-

utive committees allow for the provision of the 

technical support (e.g. information about existing 
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policies and guidelines, assistance with linking to 

other services such as health services) needed by 

villagers in their quest to adjust cultural practic-

es. The involvement of an existing government 

structure at the grassroots level—extension work-

ers—also offers an immediate tie between the 

community and the government, and enhanc-

es buy-in from the traditional authorities in ad-

dressing harmful sociocultural factors (figure 3). 

Therefore, accountability and incentives systems 

must be developed in order to enable sustain-

able commitment from government structures. 

Village forums and change agents also serve to 

strengthen relationships between communities 

and schools, and to enhance two-way commu-

nication on policy and practice. Education policy 

discussions in village forums can be linked to 

schools through school management commit-

tees (SMC), parent teacher associations, and 

mother group members who are participants 

of the forums. While teachers generally do not 

participate in village forums (as they are often 

not local residents of the village), they are able 

to provide technical knowledge about policy 

guidelines and school practice. Village forums 

and change agents play a crucial role in policy 

debate and feedback, and ensure greater par-

ticipation in the development of policies from 

the start. Village forums also support policy im-

plementation, for example, by following up on 

girls who may be at risk of dropping out, coun-

seling pregnant girls and parents, and ensuring 

that girls receive the support to return to school 

from their relatives. Village forums’ active com-

munication with parents and teachers also help 

to monitor and address gender based violence 

experienced by girls at school and at home, as 

well as help ensure that the practical needs of 

teen mothers are met.

Priority Action #3: Facilitating Girls’ 
Empowerment and Channeling 
Women’s Agency

Girls should be active participants of their own 

change. This is key to achieving gender equal-

ity in education, because girls themselves must 

confront harmful gender scripting and challenge 

traditional practices in their lives. Cultivating 

girls’ agency also encourages their involvement 

in decision making on issues that affect their 

lives and society. This is possible when relevant 

and empowering approaches are deployed that 

intrinsically motivate girls toward education, and 

when learning includes the development of cog-

nitive and noncognitive competencies needed to 

advance gender equality and improve life out-

comes for girls (box 9). 

Box 9. Girls’ Learning and Empowerment

Murphy-Graham defines empowerment as a pro-
cess of recognition, capacity building and action 
that allows individuals to recognize their inherent 
worth, the fundamental equality of all human be-
ings and their ability to contribute to personal and 
social betterment. Through empowerment individ-
uals, “develop the capacity to critically examine 
their lives and broader society and take action to-
ward personal and social transformation.”81 Lloyd 
builds on this conceptual framework and provides 
a typology that includes core educational, social, 
personal and economic competencies.82

Establishing girls’ education networks and fo-

rums at the grassroots level, both within and 

outside of schools, is one strategy for harness-

ing girls’ agency. Also, adult women can be 

strong and effective supporters, advocates and 

mentors for girls. Hence, the government and 

its partners should give adequate capacity to 

the school mother group initiatives in order to 

strengthen their functioning. Mother groups in-

fluence girls and other parents with respect to 
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regular school attendance, retention and read-

mission. At the school level, mother groups ad-

vocate for sanitary facilities, gender based vio-

lence reporting, and the provision of child care. 

Mentoring relationships (for example, inside the 

school between girls of different age groups and 

between female teachers/mother groups and 

girls) that increase access to information, skills 

and resources (such as sexual and reproductive 

health education and career guidance) and that 

enable girls to make strategic choices should be 

enhanced in schools to empower girls.

Priority Action #4: The Development 
of a Participatory Monitoring and 
Evaluation Plan 

There is a need for a robust gender sensitive 

monitoring and evaluation framework that stan-

dardizes evidence based on comprehensive indi-

cators, involves community members, and uses 

the data collected to inform and provide feedback 

to improve education policy and programs. Par-

ticipatory monitoring and evaluation guarantees 

a feedback loop between community members 

and educators, and promotes policy ownership 

by implementers at the grassroots level. Eval-

uating policy outcomes and impact in both the 

short and long terms that translate into girls’ well 

being implies the use of indicators that measure 

girls’ empowerment and empowered choices.  

Such indicators may include how a girl has used 

her education during schooling and upon school 

completion, the extent to which girls’ agency and 

choices were improved, and the extent to which 

broad cultural norms were transformed. Such a 

framework goes beyond simply measuring educa-

tion access to evaluate the learning and empow-

erment that result from education. It also requires 

using that data to develop better policies and pro-

grams and to improve those that exist. It may also 

consider the use of innovative data collection meth-

ods, such as the SMS Dashboard.83 Government 

and funder supported programs, projects and rou-

tine work would then reflect this monitoring and 

evaluation framework as a standard for transfor-

mative girls’ education policy implementation. 

Priority Action #5: Establishing 
Long Term Vision and Investment of 
Resources 

Acknowledging that cultural change does not 

come about overnight, the government and 

funders should allocate adequate resources to 

sustain, maintain, and scale up community mo-

bilization. Such resources would adequately build 

the capacity of girls themselves and local leaders 

(e.g., village change agents, progressive tradi-

tional leaders, school management committees, 

and mother groups). The GABLE program was an 

example of how resources can be effectively chan-

neled toward this goal. The GABLE social mobi-

lization campaign facilitated community action 

planning that enabled community leaders to iden-

tify constraints and find solutions. The program 

also enhanced linkage between communities and 

schools as well as Primary Education Advisors. 

Despite its limitations, the program pushed the 

frontiers of girls’ education programs in Malawi. 

However, when its funding ended it became very 

difficult to build on the lessons that were learned 

and to sustain the change it initiated.

There is also a need to reduce reliance on exter-

nal funding and build resource capacity locally 

to support girls’ education. One means of ad-

dressing this challenge is the institution of village 

savings and loans programs, which could be in-

tegrated with village forums and mother groups. 

Also necessary are increased livelihood options so 

that initiation counselors, for example, have other 
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means to generate income. In addition, existing 

resources need to be more effectively utilized by 

strengthening links across sectors, such as be-

tween youth friendly health services and schools, 

in order to sustainably and holistically address the 

needs of adolescent girls. Meanwhile, external 

support continues to be important in critical ar-

eas, including scholarships that include the costs 

of schooling and a robust mentoring program to 

support secondary education for poor girls.

Priority Action #6: Improving 
Girls’ Learning Outcomes through 
Enhancing Community Involvement

It is vitally important for the government of Ma-

lawi to ensure that girls are not only accessing 

and staying in school but are also learning well. 

Poor learning exacerbates dropping out as girls 

and parents lose faith in the purpose of get-

ting an education when it brings no immediate 

meaningful change in their lives. Unfortunately 

once girls drop out, they are at even greater risk 

of early marriage and pregnancy.84

Ensuring progress on education quality and 

learning outcomes is particularly urgent in Mala-

wi, as nearly 65 percent of its annual education 

budget is wasted each year due to high rates of 

grade repetition and dropout.85 While MOEST 

has taken positive steps by incorporating con-

tinuous assessment in the primary school cur-

riculum, and in the secondary school curriculum 

through a review that is under way, the Malawi 

government also recognizes that more needs to 

be done to support learning for girls and boys. 

Although the need to improve learning outcomes 

is well understood, the role of communities in 

promoting learning for all children is less recog-

nized. In fact, communities can support learning 

and promote accountability in the government 

systems that are responsible for delivering edu-

cation. Initiatives in Malawi and in other parts of 

Africa provide potential models for enhancing 

such community participation. Traditional struc-

tures in Malawi, such as traditional authorities 

including village chiefs and village heads, can 

be activated to promote and monitor learning 

and education quality. This can be done in sev-

eral ways, including the following:

•	 Mobilize Communities In Support of Learn-
ing: The Read Malawi program is one exam-

ple of an approach that has shown promise 

as a model for positively affecting learning 

outcomes at the village level through com-

munity involvement. The reading centers—

which are managed by volunteers—are 

housed in an array of locations, ranging 

from informal spaces, such as family homes, 

to formal spaces and institutions, such as 

churches, mosques and constructed shelters. 

Volunteers are trained in both basic literacy 

instruction and methods to incentivize learn-

ers. Village heads have been instrumental in 

supporting reading centers by encouraging 

parents to send their children, by organiz-

ing literacy fairs, by issuing chalkboards to 

reading centers, and by their mere pres-

ence at the centers. Schools and communi-

ties likewise work together to supply scarce 

supplementary readers to the centers. One 

of the communities participating in the pro-

gram specifically sought to improve girls’ lit-

eracy, which appears to have influenced the 

outcomes of standard 3 girls’ measures of 

achievement in Chichewa and English.86 Ac-

cording to an analysis of the program con-

ducted by the prime contractor, the Universi-

ty of Texas at San Antonio, “findings indicate 
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that mobilizing communities around holistic 

literacy reform efforts do have an effect on 

the literacy achievement of young readers 

and writers and should be considered an 

integral part of any holistic literacy reform 

effort in Malawi.”87 

•	 Mobilize Communities with Assessment 
Data and Create Accountability: Lack of 

information about learning outcomes hin-

ders community mobilization and the abil-

ity of community members to hold schools 

accountable for school quality. Despite the 

evidence that learning outcomes are low in 

comparison to neighboring countries, and 

that girls are behind their male counterparts, 

communities are not yet mobilized. The ex-

perience of ASER in India, UWEZO in Ken-

ya, and the larger family of citizen led as-

sessments in Pakistan, Tanzania, Uganda, 

Senegal, and Mali covering over one million 

children in South Asia and sub-Saharan Afri-

ca, shows that when communities have infor-

mation about their children’s learning levels, 

they are inspired to action. In Malawi, this 

kind of model could include programming to 

mobilize communities to enroll children who 

are out of school and to include discussion 

and action forums in communities around 

schools where learning levels are low.88 

These tools can be used to promote change 

agents within communities, and also to open 

forums about the value placed on education 

for girls and for boys.

•	 Engage Traditional Leaders, Girls and Oth-
er Education Stakeholders in Policy Dis-
cussions about Learning: Malawi has the 

opportunity to set an example in the region 

in terms of democratic, consultative engage-

ment around education policy issues, and in 

so doing, will also serve to mobilize com-

munities around learning. For instance, the 

MOEST may work with the Learning Metrics 

Task Force to pilot recommendations on 

learning in Malawi (box 10). This work could 

begin with the formation of a community of 

practice to determine the agenda for improv-

ing learning outcomes. In this case, there is 

a great opportunity to build in a consultative 

framework that is responsive to input from 

girls as well as many other stakeholders rel-

evant to education, including boys, parents, 

teachers, head teachers, education adminis-

trators, and traditional authorities. 

Box 10. The Learning Metrics Task Force

The Learning Metrics Task Force is a global con-
sultative process that has met over a period of 
18 months in order to make recommendations 
on how learning can be defined and measured, 
and how these measures can be implemented. 
The recommendations of the task force were re-
cently launched at the one year anniversary of the 
United Nations Secretary-General’s Global Edu-
cation First Initiative. The task force is now plan-
ning to pilot work in a number of priority countries 
to improve assessment and learning practices by 
addressing institutional, political and technical 
spheres that affect learning. This work may start 
with the fostering of a community of practice that 
develops the priorities for how to improve learn-
ing, and may include work to improve assessment 
practices at the national level or work to address 
other national priorities related to learning. 
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Conclusion

Gender disparities in education in Malawi 

persist, particularly for adolescent girls, 

despite progress in girls’ enrollment. By exam-

ining the implementation of the Readmission 

Policy, it is evident that inadequate attention to 

the cultural dimensions of gender inequality has 

limited the potential impact of this policy in re-

ducing adolescent girls’ exclusion from school. It 

is also evident that cultural constraints rooted in 

patriarchal attitudes, norms and practices at the 

community, school and household levels pose 

a barrier to girls’ education in Malawi more  

generally. While the analysis here highlights cer-

tain practices and attitudes harmful to girls, this 

paper has also argued that culture is a powerful 

force that can be channeled toward the promo-

tion of girls’ education through the mobilization 

of community support and change agents at 

grassroots level. The Malawi Adolescent Girls 

Learning Partnership (AGL) proposed in this pa-

per can serve as a program to address the cul-

tural practices and patriarchal norms impeding 

girls’ retention and learning in school, and also 

to mobilize communities to promote girls’ par-

ticipation and learning. 
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