
 
 

Forget Madonna – Malawi’s parents find their own 

way of keeping girls in school  

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/01/malawi-forget-madonna-parents-keep-girls-at-

school 

The superstar’s much-hyped bid to set up a girls’ academy in Malawi failed. Now villagers 

are ensuring their daughters stay in education, and success is built on small steps - like 

making sure pupils have lunch. 

On weak-legged plastic chairs under the partial shade of one of the schoolyard’s two vast acacia 

trees, there is a lot of counting on fingers going on. 

Their children might be well beyond basic math now at Likwenu secondary, but these mothers, 

sharp as they are, have had little experience of formal arithmetic; there’s rarely money around to 

count. 

Eventually there is murmured agreement and Molley Kalino, chair of the mothers’ support group 

at the school, deep in the countryside of southern Malawi, speaks up: “So a small field in a good 

year will bring you in 10 50kg bags of maize – six or seven in a bad year. 

“Maize fetches around 5,000 Malawian kwacha ($7.50) a bag. School is 5,500 kwacha ($8.35) a 

term, three terms a year, and the uniform is 4,000 kwacha ($6),” she said. Not all the maize can 

be sold, the family has to eat, and then there is the cost of fertilizer to boost the poor, 

overburdened soil, she adds. 

Digging into incomes and outgoings at such a level only increases the bafflement over how their 

families survive at all. Kalino clicks her tongue: “You do what you can, take any work that’s 

going, a day here and there. You get to the crops when you can, you see to the children, keep 

them clean, keep them fed.” 

One meal a day is normal, and empty stomachs mean that working in the homes and fields is 

tough. Which makes what is happening here all the more extraordinary. In the schools scattered 

around this district there is a radical shift going on. Communities are turning around the huge 

school dropout rates that have kept rural people bedded down in poverty, especially among the 

girls. Several primary schools are boasting a zero dropout rate, down from 30-40%. 

Like many developing countries, Malawi has had a poor record of keeping children in school and 

has one of the world’s highest rates of underage marriage – a curse that entrenches cycles of 

poverty, inequality and ill health. 
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Statistics show that girls who give birth before the age of 15 are five times more likely to die in 

childbirth. This month Malawi showed a commitment to change by raising the age when a girl 

can be married with parental consent from 15 to 18, and the government is pouring a quarter of 

its spending into education. 

Outside agencies have come in to build schools here, but as the 2010 collapse of Madonna’s 

much-hyped girls’ academy project in Malawi showed, top-down efforts can fail amid crucial 

misunderstandings between locals and well-meaning foreigners. 

The women here are tending not only their own families and land, but twice a week are giving up 

a morning to the field that the local chief has put aside for the school. They grow maize to make 

porridge for the school, because they know that by feeding the children they can keep them in the 

classroom. 

The group wants to put paid to the notion that girls have not been educated in the past because of 

culture or tradition or religion. “It’s because of poverty,” said a mother of six, Barbra Makwinja. 

“So now we want to fight back. I don’t want my daughters to be like me, to farm. So now we 

work the school’s maize field to feed all the children because then they will go to school. We 

come into school and we talk to the girls when they are in trouble. We explain to them it’s 

important they stay at school.” 

It’s not easy for the children either. Limbani Enock, 14, is the first in her extended family, in her 

village, to go to secondary school. She has won a scholarship from the charity Camfed (the 

Campaign for Female Education), and hopes it will take her all the way to college. So every 

morning she gets up at 4am, does her chores, washing and sweeping, before setting off on her 

90-minute walk to be at Likwenu by 7.30am. Asked if she ever wakes up, looks ahead to her 

long trek and thinks “not today”, Limbani replies with a scandalized “No!” 

The other kids shout at her, asking: “Why are you going so far?” Boys chase alongside and 

harass her as she passes. “Mostly I think about schoolwork, about maths problems when I’m 

walking. I want to be an accountant,” says Limbani. 

In Liwonde schools have been recruiting parents to join mothers’ and fathers’ groups and 

encourage their children to stay in the classroom and to tolerate the lack of help in the fields that 

a child not in school would bring, to run shifts at the feeding programs and to invest the little 

they have in the future. 

“The change has come to this place because the parents can see that if they educate girls it is an 

investment. We are very proud to have stopped dropouts. Even the crime rate is down, so now I 

have less to do, I am a free man!” joked Nkalo Nkula, the traditional chief for some 10 villages 

in Liwonde district. 

“Our girls need to be in school. Yes, it is very hard for people to find the school fees. They have 

not cash crops here but food crops, and if you find money you think of the stomach. School is a 

luxury. But education is the future and people are opening their eyes. There is plenty of time to 

get married – many children used to be a blessing; now many children means poverty.” 

http://www.theguardian.com/music/2011/jan/21/madonna-breaks-promise-malawi
http://www.theguardian.com/music/2011/jan/21/madonna-breaks-promise-malawi
https://camfed.org/


Aid work has come and gone here; outsiders have brought in food or health clinics with various 

hits and misses. What is happening now feels different. Likwenu school is supported by Camfed, 

which is supporting many girls and schools. It does not own or run them, but it offers 

scholarships and has been building kitchens for the all-important porridge-making. 

There are 70 girls at Likwenu being supported by Camfed, which has committed to a long-term 

relationship with pupils, so much so that it insists that children sign up to be part of its alumni 

scheme – a cycle that brings school-leavers back to mentor younger girls. 

Three 19-year-olds – Mervice Chombuk, Fatsileni Jafali and Asitatu Bamusi – are recent 

Likwenu graduates and Camfed alumni. They’ve come back, as agreed, to chat to the pupils – 

“to put back,” said Chombuk. 

“I tell them, ‘don’t be tempted to leave school, don’t be tempted by the boys who shout at you 

and say you will never be married’,” she said. “It’s challenging to stay. It’s easy to drop out, but 

you will regret it for the rest of your life.” 

 

Pupil transport: How far would you walk to get an education?  

http://mg.co.za/multimedia/2015-02-26-pupil-transport-how-far-would-you-walk-to-get-an-

education 
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