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For every child 
Quality Learning 
and Protection

From left: Eliza Ngalande and Faith Mtaladyila, Standard 7 learners at Mthuthama Primary School in Mulanje, sat at desks for the first time this year since they started  
Standard 1 at the school. UNICEF provided the desks. © UNICEF Malawi/2022/Lulutani Tembo

Background Through this approach, UNICEF can 
make the greatest possible impact during 
key moments in the lives of children in 
Malawi. Under School-aged Children, the 
educational needs of children in and out 
of school are addressed. UNICEF believes 
every child in Malawi – regardless of who 
they are, where they live, or how much 
their family earns – has the right to go to 
school and learn.

Malawi is one of the world’s poorest countries, 
ranked 172 out of 189 countries listed on the Human 
Development Index in 2019.1 Some 71 per cent of the 
population live on less than US$1.90 per day,2 and most 
people in rural communities are subsistence farmers. An 
estimated 61 per cent of children aged 0–17 years are 
now considered multi-dimensionally poor (deprived of two 
or more essential services) compared to 63 per cent in 
2012-13.3  

UNICEF works to deliver a lifecycle approach, providing 
quality services for children across three pillars including: 

1. Early Childhood, for children aged 0–5, with a focus 
on the first 1,000 days.

2. School-aged Children, for children aged 6–18, with 
a focus on young adolescents, aged 10–14.

3. Child-friendly, Inclusive, Resilient Communities 
that help realize the Early Childhood and School-
aged Children goals, encompassing the full lifecycle 
of childhood. 

1 http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/2019-human-development-index-ranking
2 World Bank, 2016. The completion of the IHS5 in December 2020 will provide 

new poverty metrics in the course of 2021.
3 Malawi National Statistics Office, December 2021, Malawi: The Multiple Indicator 

Cluster Survey (MICS) 2019-20 Survey Findings Report https://washdata.org/
sites/default/files/2022-02/Malawi 2019-20 MICS.pdf.

Girls at Mfera Primary School in Chikwawa benefit from reusable sanitary pads and sanitation 
facilities provided with support from UNICEF to improve menstrual health and hygiene in schools. 
© UNICEF Malawi/2022/HD Plus
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The Situation of Children4

Education
While free primary education has led to 88 per cent net 
enrolment in primary school, the completion rate for 
primary school is just 33 per cent. Girls (38 per cent), 
children living in an urban area (65  per  cent), and the 
wealthiest households (67 per cent) have a higher chance 
of completing primary school than boys (29 per cent), 
children in rural areas (27 per cent) and children in poorest 
households (11 per cent). Of children of lower secondary 
school age, 12 per cent attend lower secondary school 
or a higher level. Poor educational outcomes have been 
partly driven by school closures related to the COVID-19 
pandemic and teachers’ strikes.

The lower secondary school completion rate is low (23 
per cent), especially for children living in the poorest 
households (3 per cent). Only 10 per cent of children 
of upper secondary school age attend upper secondary 
school or a higher level. The upper secondary completion 
rate is very low (4 per cent), especially for poor households 
(less than 1 per cent for children living in households in the 
first three wealth quantiles).

The dropout rate of girls in secondary education increased 
from 6.4 per cent in 2020 to 9.5 per cent in 2021. For many 
girls, dropping out is common due to child marriage and 
teen pregnancy, with a 50 per cent child marriage rate, a 29 
per cent teenage pregnancy rate, and 20 per cent of girls 
experiencing sexual abuse before the age of 18. Closure 
of schools, coupled with limited household economic 
resources during the COVID-19 period, contributed to an 
11 per cent increase in teenage pregnancies, with over 
40,000 teen pregnancies and 13,000 cases of child 
marriage reported between January and August 2020. 
Parents’ and caregivers’ lack of support and negative 
attitudes towards girls’ education also contribute to high 
dropout and low school completion rates.

Only 19 per cent of children between 7 and 14 have 
foundational reading skills in either Chichewa or English, 
while 14 per cent of 7- and 8-year-olds can read a short 
story at the required level, 11 per cent are able to correctly 
answer literal comprehension questions related to the 
story, and 9 per cent are able to correctly answer inferential 
comprehension questions related to the story. 

Thirteen percent of children between 7 and 14 have 
foundational numeracy skills. The learning poverty has 
been exacerbated by the impact of COVID-19 and requires 
urgent foundational literacy and numeracy interventions 
to prevent the ongoing generational loss of children to 
poverty and unemployment, further driving negative socio-
economic conditions and poor economic development. 

A 2016 Malawi Human Rights Commission public 
inquiry into the status of children’s rights shows that 
corporal punishment is being administered in schools 
at unprecedented levels. Learners are slapped, kicked, 
whipped, pinched and hit.5

Learners do not always consider corporal punishment as 
violence and even deem it acceptable. Teachers have a 
limited concept of violence, particularly of a sexual nature, 
so may not act on cases of this nature. Some teachers 
also do not view sexual harassment or assault of girls as 
abuse or severe enough to warrant intervention.

4 This section was mainly compiled from data drawn from Malawi National Statistics Office, December 2021, Malawi: The Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 2019-20 
Survey Findings Report https://washdata.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/Malawi 2019-20 MICS.pdf ; and Ministry of Education, Republic of Malawi, 2021 Malawi Education 
Statistics Report.

5 Details can be found in the Malawi U-Report. https://ureport.mw/opinions/.

Under the Joint Programme on Girls Education, girls in vulnerable communities have access to 
quality education. © UNICEF Malawi/2022

Michele Msiska,12, a Standard 8 learner at Mitole Primary School in Chikwawa expressed joy to 
be back to school. She said COVID-19 school closures affected her performance but she has 
managed to catch up. © UNICEF Malawi/2022/Lulutani Tembo
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UNICEF supports learners and out-of-school children to 
realize their full potential. 

To further strengthen foundational learning, UNICEF 
supports the government in establishing community-based 
childcare centres, rolling out remedial classes in primary 
as well as secondary schools, and providing functional 
literacy and numeracy classes for out-of-school children. 
At least 5,500 out-of-school adolescents (88  per  cent 
women) completed functional literacy programming, and 
an additional 10,000 out-of-school youth (40 per cent 
women) participated in skills development, economic 
empowerment, and transferable skills trainings

UNICEF closely collaborates with the government and 
implementing partners to ensure that school children 
are safe from exploitation, harmful social practices and 
violence while benefiting from integrated social services. In 
addition, UNICEF supports prevention efforts providing the 
first line of defense against violence. This is accompanied 
by an effective early response and referral mechanism 
that limits the harmful effects when violence does 
occur. UNICEF supports government’s efforts to ensure 
competent treatment and aftercare for victims to maximize 
the potential for effective rehabilitation and completion of 
a safe and nurturing childhood. In 2021, over 435,400 
children (217,673 girls) in 10 target districts completed 
empowerment and active citizenship training where they 
learnt to protect themselves from violence. In addition, 
empowerment interventions reached over 2,500 girls who 
have now increased their confidence to report violence, 
helping them to remain in school.

To ensure the continuity of learning and to minimize the impact 
of closures, distance learning programmes have been running 
since 2020. As the COVID-19 waves have passed, UNICEF 
continued supporting the government as it safely reopened 
schools; it helped to provide clean water as well as health 
and hygiene information, education and communication 
materials. Despite the pandemic, approximately 3.9 million 
children (56 per cent girls) accessed emergency and non-
emergency education services through various UNICEF-
supported interventions in 2021. 
More than 8,740 vulnerable adolescent girls who would 

otherwise not be able to complete secondary education 
were enrolled through UNICEF scholarship funding in 2021. 
Nearly 10 per cent of these girls are living with a disability 
or albinism. About 3,430 adolescent girls, often denied 
schooling, completed secondary education through direct 
UNICEF support. Special attention was given to access to 
quality education for girls and children with disabilities. The 
capacity of school and community-based structures, which 
have 3,000 members between them, has been strengthened 
to mobilize parents to support girls’ education.

A total of 364,653 adolescent girls (317,256 in 2,150 
schools and 47,397 out of school) received iron and 
folic acid to reduce their susceptibility to anemia. School 
environments that encourage girls to remain in school have 
far-reaching implications for girls’ and women’s health and 
a nation’s economy.6 Since 2020, UNICEF has supported 
85 schools with WASH interventions targeting specifically 
girls. In 2022, 10,220 learners (8,234 girls) in 18 schools 
acquired access to gender-responsive WASH facilities, and 
a menstrual health and hygiene orientation was conducted 
for 2,880 adolescents (including 20 boys) in three districts.

In recent years, UNICEF helped the government create 
a conducive learning environment for children by recruiting 
thousands of auxiliary teachers and providing classroom-
size tents and school supplies. To date, UNICEF has 
distributed 310,203 desks benefitting over 1 million 
primary school learners (572,260 girls), representing 
22  per  cent of the total enrolment in primary schools. 
UNICEF also supported training for 9,595 primary and 
secondary school teachers from eight target districts to 
deliver child-centred and gender-responsive lessons and 
psychological first aid. 

UNICEF helps the government develop and establish 
evidence-based strategic policies and plans. For example, 
UNICEF provided financial and technical support to draft the 
National Teachers’ Policy, establish the Teachers Council, 
complete the early childhood education curriculum and 
syllabus, and develop the National Youth Policy and Youth 
Investment Plan.

6  UNICEF, 2010, Raising Clean Hands: Advancing Learning, Health and Participation Through WASH in Schools, p. 11.

UNICEF Action

Jessy Sabola teaches learners at Mitole Primary School, Chikwawa. © UNICEF Malawi/2022/Lulutani Tembo
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UNICEF’s Key Asks

Funding
Requirements
UNICEF Malawi is requesting

US$5,000,000
to complement the government’s 
efforts to meet children’s and 
young people’s educational and 
protection needs.

for every child, help
www.unicef.org/malawi

Every US$5 can buy a textbook.

Every US$5 can provide a package of supplementary readers.

Every US$150 can train a teacher for a whole year.

Every US$5 can provide a package of exercise books and 
pencils for a child.

Every US$80 can support an out-of-school adolescent to 
access functional literacy/numeracy training for nine months.

Every US$85 can provide a school desk for up to four 
learners.

Every US$440 can support a girl to complete secondary 
school in a community day secondary school.

Every US$340 can support a girl to complete teacher training 
college and become a primary school teacher.

Every US$1,400 can support a girl to complete teacher 
training college and become a secondary school teacher.

The cost-benefit ratio of investing in access to early childhood 
education is US$4.5 for every dollar invested.7 If children 
enroll in community-based childcare centres, they are ready 
for primary school entry and outperform children in primary, 
secondary and tertiary education who did not have access 
to early learning opportunities.

Under School-aged Children, UNICEF aims to achieve 
the following results:

+ Scale up early childhood education and strengthen 
the linkage between early childhood and primary 
education to ensure the most disadvantaged children 
are ready to enter primary school.

+ Provide remediation in foundational literacy and 
numeracy classes in targeted primary schools in 
remote rural areas. 

+ Enhance adolescent skills and employability, 
particularly alternative and multiple pathways to 

learning and skills training opportunities as well as 
non-formal or second-chance education.

+ Strengthen pre- and in-service teacher education 
through continuous professional development in 
targeted schools.

+ Ensure that school children are safe from exploitation 
and harmful practices, such as violence, while 
benefiting from integrated social services.

+ Conduct social and behaviour change communication 
activities among parents, schools and communities to 
enhance social norms to support child rights and child 
protection for learning.

7 National Planning Commission (Malawi), Copenhagen Consensus Center & African Institute for Development 
Policy, 2021, Cost-Benefit Analysis of Expanding and Improving Early Childhood Education in Malawi, https://
www.copenhagenconsensus.com/sites/default/files/mp_early_childhood_education_report.pdf.

14-year-old Steven raises a hand to answer a question in class at 
Kazomba Primary School in Lilongwe. © UNICEF Malawi/2022
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