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Abstract:Despite efforts by government to increase access to secondary school education in 

Malawi, enrolment rates remain minimal in comparison to primary school completion rates. 

This is largely attributed to limited space in and availability of public secondary schools in 

the country. Against this background, addressing the question of admission into the available 

public secondary schools remains critical. This is especially in view of access versus quality 

in the education that is provided to children and the context of Malawi as a resource-scarce 

country. The current secondary school admissions policy results into categorization of public 

schools through which selection of successful primary school candidates is made. This leads 

to a stratification that seems to have an everlasting bearing on the students undergoing 

secondary education through to university, adversely impacting greatly on social mobility. 

This paper examines the impact of the admissions policy on education, relating it to the 

legitimatizing of the social stratification that results thereafter in the society. 

Keywords : Tracking policy, admissions policy, social stratification, secondary school 

education, social mobility. 

 

Introduction   

The introduction of free primary education in 1994 in Malawi saw a dramatic surge in student 

enrollment which later contributed to an equally enormous increase in enrolment in public 
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secondary school. Previously, admission into secondary education had been carefully kept 

minimal through a system that prevented a lot of poor people from completing primary education 

because they could not pay primary school tuition fees. As such, the surge burdened the already 

stratifying secondary school admission policy which had existed in different ways since 

independence. In the current admission policy, access to public secondary schools is still very 

restrictive with a transition from primary to secondary education of just about 32% in the 

2012/2013 academic year (ESIP, 2013). The total enrolment in secondary school in the same 

academic year was at 260,000 students. Entrance into secondary school is merit-based. 

Candidates who sit for Primary School Leaving Certificate Examinations (PLSCE) are selected 

to different categories of secondary schools to start Form 1 depending on their performance. 

Public secondary schools in Malawi are categorized into three: grant-aided, conventional 

(district), and community day secondary schools. Private secondary schools automatically fall in 

their own category because admission does not depend on performance in national examinations 

– rather it is about having the financial muscle to meet the costs of education at a given 

institution.   

Grant-aided secondary schools in Malawi are relatively of high quality. Their infrastructure is 

often high quality and they have relatively sufficient teaching and learning resources such as 

libraries stocked with piles of reading and study materials as well as science laboratories 

(Sandikonda, 2013). The teachers in these schools are usually graduates from public universities. 

The teacher-student ratio in the grant-aided schools is falls within the government target of 1:40 

(ESIP, 2013) because enrolment is controlled by the available learning resources. In addition to 

that, the schools in this category boast of supporting infrastructures such as dining and 

entertainment halls for meals provided to boarding students by the school and recreational 

activities respectively. These schools get their funding from both government and the religious 

organizations since the two entities are respective co-owners. Entrance into these schools 

depends on one‟s performance in the institution‟s own organized entrance examination.  

The conventional secondary schools rank second to the grant-aided schools in terms of quality of 

education provided to students. They are completely owned by the government. However, there 

is also a further categorization that marks this level. The schools are further divided into national 

secondary schools and district secondary schools (Chinombo, Meke, Zeitlyn, & Lewin, 2014). 

National secondary schools attract best performers of the primary school leaving certificate 
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examinations and the students come from across the whole country. The target is to train the 

crème de la crème from across the whole country regardless of their financial background. These 

schools are heavily subsided by the government and tuition is generally lower than the district 

secondary schools. There are currently only four government national secondary schools in the 

country namely Blantyre Secondary School, Dedza Government Secondary School, Lilongwe 

Girls Secondary School and Mzuzu Government Secondary School. Although they do not have 

sufficient resources, these schools are relatively better than the typical conventional secondary 

schools in quality of staff, availability of teaching and learning resources, and the general student 

performance during national examinations (ESIP, 2013).  

Both the national and district secondary schools were modeled on mission schools which now 

mostly form the grant-aided category. They have good teachers‟ houses, dining halls, hostels, 

good classrooms, laboratories and libraries (Sandikonda, 2013). They both receive funding from 

the central government on a monthly basis. The conventional secondary schools also have high 

quality teachers, but there is a remarkably lower availability of resources than the national 

secondary schools. Performance in the district secondary schools follows closely on the national 

secondary schools.  

The third category is the Community Day Secondary School. Community Day Secondary 

Schools (CDSS) originated from the Distance Education Centres which were introduced in 1965. 

In 1999, a new policy directive converted all the Distance Education Centres into Community 

Day Secondary Schools, creating a unified system of secondary education (World Data on 

Education, 2011). These secondary schools are established by the community with the help of 

government and they are often characterized by unavailability of sufficient infrastructure, lack of 

teaching and learning resources and consequently poor results during national examinations. 

Mostly, these schools are attended by students who were selected from nearby primary schools. 

Students that get selected to CDSSs are mostly those who perform relatively lower than those 

who get selected to conventional and national secondary schools.   

The last category which stands on its own is the private schools. These are owned by private 

entities or individuals and quality varies greatly from school to school. In this category, there are 

schools that accommodate students from poor backgrounds but who have not passed the Primary 

School Leaving Certificate. These are often of very poor quality, mostly lacking in both human 

and material resource, and nonperforming during national examinations. The tuition in such 
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schools is very affordable. The bigger the school and the more it charges its students, the more 

reputable it becomes. In the same category is a badge of designated schools. These are attended 

by experts‟ children and students that belong to elite families in the country (World Data on 

Education, 2011). They are very expensive, follow international Cambridge or American 

curricula, and the quality of education is unrivalled with an unlimited availability of resources, 

highly trained teachers and very low and convenient teacher-student ratios.   

The huge disparities in terms of the quality of education offered in the different schools act as a 

lead towards how the tracking policy in the admission of students into secondary schools in the 

country affects education in its entirety. While note faulting meritocracy in the admissions 

policy, the paper examines how the policy contributes towards social stratification as the long 

term result of the education system. The paper argues that this is an execution of a carefully 

planned governance system by the elites as a means of controlling the masses since a lot of 

students do not get the best of education in the country. As such, even the selection of the few 

brilliant ones into the national secondary schools is a form of pacification of the rural masses 

deceiving them into believing that if they can persevere and perform better, they can break the 

barriers. In explaining this phenomenon, the paper models itself on the Dependency Theory by 

Bowles and Gintis (1976) which posits that schools reinforce class inequalities in contemporary 

society. 

Literature Review  

Social stratification as a consequence of education in Malawi has largely been discussed in 

relation to the curriculum. Most studies have focused on other contentious issues such as the 

language policy which maintains the use of English as a medium of instruction as it is viewed as 

a form of elitism. However, some studies have tackled the problem in passing, as part of a major 

study.  

Sandikonda (2013) observes the disparities that start right in students‟ performance in the 

different school categories. He posits that the admissions policy of secondary school students has 

resulted into inequality in academic achievement in all the three types of secondary schools, 

eventually leading to the creation of an elite class in the Malawian society. Sandikonda cites a 

survey conducted in 2000 by the National Statistics Office in Zomba as revealing that the 

admission policy has a role in promoting academic inequality in Malawi (Sandikonda, 2013). 

Although he notes that there are disparities in the academic achievement, the university colleges‟ 
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selection, the entrance to the job market and life style in the community amongst students who 

attend the different school categories, Sandikonda‟s study falls short of exploring the 

stratification any further as his paper focuses simply on factors that contribute to the inequalities 

in academic achievement. 

In a study related to this, Hoop (2010) observes that the tracking policy in Malawi creates a 

selective secondary education and school participation. In his study on tracking policies in Sub-

Saharan Africa, he notes that rather than distributing the limited resources available for 

secondary education uniformly across schools, many governments allocate a relatively large 

share of the available resources to a select number of secondary schools whose entrance is merit-

based (Hoop, 2010). However, in this study, Hoop‟s focus is restricted towards the policy‟s 

impact on another critical area: differences in student retention rate between conventional and 

community day secondary schools.  

Through an analysis of the available literature on the admissions policy and inequality, it 

becomes observable that most of the focus goes to how differences in school categories affect 

performance. This restriction is artificial as it runs away from the real question behind the 

performance disparities – where do the learners go thereafter? As such, in addition to the 

discussion on the in-school category disparities, this paper tries to connect the inequalities to an 

apparent legitimatizing of class inequalities in the society.  

Tracking and inequalities   

The admissions policy and resource allocation  

Although the admissions policy does not directly affect the funding and resource allocation to 

schools, implicitly the use of merit in student selection to the various school categories 

contributes to how funds are allocated by the government. Meritocracy creates a moral backing 

for the varying discriminate budgetary allocations to the different schools in the perspective of a 

constant lack of enough resources. Firstly, it must be noted that there are exceptions with regards 

to the allocation of funds when it comes to grant-aided schools. These schools are largely funded 

by religious institutions but government continues pouring its expenses too because it is a major 

stakeholder in the country‟s education sector. State control of all public institutions is simply 

impossible at present because of the financial constraints the Ministry of Education, Science and 

Technology continues to grapple with. As such, entry into these schools is mostly at the mercy of 

the religious institutions.  
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However, disparities in funds and resource allocation become clearer upon an examination of the 

distribution of national, conventional and community day secondary schools. National secondary 

schools are heavily subsided. For example, in my final secondary school year at Dedza 

Government Secondary School in 2008 – one of the only four national secondary schools in 

Malawi, tuition was pegged at 3,500 Kwacha (US$33 in 2005 as the dollar was exchanging at 

MK108 (Simwaka, 2007)) compared to conventional district schools which were almost four 

times higher at around MK13,000 (about US$120). This was the case because administration of a 

national secondary school relies heavily on government funding with the students required to 

contribute a little under a cost-sharing policy (Hall & Mambo, 2015). This is different from 

conventional district secondary schools where although they also heavily rely on government 

funding, students‟ contribution through tuition is significantly higher because it also determines 

the schools‟ administrative budgets. On the other hand, the situation is worse with community 

day secondary schools because while government funding is very minimal, students‟ tuition is 

also kept at a minimum low so the schools can serve the target rural students. To provide an 

insight into how much is allocated to secondary education, it must be noted that overall, with 

about 40% of public expenditure funded by donors, total spending on education is 7% of GDP 

(Hall & Mambo, 2015).   

However, within the secondary education sub-sector, there are serious inequities in the allocation 

of resources. For example, on average per pupil per year spending is about US$ 114 in secondary 

schools as a whole, while per pupil spending at the community day secondary schools, where the 

majority of secondary school students attend, is about US$ 20 (Ng'ambi, 2010). As Chimombo et 

al (2014) notes, it is evident that community day secondary schools are accorded lower status in 

comparison with the conventional secondary schools. Gwede (2004) conducted a study to 

examine if the implementation of this policy ensured improvement of quality education in 

CDSSs. The results of the study showed that CDSSs were lacking qualified teachers, libraries 

and laboratories and had poor infrastructure (Gwede, 2004). Another study was conducted by 

Mac Jessie-Mbewe (2004), to understand students‟, teachers‟ and parents‟ perspectives of the 

conversion of Distance Education Centres to CDSSs, and student access to secondary education. 

The study confirmed an already existing perception that most of the teachers in CDSS are not 

qualified and that teaching and learning materials are not available, contributing to poor quality 

education in these schools (MacJessie-Mbewe, 2004). Another study on teachers‟ and parents‟ 
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perceptions of the secondary education unification policy also concluded that the status of 

CDSSs was lower than that of Conventional Secondary Schools (Chakwera, 2002). Chimombo et 

al (2014) observes that although the aim of the unification policy was to improve quality, the 

poor and uneven implementation of the policy has meant that CDSSs are not near the 

conventional secondary schools in terms of quality.  

Pedagogy in the different schools  

The link between pedagogy in different schools and the admissions policy becomes more visible 

upon a critical analysis of where tracking after primary school leaving certificate examinations 

leads the different categories of students to. As has been prominent from the start of the paper, 

teachers in community day secondary schools are mostly under-qualified. This is not only in 

comparison with teachers from the conventional and grant-aided schools respectively, but also 

according to the required minimum qualifications. For instance, although there is a heavy 

presence of teachers with primary school teaching qualifications in most of the community day 

secondary schools, the minimum requirement for a secondary school teacher in Malawi is a 

diploma. A 2016/2017 education sector performance report by the Ministry of Education, 

Science and Technology showed that out of 11, 289 public secondary school teachers (of which 

the majority belong to community day secondary schools), 4,337 are unqualified, representing an 

alarming 39% (Kalongosola, 2018). As pathetic as this looks, records show that there has been 

remarkable progress from the early 2000s. For example, an appraisal report by the African 

Development Bank in 2001 revealed that out of 4,325 teachers in the secondary school system, 

about 68% were not qualified for secondary school teaching, adversely affecting the quality of 

education provided (African Development Bank, 2001). In a follow up report by Malawi Nation 

newspaper, a spot-check revealed that at Chigowi Community Day Secondary School for 

instance, there are only 14 teachers of which just 4 are qualified with the rest holding primary 

teaching certificates as their highest qualifications (Kalongosola, 2018). However, there is 

simply no other way out as the demand for teachers beats the supply of students in the schools, 

with some schools having even as low as seven teachers only for hundreds of students. 

The consequence is that this has a huge impact on the teaching methodologies that are adopted in 

the different schools since a good quality teacher has the ability to effectively guide the learning 

process of children, making learning relevant and stimulating (Beytekin & Chipala, 2015). For 

grant-aided and conventional schools, the teachers, because they are highly qualified and 
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exposed to further in-service trainings, put to use up-to-date and recommended teaching methods 

in the classroom. This is aided by the relative availability of sufficient teaching resources, which 

is another challenge to community day secondary schools. In the grant-aided and conventional 

schools, a variety of teaching methods are explored. Sometimes teachers use games, debates, 

quizzes, frequent academic excursions and technological adaptations to deliver lessons. Most of 

these approaches are learner-centred, which in the long run leads to the development of 

confidence in students who go through such schools.  As Beytekin and Chipala (2015) note, 

“studies show that teachers who have professional education training, or “pedagogy,” produce 

higher student achievement than those who enter the profession and lack this background”.  

The classroom in community day secondary schools is the exact opposite. It is often passive, 

characterized by a teacher standing in front dishing out knowledge to the students who 

passionately and attentively listen and take down notes. Academic excursions are very rare, and 

the use of technology in the classroom is almost non-existent. The teachers are often less-

equipped in terms of subject knowledge due to their academic background, and they rarely go for 

in-service trainings aimed at sharpening their knowledge. The ADB 2001 report also attests to 

this by observing that in most conventional secondary schools, “the curriculum is delivered by 

qualified teachers where as in the CDSSs, the great majority (at a staggering 93% in 2001, which 

has significantly dropped to around 39% now) of the teachers are academically and 

professionally under-qualified” (African Development Bank, 2001). As a result, students from 

these schools are often passive and can be deemed as being groomed to just be supportive of the 

elite trajectory.       

Quality of education and in-secondary student performance  

Discourses on education quality and student performance in Malawian secondary schools always 

hinge around the stratification that is caused by the admissions policy. Normally, schools that 

have better resources, highly qualified teachers and students who have an apt background based 

on their pre-secondary entry performance are expected to produce better results in national 

examinations than those that are on the other end of the continuum. The reasons are obvious: 

resource availability, highly qualified teachers and intelligent learners (their classification as 

„intelligent‟ is originating from their PLSCE performance).  

It should be noted that selecting students to different schools on merit is not a problem. Positive 

discrimination becomes a problem when there are no proper interventionist measures to help 
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those that need help advance in their studies with the necessary resources. As noted, the 

combination between lack of human resource, teaching and learning resources, as well as 

students who are low-esteemed because of the conscious knowledge that they were probably 

selected to the Community Day Secondary Schools because they did not perform well in the 

national primary school leaving examination is detrimental to the future of the CDSS students. 

Sadly, neither these students nor most of their teachers understand that performance during the 

primary school leaving examinations or any other examination is affected by several other 

external factors peculiar either to an individual learner, a single school, or a number of schools in 

different zones. That aside, even if the performance of all candidates were to be great, selection 

to the top schools would simply not be possible because of lack of space. As such, the students 

who are selected to the low quality schools are subjected to a combination of lack of both human 

and teaching and learning resources. This impinges performance on both a daily basis and during 

national examinations in comparison to students admitted in the conventional and grant-aided 

schools.  

In national examinations at both the junior certificate in the past (before its abolishment in 2017) 

and the Malawi School Certificate of Examinations, trends in performance indicate a bias 

towards grant-aided and conventional secondary schools, with Community Day Secondary 

Schools being at the bottom. To demonstrate how serious the stratification is, even intra-CDSS 

performance varies. The community schools located in rural areas perform relatively worse 

compared to those that are located in urban settings. In a study on performance of students in 

Physical Science in Malawian rural community day schools for example, Mlangeni and Chiotha 

(2015) found that despite poor performance being reported in both conventional and community 

day secondary schools, the passing rates were relatively more worrying in rural community day 

secondary schools. The passing rate in the rural CDSSs was as low as 2% in 2013. The study 

attributes this to the low quality of education in community schools.  For example, “unlike 

district day boarding secondary schools, most CDSSs emanated from primary schools without 

proper structures and without purposely built laboratories for physical science practical lessons 

or demonstration sessions” (Mlangeni & Chiotha, 2015). According to the study, most of these 

schools do not have facilities such as competent qualified teachers, text books, laboratories and 

laboratory equipment for teaching the sciences among other problems. 
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In the community day schools, poor performance in examinations largely emanates from poor 

provision of learning resources such as physical science text books and chemicals for laboratory 

experiment experience even in schools with good laboratory facilities. As Mlangeni and Chiotha 

(2015) note, high failure rates and the poor quality of the students could be a reflection of 

inadequate text books and unavailability of other resources such as the laboratories for practical 

sessions in the sciences in most of the community day secondary schools.  

In addition to the sciences, language of instruction also proves to be a problem. This is the case 

because mostly their learning is a mere continuation of the preceding learning conditions and 

environment encountered in primary education. The unavailability of sufficient learning 

materials means even the language of instruction – English – is more of a problem as the 

students are faced with a situation where its practicability in their societal daily life is very 

limited. As such, failure to improve in the language adversely affects their content absorption in 

the classroom, aside the fact that most teachers in these schools also struggle to deliver lessons in 

the stipulated medium of instruction.          

Tracking: a hindrance to Social Mobility  

Education has often been described by many sociological theorists as a major determiner in 

social stratification because it is the primary generator of social mobility in any modern 

industrial society (LPU, 2012). Different rural families surviving on subsistence farming in 

Malawi have raised children who have managed to rise into white collar jobs through attainment 

of education. However, these are rare occurrences which are primarily hindered by 

discriminatory systems such as the tracking policy. Because the masses are illiterate, the 

explanation of poor resource allocation into the lower schools where most of their children attain 

secondary education does not even require explanation. It sounds legitimate, and more often 

sentiments that legitimize this inequality are encountered in daily interactions with students and 

teachers, as well as parents in societies that rely on such schools for their children‟s education. 

The result is that with a poor education, miserable national examination performance and an 

unsupportive education system, children from these poor masses do not go anywhere after 

finishing secondary school. As a result, they are often trapped in the vicious cycle of poverty that 

haunts their past, present and future.  

This becomes very visible when it comes to university entrance. There is a serious problem 

because when we are talking about secondary education in Malawi we are talking about a 
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majority of the schools being CDSSs, yet most that make it to university are from the 

international, grant-aided, and conventional schools that form the elite. As Hall and Mambo 

(2015) observe, university education which is attained by these elites is heavily subsided. As 

their study found out, Malawi has a substantial challenge at the secondary and tertiary levels 

regarding socio-economic equity and equality in the distribution of support with only 3% of 

government subsidies at the tertiary level benefiting the two lowest wealth quintiles, while 82% 

benefits the highest quintile. The injustice that manifests itself through this distribution impinges 

the poor because consequential to the admissions policy is the fact that lowest wealth quintiles‟ 

students usually attend the community day secondary schools and therefore fail to proceed to 

higher education in larger numbers compared with their counterparts from the grant-aided, 

conventional and international secondary schools.  

Even in the different public universities, student selection into various programs largely reflects 

the kind of school the students went to. This is the case because the meritocracy also plays a 

critical role in their admission to university. For example, in the 2016/2017 University of Malawi 

intake, out of 197 students that were selected to pursue different programs at the prestigious 

College of Medicine, only 7 came from community day secondary schools representing just 

3.5% of COM‟s 2016/2017 intake while about 66% of the intake were students from grant-aided 

schools only, with the rest being shared by conventional and private secondary schools (National 

Council for Higher Education , 2017). This serves to demonstrate how education leads to social 

stratification. The programs that various students enroll in higher education largely determine 

their career paths. As it can be seen, this chain starts with the students‟ admission into secondary 

schools of different ranking.     

To underscore this, a study on education and employment in Malawi by the African 

Development Bank notes that education is key to formal employment and leads to higher hourly 

earnings (Castel, Phiri, & Stampini, 2010). The study notes that within regular wage 

employment, secondary education translates into a 123 percent wage premium, and university 

education with a 234 percent wage premium. As Castel et al (2010) observe, although Education 

recruits a lot of university graduates (always relative to the socioeconomic realities of any given 

time of recruitment), Law, Economics and Medicine fare better in comparison with the other 

disciplines in terms of employability. This attests to the notion that the tracking policy continues 
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haunting the poor even when they manage to slip through higher education because most of them 

end up being admitted into less „attractive‟ programmes.   

However, the illiteracy leads to lack of understanding of the roles and responsibilities of various 

stakeholders pertaining to the provision of equal, equitable and high quality education to all its 

citizens. As such, the stratification creeps in and settles permanently without any social pressure 

for authorities to address such a sustained stratification that keeps the masses out of reach of the 

best education and consequently of leading roles in administration and management as well as 

mere white collar professions. The education the poor masses get is not even sufficient enough to 

furnish them with knowledge and the necessary entrepreneurial skills for efficiency outside the 

job market. This systemic suppression of social mobility appears to target sustenance of elitism 

with regards to leadership of the country so that the rulers‟ kids are nurtured into rulers 

themselves with those damned by fate to be born in rural areas struggling to break barriers.    

Discussion and conclusion  

The tracking policy, as observed, is not really a bad policy all factors held constant. However, in 

the Malawian context, its implementation serves social stratification well because of the socio-

political history as well as the socioeconomic context of the country. Tracing the history of the 

country‟s secondary education demonstrates that meritocracy is merely used to legitimize the 

sustenance of social classes. As per the observation in this paper, after separation of the best 

performing students from the rest through the tracking policy, there are no any interventionist 

measures to ensure that the others receive education that is of high quality and appropriate as per 

their academic abilities if the primary school leaving certificate examinations is anything to go 

by.  

In ideal circumstances, students deemed less intelligent in the selection process would be 

expected to enroll in schools that are well-equipped with both human and material resource to 

ensure that they get the same education and relatively better exposure to high performance and 

learning stimulants so as to equal the ability of those selected to conventional and grant-aided 

schools. However, the paper notes that what happens in the low-ranking schools is the contrary. 

This affirms the notion that the education system in Malawi with the use of such tools as the 

tracking policy is specifically tailored to maintain the different social classes in the society. This 

is in line with Bowle and Gintis‟ view of education in the Dependency Theory.  
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The Dependency Theory argues that the world's present state can be most validly seen as the 

outcome of domination by the 'have' nations over the 'have-nots' and, within nations, by 

domination of 'have' over 'have-not' classes and interests (Wilber, 1984). Crucial to this theory 

are the centre, the periphery and hegemony as well as production. These terms are used to 

explain the world as it is supposed to exist today, in terms of the unilateral exercise of power by 

the center on the periphery, by the hegemonic on the dependent, bolstered through the systematic 

reproduction in the periphery of the values of the center. To this regard, education is viewed as 

having an especially active role to reproduce in the young those values, attitudes, and skills best 

fitted to serve the interest of the dominant groups (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Its functionalist tenet 

is built on the notion that schools reinforce class inequalities in contemporary society.  

When examined carefully, the tracking policy in the selection of students to various secondary 

schools in Malawi resonates well with the view of reinforcing class inequalities that have existed 

since independence. It serves the dominant upper class well in controlling social mobility, which 

in turn keeps influencing choices of the poor in terms of education and career paths. In the end, 

the social class pyramid remains unaltered with descendants of the educated taking over the 

mantle when their guards vacate.  

To sum up, the paper reiterates the idea that the secondary school tracking or admissions policy 

is good but it overlooks other equally key components in education. The paper advances the view 

that the tracking policy is still in existence today because it is used by dominant powers in the 

country‟s power structures to control social mobility for a political cause. This is the case 

because of the transformative power that proper education has. Without proper interventionist 

measures to aid those disadvantaged by socioeconomic conditions and therefore adversely 

affected by the tracking policy, admission into Malawian secondary schools will remain a tool  
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