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Abstract: Administration and management in primary schools in Malawi is very crucial 

because it determines the outcome of many undertakings in the school. It is central to 

effectiveness in the school as an institution in the same way that its negative manifestation 

would equally crumble it. This paper investigates the various challenges that management 

and administration faces in primary schools in Malawi. It is based on challenges solicited 

from records kept by head-teachers of selected primary schools in different zones in the 

districts of Mangochi, Balaka and Blantyre as well as data from one Primary Education 

Advisor’s office for Ulongwe Zone in Balaka. The challenges range from financing of 

administrative duties through lack of collaboration with relevant stakeholders to lack of pre-

service and in-service training for both head-teachers and other members of staff among 

others. 
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Introduction  

Administration and management in schools continues getting much attention globally. Realizing 

its relevance in the success of primary schools, there are a lot of interventions initiated to ensure 

its effectiveness. In the education system of countries like England, school management and 

administration receives a particularly strong policy emphasis and an increased focus on training, 

qualification and professional development for school leaders within a national qualification 
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framework(Day & Sammons, 2016). To highlight the importance that is attached to management 

and administration, Day and Sammons (2016) notes that “head-teachers are held accountable for 

school performance through a highly developed national accountability framework which 

includes individual target-setting for each school, the publication of examination results 

etcetera
”
. Research findings indicate that management and administration of primary schools 

generally encounters the following challenges: ensuring consistently good teaching and learning; 

managing behaviour and attendance; strategically managing resources and the environment; 

building the school as a professional learning community; and developing partnerships beyond 

the school to encourage parental support for learning and new learning opportunities among 

others(Day & Sammons, 2016). In studies conducted in other countries such as Malaysia, 

collaborative management has proved to have a positive impact on effectiveness of schools in the 

country(Ahmad, 1998).The lack of necessary conditions and initiatives for improved school 

leadership therefore bolsters adverse impacts on effectiveness of schools.   

Similarly, there are several factors that impact on management and administration effectiveness 

in primary schools in Malawi. Lack of teaching and learning resources, distance between schools 

and homes, unavailability of necessary infrastructure, high teacher-student ratio and lack of 

motivation for both teachers and students are some of the major problems facing primary 

education in general (Ravishankar, El-Kogali, Sankar, Tanaka, & Rakoto-Tiana, 2016). Most of 

these problems emanate from underfunding by the Ministry of Education, Science and 

Technology. With the lack of sufficient funding, the primary schools’ effectiveness largely 

depends on the school’s management and administration. This leaves the schools’ leadership as 

the last standing pillar for primary education. However, the leadership in the public primary 

schools encounters several challenges that adversely affect effectiveness in the management and 

administration of the learninginstitutions. The relationship between successful school leadership 

and an effective school has been firmly established in scholarly literature(Wamba, 2015). 

The challenges encountered adversely affect how the schools are run. As already noted, most of 

these challenges emanate from the lack of sufficient aid and support from the government. In 

addition to this however, there are also numerous other challenges that arise within the 

management and administration system of the schools. These problems have their origins in the 

professional and social interaction between various stakeholders at the institutional as well as 

community level. These include leadership such as the head-teachers or principals, staff 
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members, Parent-Teacher Associations, students and members of the society as a whole. The 

management and administration of several schools is caught up in a web of relationships between 

these various stakeholders. As such, anybreakdown in the link between two or more of the 

stakeholders might result into disastrous inefficiency that is ultimately blamed on the leadership. 

This is largely fueled by among other things the lack of training for management in the schools 

which affects the capabilities of the leadership and shapes the perceptions of the teams they lead 

in the schools.  

This study has largely been influenced by my experience as a student in a number of public 

primary schools (Kankao Full Primary School in Balaka, Catholic Institute Primary School in 

Blantyre and Chatuwa Local Education Authority Primary School in Lilongwe) as I grew up and 

the apparent perpetuity of challenges in administration and management in these schools as well 

as several others falling in the same category. The failure of the school systems to address most 

of the challenges the schools face led to this investigation of the challenges that the leadership of 

these public schools encounter in the management and administration of their own institutions, 

with a focus on collective data representing selected primary schools in different zones in three 

districts namely Mangochi, Balaka and Blantyre in the southern region of Malawi.    

Literature Review 

Educational management and administration has become a target for both educationists and 

policy makers globally.Bush (2017) attributes this to a rise in the hypothesis that the quality of 

leadership makes a significant difference to school and student outcomes. He acknowledges that 

in many parts of the worldthere is recognition that schools require effective leaders and managers 

if they are to provide the best possible educationfor their learners(Bush, 2017). 

Literature on administration and management in primary schools in Malawi is scarce. However, 

there have been a number of studies that have concentrated on other factors influencing 

leadership in schools. For example, Wamba (2015) conducted a research on head-teacher 

preparation in Mzuzu. In the study’s focus on in-service experiences of seven head-teachers in 

Luwinga ward, the research found that both pre-service and in-service training was almost 

nonexistent. According to the study, “training is ad hoc, idiosyncratic and does not seem to 

follow a specific pattern. Criteria for the selection of head-teachers include a successful record of 

teaching, priorrecord of leadership in school or outside, religious affiliation, a university 

certificate or degree and last but notleast political influence”(Wamba, 2015). The effects that this 
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hason the education system trickle down to crucial areas such as the management of teaching 

staff at the school. 

Poorly trained head-teachers – who are the core of administration and management at a public 

primary school – are often clueless on implementation of relevant policies, initiatives and 

projects initiated by the Ministry of Education. For example, a World Bank study on primary 

education foundthat teachers in lower classes in Malawian primary schools are overburdened 

with work comparing to fellow teachers in upper classes (Ravishankar et al, 2016).The study 

notes that this is the case despite the fact that optimizing the utilization of available teachers is to 

a large extent the responsibility of the head-teachers and school management committees. As the 

study suggests, where pre-service and in-service training is conducted, “head-teacher training 

needs to incorporate new content to encourage innovation in leading interventions to improve 

learning outcomes and the optimization of available resources in the lower primary grades” 

(Ravishankar et al, 2016). 

In emphasizing on the roles and responsibilities of management, another study observes that 

school management team plays a big role in among other things deciding materials to be 

purchased and the infrastructure to maintain according to the needs of the school. For example, 

the study noted that when a head-teacher was informed about his/her school’s annual allocation, 

a meeting of teachers and School Management Committee (SMC) members was called in order 

to identify priority needs for the school based on the school improvement Plan(Chiwaula, 

Nampota, Meke, & Kunje, 2014).  

Further, in a report on primary education interventions in Malawi, head-teachers and teachers 

identified human resource allocation and financial administration as potential critical issues in 

the effectiveness of primary schools(Bolton & Hewitt, 2016). 

However, as noted, the literature focuses on the roles of head-teachers in the administration and 

management of schools. There is also emphasis on the need for in-service training for the head-

teachers. This focus is narrow as it does not directly examine challenges that the administration 

and management face in execution of duties, save for instances where it touches on untrained 

head-teachers inefficiency – which is really a main barrier to management and administration as 

well. It is in this context that the study aims at exploring the challenges to education 

administration and management in Malawian primary schools with a focus on selected schools in 

the three districts of Mangochi, Balaka and Blantyre.  
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Method  

The study deploys qualitative methods for data collection and analysis. The data was collected 

through two categories of participants. The first are records kept in the offices of head-teachers 

in MangochiBoma Zone in Mangochi, Kankao Zone in Balaka and Lilangwe, Lunzu and 

Chigumukire zones in Blantyre. The second are records stored in the office of the Primary 

Education Advisor (P.E.A.) for Ulongwe Zone in Balaka. The custodians of the records were 

chosen through purposive sampling for an easy and quick collection of data as well as the 

relevance of the participants with regards to their current professions.This was motivated by the 

nature of the study as purposive sampling is “a nonrandom technique that does not need 

underlying theories or a set number of participants” and “the researcher decides what needs to be 

known and sets out to find people who can and are willing to provide the information by virtue 

of knowledge or experience”(Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). From this basis, the researcher 

targeted offices of the head-teacher in all the zones as well as one PEA in one zone.   

Challenges: Perspectives from selected Zones  

The challenges are almost cross-cutting, except in some instances where variations were noted 

depending on who handled the documents containing the challenges. For example, while head-

teacher inefficiency is a challenge highlighted by many in other zones, such inefficiencies – 

when they result from unethical dealings by head-teachers – went unreported.   

Mangochi Boma Zone in Mangochi 

In Mangochi, data for the study was collected from Makanjira Primary School which is in the 

MangochiBoma Zone. According to records of management and administration’s evaluation and 

assessment meetings, the school’s management faces a lot of challenges. Most of the challenges 

are internal. However, the community in which the school is located also heavily affects the 

management and administration of the school. 

The first of the challenges encounteredare finance-related. They range from the shortage of 

office materials to abuse of funds by incumbent head-teachers among others. As regards to the 

shortage of materials, it stems from the fact that the District Education Management (DEM) 

grants less funding to the school. This is also the case with all other schools in the district. The 

main reason is that funding from the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST) 

to the school through the DEM’s office is insufficient. Consequently, the DEM has to allocate 

the funds with extreme caution, considering schools that require urgent financial interventions at 
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the expense of the basic necessities in all schools. The other main problem under finance is the 

administration of funds by the school itself. The records indicate that there is always abuse of 

funds by the head-teacher’s office. Head-teachers at the school sometimes use school funds for 

their own personal affairs. This works in a vicious cycle with another main problem prevalent at 

the school – lack of transparency and accountability when channeling information to members of 

staff concerning funds and other related important information.  

The other challenge bemoaned by the school’s administration relates to cooperation. Firstly, 

there is lack of cooperation between members of staff and the administration in dealing with staff 

indiscipline. This is observable through the rates of absenteeism without sound reasons, 

punctuality issues and an apparent lack of patriotism. Most of the times, some members of staff 

are always at loggerheads with the administration for failure to observe work ethics. Some staff 

members do not report for duties simply because they want to take care of personal business. 

Secondly, the lack of cooperation manifests in the poor communication among teachers, the 

head-teacher’s office, the Parent-Teacher Association members and other appointed authorities 

such as section heads as well as school management committees. This often leads to lack of full 

participation of the community in development projects initiated by the school, and high teacher 

attrition rates.  

The other major challenge faced in management and administration of the school relates to 

supervision. Pertaining to this, supervision is a two-way process happening internally and 

externally. For internal supervision, the records show that that there is poor internal supervision 

conducted by the relevant management authorities at the school. The school’s head-teacher 

normally does not supervise lessons along with heads of sections and management committees to 

observe and assess the pedagogical practices being deployed in the classroom situation by the 

teachers.  

The other challenge observed at the school relates to administrative flaws by both head-teachers 

and the rest of the members of staff. Firstly, the head-teacher at the school tends to assume all 

responsibilities even where division of labour is imminent. At times, greed is the motivation as 

some roles involve financial handling. However, sometimes the motivation is mere ego. In 

addition to this, the other main flaw is favouritism by the head-teachers when distribution of 

roles and responsibilities to members of staff becomes inevitable. The other main setback is the 

poor keeping and tracking of records by teachers at the school. Apart from failure to keep track 
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of the progress of their students through performance and attendance registers, teachers 

themselves dodge staff attendance registers.  

The last challenge to administration and management observed at the school is the lack of pre-

service and in-service training for both head-teachers and teachers. This acts as a barrier towards 

meeting the Ministry of Education’s National Educational Standards. The consequence again is a 

vicious cycle of management and staff that continuously fail to complement each other in their 

daily duties and responsibilities because they lack the necessary skills.  

Ulongwe and Kankao zones in Balaka 

With Balaka, the challenges were collected from two different categories of sources in the two 

different zones.In Kankao Zone, the data came from records in the office of thehead-teacher at 

the school that was subject to this study – Rivirivi Primary School. For Ulongwe Zone, the data 

was sourced from the Primary Education Advisor (PEA) for the zone – which meant a 

summation of all challenges as collected and documented by the PEA’s office from all schools in 

the zone. 

For Rivirivi Primary School, the first main challenge to administration and management is lack 

of administrative resources. This happens because of limited funding from the Ministry of 

Education through the District Education Management’s office.Consequently, it affects the 

execution of duties in management and administration that require financing, for example, the 

procurement of teaching and learning materials, organization of in-service training for teachers at 

the school etcetera.   

The other main challenge to administration and management at the school is the hostility of the 

surrounding community. Sometimes, the head-teacher’s office operates in a non-supportive 

environment as the feeder villages (communities where the students come from) demonstrate 

hatred for the school leadership. This is mostly a consequence of political and religious 

differences. For traditional politics, implementation of certain projects is a challenge because 

most of the times the management has to deal with conflicts between local leaders on ownership 

of the school. Under this, the main question is on whose village the school belongs to. Pertaining 

to religion, the hostilities do not even have any basis. The school is located in an area with a 

population that is divided between Christianity and Islam. Even within the earlier, there are 

several other sub-groups. As such, the presence of a head-teacher from either side always raises 

suspicions to the other as regards to whether their endeavors are in the best interest of all learners 
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at the school without any mark of religious discrimination. This is highly contentious when it 

comes to sensitive religious issues such as the observation of religious holidays, the teaching of 

subjects with religious content such as Religious Studies etcetera.  

The last main challenge at the school relates to administrative flaws on the part of the teachers. 

Firstly, the staff members are just negligent. They fail to perform their duties and allow personal 

business to get in the way of their official duties and responsibilities. For example, some teachers 

are not punctual; others are mostly absent altogether while others do not keep records of work. 

Secondly, some of the staff members exert unnecessary pressure on management and 

administration – some to the extent of not performing so that the management should be deemed 

a failure – just to settle personal grudges or to get their own preferred candidates into the office 

of the head-master. The last challenge pertaining to the administrative problems is the failure to 

adapt to necessary changes by the different management committees. Sometimes, the committees 

are resistant to new interventionist projects and initiatives introduced by the administration for 

fear of the unknown.   

For Ulongwe Zone, the data provided showed that the first major challenge to administration is a 

heavy workload on head-teachers. This results from the fact that the schools are understaffed. 

Consequently, head-teachers have to double as full class teachers too. As such, administrative 

and management work suffers because the focus is mostly on the teaching. This leads into other 

problems such as failure to resolve discipline issueswith staff members because the 

management’s attention is divided. 

Secondly, the other most prominent challenge relates to finance. In addition to lack of 

administrative resources, the other main problem is mismanagement of the limited resources 

available. Due to lack of transparency and accountability systems in schools in the zone, the 

head-teachers are not held responsible for such immoral and wanton acts. Further, the lack of 

enough incentives for administrative staff also adversely affects the execution of duties by those 

responsible for management and administration. The head-teachers and other members of the 

different management committees get little to nothing as reward for their administrative and 

management duties. This in turn demotivates them and consequently fuels the mismanagement 

of funds.  

The last main challenge in the zone relates to lack of in-service training. The head-teachers in the 

zone are not trained in management. This adversely affects efficiency in the execution of their 
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duties and responsibilities as management. For example, they fail to lead by example. They fall 

into the same trap as the staff members they are supposed to lead in failing to fulfill other 

expected duties of them such as record keeping and lesson preparation. Again, due to lack of 

proper management knowledge and skills, they are rendered less effective as they fail to 

successfully resolve matters requiring urgent management intervention, such as disciplinary 

cases.  

Lilangwe, Lunzu and Chigumukire zones in Blantyre  

The data for these three zones was collective. The offices of the head-master in schools subject 

to the study provided the data from the zones with challenges as the common denominator. This 

meant for all the schools in the zones, they just gathered and combined the common challenges 

and presented them for the study.  

The schools from which the data was collected are as follows, each presented after the zone: 

Lilangwe Zone: Katete II Primary School,Mbira Primary School,LilangwePrimary 

School,Chigodi Primary School,Ng'onga Primary School, Makalanga Primary School, Mlambe 1 

Primary School; Lunzu Zone: Lunzu Primary School, Ntenjera Primary School, Chilala Primary 

school, Al' Baracah Islamic Primary School, AquiedPrimary School, Chilandepa Primary 

School, Chisenjere Primary School, and; Chigumukire Zone: Michiru Primary School, 

Chigumukire Primary School, and Kachanga Primary School.  

Across the schools in the three zones, the first main challenge identified was related to lack of 

resource for execution of administrative duties and responsibilities. In addition to this, there is 

also late funding and lack of enough financial support from Ministry of Education and other 

relevant stakeholders. This directly affects the financial contributions that the District Education 

Management’s office allocates to each of the schools in the three zones.  

Another main challenge that is cross-cutting amongst schools in the three zones relates to 

cooperation between the school and the community. There is a worrying hostile atmosphere in 

the way the schools relate to their feeder communities due to several reasons. The most common 

source of tension between the schools and the surrounding communities is culture. Culture of the 

feeder community becomes a problem when it encourages practices that contradict goals and 

targets of education. An example is the initiation ceremonies that at times extend into the 

academic calendar, delaying attendance of children to schools. Another example relates to main 

traditional and cultural occasions in the society such funerals, where school is disrupted when 
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such activities happen in close proximity with the school. In the end, school management 

becomes at loggerheads with the community. The result is usually minimal or no support at all 

from the community when it is time to carry out development projects.  

The other challenge noted is political and administrative interference from both politicians and 

senior officials in the education sector. According to records, political interference happens when 

school governing bodies act under political influence. Sometimes Members of Parliament and 

other ministersmay order the school management to run a particular project in favour of their 

political ambitions. Sometimes, it is the Primary Education Advisors and the District Education 

Manager who make unnecessary interventions stopping the management of schools from 

effecting some decisions or implementing some significant initiatives – mostly for political 

reasons that were not expounded in the data.  

The schools also cited lack of consultation by the Ministry of Education, Science and 

Technology when implementing projects. According to the records, a top-down approach by the 

ministry in implementation of policies and projects does not augur well with management and 

administration of the schools. Mostly, the policies and projects are out of touch with reality and 

the management is not trained or oriented enough for a smooth and swift implementation. As 

such, it is the management and administration of the schools that appear as failures when the fact 

is the problem is not their own making.  

The other main challenge to administration and management in the schools in the three zones is 

insubordination. Most of the times, juniors to the head-masters in the schools are rebellious. 

There are instances where juniors sternly oppose some decisions just to frustrate administration 

for personal vendetta. This mostly happens when among other reasons the junior staff members 

do not like incumbent office bearers. Sometimes the juniors underrate the administrators because 

of superiority complex especially in instances where they feel they probably know more than 

their administrators due to extra academic qualifications or personal achievements etcetera.  

The last main challenge relates to the running of grant-aided primary schools in the three zones. 

Amongst the schools, there are some which are partially funded by religious institutions. 

Referred to as proprietor interference in the recorded challenges, there is regular interference in 

administrative and management affairs by the religious authorities. In worst scenarios, this can 

reach to as far as the designing of the school uniform where the religious institution feels 

threatened by dressing that appears contrary to its values and beliefs.  
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Discussion and conclusion  

The available data from the zones in the three districts shows that there are some challenges that 

are common in public primary schools. The first such challenge relates to financing. Throughout 

the data, insufficient funding for administrative duties comes out as one of the major challenges. 

This is largely the case because for government schools, they have one major common source of 

funding – government through the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology. As such, 

there is uniformity in how funding is regulated. Such uniformity is what leads to the lack of 

sufficient resources in the schools because the budgetary allocations at the District Education 

Management office’s level follow the same pattern across the country – regulated by the funding 

the DEM’s office gets from the MoEST. Even in the event that other donors – in addition to 

government funding – have remitted financial aid through the same bureaucracy to the schools, 

the funds are still mostly insufficient (note that the bureaucracy, though mentioned and as such 

might sound as being responsible for the insufficient funding from other donors, simply 

demonstrates that the offices involved in financing public schools are the same). An investigation 

into improvements in primary schools as a result of Direct Support to Schools (DSS) Grant in 

Malawi equally found insufficient funding as one of the main challenges. In the study conducted 

in selected schools from Blantyre, Zomba and Mangochi, respondents in all the schools were of 

the view that the DSS grant was too little for teaching and learning materials and maintenance 

needs of the schools and hence posed a challenge in prioritizing the school needs (Chiwaula et al, 

2014). 

The other challenge that cuts across all the zones in the three different districts as observed in the 

study is the lack of cooperation between school management and the communities surrounding 

the schools. Community participation in school activities works well when there is collaboration 

between management and the community’s leadership. A study by Dekker (2010) on Malawians’ 

perception of community participation in school development found that most Malawians do not 

take it as merely partaking in activities on community level but also taking part in the decision 

making process pertaining to the school’s project implementation. According to the study, 

ownership is what compels most community members to welcome the notion of their 

participation in school development. As the study observes, “the school is the property of the 

community, so the community should take care of the school”(Dekker, 2010). However, across 

all the zones in the three districts in this study, ownership of the school is also ironically a main 
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cause for the lack of collaboration and hostilities that exist between the school management and 

the feeder communities. As per the observation in all the zones, the lack of collaboration 

manifests itself in several other areas as well apart from the hostilities between the school and the 

communities. There are usually cracks in the school management committees as well as the staff 

room where some members do not want to take part in activities initiated by school management 

for various reasons. Poor cooperation and lack of transparency and accountability among the 

school-heads of staff and Area Development Committees has also been identified as one major 

cause of most of the challenges facing primary schools in the country(Mzembe, 2017).  

The other challenge that is also cross-cutting relates to the management’s own flaws. For 

example, as observed in the three zones in Blantyre and one zone in Balaka, the collected data 

shows that the head-teachers themselves are not exemplary in their administrative work. Most of 

them do not keep the very same records that staff members are required to keep. In addition to 

that, as per the data from Ulongwe Zone, the head-teachers fail to carry out some of their 

administrative responsibilities simply because they are overburdened. This is the case because 

the head-teachers also serve as full time teachers – a role that equally requiresa lot of time and 

resources just as the administrative one – as their schools are usually understaffed. Also, the 

mismanagement of funds by the head-master may be treated as pinned between financing and 

management flaws – and this is also a major concern in most of the schools in the different zones 

with the exception of Kankao Zone in Balaka.  

The other overbearing challenge – though it falls short of explicit reference in some zones 

compared to others – is the lack of pre-service and in-service training for both the head-teachers 

and mere teachers. Specific reference is made to the head-teachers in the data from Ulongwe 

Zone. In the various zones in Blantyre, there is an implicit connotation relating to the lack of 

training where recorded data bemoans a top-down approach by higher education authorities (the 

DEM and MoEST specifically)in implementation of projects without management’s prior 

training on how to successfully handle the projects at hand. Also, there is a serious 

administration problem usually because the head-teachers are generally not trained prior to their 

appointment. As Wamba (2011) notes, findings from his study suggest that opportunities for pre-

service and in-service head-teacher training in Mzuzu are almost nonexistent. This is the 

situation for all head-teachers across the country. The lack of training negatively impacts the 

execution of administrative duties and responsibilities by the management of the schools.  
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Most of the challenges uncovered in the study are solvable through adjustments in budgetary 

allocation to the various schools. With enough administrative resources, some obstacles such as 

the dilemma of choosing priorities within priorities can easily be overcome. However, it should 

be noted that this is not easy to achieve as the main determiner is the country’s economy. Still, 

with political will, government can do much better. Related to this adjustment is the introduction 

of pre-service training for head-teachers and in-service training for teachers in general. The 

initiation of such training programmes may improve effectiveness in the execution of 

administrative duties by the two stakeholders. Otherwise, Malawi has a long way to go in terms 

of administration and management of primary schools if the challenges noted in this study are 

left unattended to.  
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