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FACT SHEET 
 

 

Education Program Overview 
 
“Before the early grade reading activity, our Standard 
1 (first grade) students were not reading, even at the 
end of the year. Now there are many students in my 
class who are reading…and we are barely halfway 
through the school year.”                       
– Melia Swaleyi, Standard 1 Teacher 

Precious Ussi / Early Grade Reading Activity 

 
USAID/Malawi collaborates with the Malawi Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology (MoEST) to improve student learning outcomes and increase access 
to quality education, especially for girls.  While many more children are 
attending school than ever before, significant challenges remain related to poor 
education quality and low transition rates of girls and boys to higher levels of 
education. USAID is committed to working with the MoEST and other 
development partners, including civil society, to address those challenges and 
ensure that children acquire the foundational skills needed to succeed in school 
and in life. USAID’s education portfolio focuses on primary school reading and 
language acquisition and education for adolescent girls and young women.  

The Malawi National Reading Program 
Malawi’s educational performance has continually ranked at the bottom within 
the Southern African Region. In Malawi, six out of ten Standard 2 students 
cannot read a single syllable and 71% cannot read a single word. In response to 
the reading challenge, USAID has partnered with the Government of Malawi to 
improve the reading skills of students in the first four years of primary school 
through the Malawi National Reading Program (NRP). The NRP is revising the 
content and instructional approach to include evidence-based practices for 
teaching reading in Chichewa as well as English. The program also includes 
revising student textbooks and teacher guides, training teachers, assessing 
students, updating national policy, as well as engaging communities and families 
to support reading.  

Education for Adolescent Girls and Young Women 
National education data for Malawi shows that 62% of girls who enroll in 
Standard 1 survive to Standard 5 and only 29% survive from Standard 1 to 
Standard 8. In 2016, fewer girls (only 36%) who enrolled in Standard 8 in the 
previous academic year transitioned to Form 1, the first year of secondary 
school. Even fewer girls access higher education. In 2016, for every female 
enrolled, 1.7 males were enrolled in higher education.  The top three reasons 
why girls drop out of school are due to marriage, pregnancy, and family 
responsibilities. Thus, USAID works with youth, particularly adolescent girls, in 
upper primary, secondary, and tertiary institutions along with teachers, mothers' 
groups, universities and colleges, and community leaders to help girls stay in 
school, succeed academically, and develop confidence and resilience to lead 
more productive and healthy lives.  

 
 
QUICK FACTS 

During the 2015-2016 school year, 
USAID beneficiaries not only acquired 
reading skills throughout the year but 
improved on these skills: 

Standard 2 zero scores in familiar word 
reading dropped from 79% to 71%. 

 
In Standard 4 the mean score in oral 
reading fluency rose from 26 to 29 
correct words per minute. 

 
Key Message 
Reading creates the foundation for 
lifelong learning and social and economic 
development for Malawi. 

 
Funding (FY18) 
US$18 million 

 
Total Education Portfolio (FY18) 
US $140 million 
 
Partners 
RTI International, Malawi Institute of 
Education, Kris Offset, Social Impact, 
Save the Children, EnCompass, NORC 

 
Geographic Focus 
Country-wide 

 
USAID Contact 
Michelle Chen, Education Office Director  
Email: mchen@usaid.gov 
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The Malawi National Reading Program (NRP) 
 
• Malawi Early Grade Reading Improvement Activity 

(MERIT) (US$65 million / September 2015 – September 
2020) Implemented by RTI International in all 5,549 primary 
schools in Malawi to improve reading performance of 
Malawian students in Standards 1-4.  MERIT will improve 
reading instruction and skills acquisition in the classroom; 
increase parental and community engagement in support of 
student reading; create safer learning environments for 
reading; institute pathways for sustainability; and advance 
USAID/Malawi’s priority of integration across programs.   

 

 

• Strengthening Early Grade Reading in Malawi (SEGREM) (US$5 million / October 2014 – February 2018): 
SEGREM is implemented by the Malawi Institute of Education (MIE), a parastatal organization that is responsible 
for curriculum development in Malawi. In close collaboration with MERIT, SEGREM reviews, revises, and creates 
reading materials and textbooks to be used for the National Reading Program.   
 

• Textbook Procurement – Phases I & II (US$9.3 million / May 2016 – September 2019): To date USAID has 
procured and distributed, through local Malawian firms, 6.8 million copies of Standards 1-4 Chichewa and English 
textbooks for every public primary school student in Malawi (with an additional 1.37 million textbooks printed 
internationally through MERIT). The award will continue to print and distribute supplementary decodable and 
leveled readers in support of the National Reading Program. The program will also reprint and distribute between 
10-40% of the Standard 1-4 Chichewa and English textbooks as part of a replenishment effort in 2018/19 and 
2019/20 to replace damaged books due to normal wear and tear.   

	
• EGRA Impact Evaluation (EGRAIE) (US$1.1 million / April 2013 – May 2018): This external evaluation, 

implemented by Social Impact, measures the effect of the pilot Early Grade Reading Activity (EGRA) on student 
reading outcomes and tests the hypothesis that integrating USAID interventions in education, agriculture, and 
health, as well as adding a community strengthening component, results in increased learning amongst primary 
school students. Data collection for EGRAIE took place in 2013, 2015 and 2017, and the National Reading 
Assessment performed in 2014 and 2016. The 2017 data collection also included the baseline data for the NRP. 

	
• Yesani Ophunzira (YESA) “Assess the Learner” (US$18.5 million / 2018 – 2022): YESA will strengthen 

Malawi’s education system to measure student reading progress at national, school, and community levels and use 
data to inform policy planning, instruction, and remediation activities. YESA will build capacity within existing 
government and school structures to sustain USAID’s NRP investments. Activities include the institutionalization 
of regular and systematic national reading assessments; the use of formative and summative assessments by 
teachers aligned to the reading curriculum; and the support by school management committees for increased 
student reading practice at school, in the community, and at home. In coordination with other USAID activities, 
implementation of YESA will result in a more data driven, accountable, and participatory public education system 
that is better able to improve student reading skills through effective and efficient use of resources. 
 

• Reading for All Malawi (REFAM) (US$3 million / 2018 – 2021): The objectives of the disability and inclusive 
education program are to strengthen the MOEST’s capacity to provide reading instruction to children with 
disabilities in the early grades of primary school, complementing the NRP and MERIT’s existing inclusive education 
support. It also will measure the learning progress of children with disabilities and improve the overall reading 
instruction for Malawian children with disabilities through teacher training, the provision of relevant teaching and 
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learning materials, and coaching/mentoring support of inclusive education teachers working in over 100 primary 
schools with special needs resource centers. Once the resource center teachers are trained, they will then 
further extend the reach of the program to teachers at an additional 500 primary schools, thereby achieving their 
mandate to serve as hubs within the 34 education districts to improve learning for children with disabilities.   

 
Education for Adolescent Girls and Young Women 
	
• Girls’ Empowerment through Education and Health Activity (ASPIRE) (US$18.2 million / December 

2014 – December 2018): ASPIRE is designed to specifically address the challenges that girls face in the Malawian 
Education System. A collaborative, co-funded activity between USAID/Malawi’s Education and Health Offices and 
implemented by Save the Children, ASPIRE focuses on all primary and secondary schools in the Balaka, Machinga, 
and Zomba districts. Activities include improving the reading skills of girls in upper primary school, increasing the 
adoption of positive sexual and health-care seeking behaviors, and decreasing key structural and cultural barriers 
for girls’ access to schooling. 
 

• ASPIRE Midterm Evaluation (US$250,000 / 2017-2018) The ASPIRE performance evaluation will determine 
the extent to which the activity is meeting its expected project goals and objectives. 

	
• Apatseni Mwayi Atsikana Aphunzire (AMAA) “Give Girls a Chance to Learn” (US$10.5 million / 

December 2016 – December 2020): AMAA is a Washington funded program implemented by Save the Children 
that supports primary and secondary school girls (and boys) in Phalombe and Chikwawa districts with improved 
STEM instruction through teacher training and life skills development. AMAA also works with communities, 
especially fathers, to reduce structural and cultural barriers that prevent girls from staying and succeeding in 
school. The project will construct 10 community day secondary schools (5 in Machinga and 5 in Balaka) to 
increase secondary school spaces for girls (and boys) in under-served rural communities. AMAA will also 
construct 1 girls’ dormitory in Mzimba North, in addition to providing girls’ scholarships in all five districts.   

	
• AMAA Eternal Evaluation (US$1.5 million / 2016 – 2020): The AMAA External Evaluation is a Washington 

funded and managed program. USAID/Malawi will provide activity management support as the evaluation team 
from NORC examines the effects of the construction of new secondary schools on girls’ primary school 
retention and pass rates.  

	
• USDA funded AMAA-Aligned Secondary Schools (US$7 million / September 2017 – December 2018): 

Funding from USDA will support WFP with Save the Children as a sub-partner to construct five new community 
day secondary schools in five districts (Mulanje, Nsanje, Thyolo, Chiradzulu, and Dedza). USAID, though not 
directly managing the award, will provide technical support to WFP, Save the Children and USDA. 

	
• Distance Learning for Higher Education (US$10 million / 2018 – 2022): The higher education intervention 

will increase the opportunities for adolescent girls and young women to attend university or pursue open and 
distance learning certificate, diploma, and degree programs and focus on high-demand employment subjects and 
training for increased economic impact. Support for shorter term post-secondary training programs will focus on 
high growth sectors that take into account the needs of Malawian employers or opportunities for self-
employment. This will inform ways to support internships and other on-the-job training partnerships, particularly 
with private companies and local business leaders. The project will also enhance the capacities of Malawian 
institutions of higher learning (universities and colleges) to admit more students, through strategies such as online 
and distance learning, and to design courses and programs that more directly address the job market needs in 
Malawi.  


