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FOREWORD

I bear witness to the work of CharChar Trust in Malawi in
the areas of imparting foundational literacy skills to young
learners in Malawian Primary Schools. Their work has had
such an unimaginable positive impact in the education
system in Malawi more so in the schools where the trust is
implementing its programmes. Literacy skills for the
learners under the programme have improved so
tremendously during the project period such that one
would wish the programme scaled up to reach and benefit
as many learners and schools as possible in Malawi.
I understand from my professional experience as a senior
researcher in education that the assessment processes
that have validated the work of CharChar Trust in Malawi
has been carried out with integrity, respect and equity
using an adequate study protocol and methodological
rigour. I have noticed with the videos and the evidence
provided, the validity of the methods used and the
effectiveness in delivering the program. I am delighted
therefore, to present the results to you. I am confident
that the data provided will help promote these new
teaching methods in resource-constrained classrooms,
and especially in Malawi, where they are most needed.
The work that CharChar Trust is doing in Malawi needs
support for its continued existence and to demonstrate
beyond reasonable doubt that it is possible to bridge the
gap that Malawian learners are facing in as far as
attainment of foundational literacy skills is concerned.

Dr. ELizabeth Meke
Senior Research Fellow & Acting Director
Centre for Educational Research and Training
University of Malawi

NATIONAL LITERACY INDICATORS
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57.1% of learners cannot
identify a single letter
name in Std 2
While 11.1% cannot identify a
single letter name in Std 4

75.7% of learners cannot
identify a single letter
sound in Std 2

71.7% still cannot
identify a single letter
sound in Std 4

72% of Standard 2 learners
were unable to answer a
single listening
comprehension question
correctly
Only 4.6 % were able to answer
more than one question
correctly.
1 2018 NRA EGRA
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INEQUALITY IN EDUCATION

Children from poor settings have unequal
and limited access to education. They are
less likely to complete primary school and
advance to secondary level compared to
their richer counterparts (secondary rural
enrolment at 32.7% vs urban enrolment at
78.8%).
3

Vast rural-urban inequalities can be
observed in Malawi. Teacher allocation
across location and districts is uneven, with
the deployment of teachers highly skewed
toward urban areas instead of rural areas.
3

Drop-out rates, teenage pregnancies, HIV
and cultural practices whilst recognised in
country continue to be important indicators
within the system for poor educational
attainment.
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Disadvantaged children have reduced
chances of accessing higher levels of
education. To tackle inequality in the later
stages of education, it is crucial to address
the gaps manifested earlier in the system.
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Without urgent and significant change to
the education system, research predicts
that it would take almost 300 years to close
the gap between rich and poor children in
Malawi (see Annex 2).
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Accelerated acquisition of reading skills at
younger ages have proven to be effective
interventions that contribute to closing the
poverty gap in low-income and lower
middle-income countries.
2

2
3

"Overcoming Inequalities Within Countries to Achieve Global Convergence in Learning" Rose, P., Sabates, R., Alcott, B., & Ilie, I. (2017)
Government of Malawi (2004) Education for all National Action Plan
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MODEL OVERVIEW
After four years of primary education in the local language,
primary school children in Malawi must then study their
academic subjects in English. Few, if any, are ready to do so,
in part because the environment in which they find
themselves in schools prohibits them from implementing
child-centred teaching and learning practices; their own
phonemic awareness and ability to teach using phonics is
very low; and textbooks are limited.
The lack of foundational skills has a disastrous effect on later
education when students struggle with both the subject
matter and the medium in which is it presented. Yet, English
is the medium that allows much of Africa to communicate. It
is the language of many newspapers, often of national
politics, and it gives students access to a rich library of
research and knowledge which can be reproduced at low
cost while local dialects make any such production
prohibitively expensive and impractical.
The CharChar Trust has developed an open-ended English
literacy programme that supports effective delivery of the
National Reading Programme, training teachers on phonics;
active child-centred teaching and learning practices; social
and emotional learning; and class management.
Content in-school is delivered via a 30-minute phonics
lesson, which is followed up by small group activities (SGA).
These activities are facilitated by the Literacy Support
Teachers (LSTs). The LST models the activity through games
and songs stimulating learner’s curiosity and encouraging
active participation of all learners. This model has proven to
be highly effective at delivering accelerated learning.
Our research confirms that the whole class lessons followed
up by small group activities are fundamental to the overall
success of the programme. Small group activities should not
be viewed as an ‘add-on’ or an ‘optional’ component.
However, with increased flexibility in the primary school
curriculum it would be possible to incorporate these SGA into
regular literacy and numeracy lessons.
3
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THEORY OF CHANGE
By accelerating literacy acquisition in the early years of
primary school, learners gain increased access to new
reading materials, develop a greater appreciation of their
environment and are able to access all that education
offers them. From reading earlier, and more fluently and
having access to reading materials learners have the
opportunity to experience a creative world and stretch
their imagination.
Literacy provides the foundation to develop better
informed citizens able to communicate effectively and to
contribute to their household, their community and
society more broadly.
By strengthening pedagogy in teacher training colleges,
we will ensure that all teachers have the right skills
leading to improved outcomes for all learners.
The LST model (utilised in the 'Enhanced Delivery of NRP
Initiative) presents the opportunity to demonstrate what
is achievable with properly trained and skilled teachers.
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SCOPE AND SEQUENCE
The government of Malawi, through the Ministry of Education, with
support from the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) and the Department for International
Development (DFID), is implementing the National Reading
Programme (NRP) to improve early grade learners’ literacy skills.
In Standard 1, Term 1, the NRP focus is on developing oral
language skills in English. To support and enhance learner English
knowledge and avoid confusion of learner’s acquisition of
Chichewa, the CharChar programme introduces 21 consonants
names and sounds for the first 9 weeks of Term 1, through songs
and play.
In Terms 2 and 3 learners gradually take their first steps to begin
reading and writing with comprehension. LSTs are trained to give
learners the support and opportunities necessary to build on each
new level of skills, adopting Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)
approaches to teaching.

CONTEXT
There are two strands of materials’ scope and sequence to be effective:
the phonics or code strand and the comprehension or meaning strand.
The phonics strand is the skills and knowledge associated with learning
to decode words in reading. Equally important is the comprehension
strand; developing the skills and knowledge to be able to understand
what is being read. The comprehension strand includes comprehension
strategies, oral language, and vocabulary.
Reading in a second language is made easier when decoding (reading)
skills and comprehension (meaning) strategies learned in the first
language are transferred to other languages. Even though the transfer is
not automatic, it is easily incorporated into instruction.
LSTs should be careful to point out similarities (ie. shared sounds)
between English and Chichewa and mindful of the differences,
particularly with the pronunciation of vowel sounds. LSTs are coached to
avoid rote memorisation and repetition during lesson delivery. Our
intention is to ensure that all learners have acquired true knowledge
and understanding rather than blind memorisation.
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LST TRAINING AND CPD
Prior to deployment as volunteers, all CharChar LSTs undergo a
period of intensive training. During training the LSTs receive a
'Training Pack', which includes: a CharChar Training Manual,
containing the course content, a comprehensive guide to the
'Enhanced Delivery of NRP' curriculum and a Professional
Development Portfolio (PDP). The PDP contains key
competencies we require teachers to develop on their journey
towards becoming a skilled literacy specialist. These
competencies will be recognised, as each section of the portfolio
is completed, with certification of competency. Through each
individual professional journey, LSTs become aware of the
positive impact their increased capacity and skills are having on
the children they teach.
All LSTs benefit from regular mentoring sessions, both in person
and via Whatsapp, to provide real-time support and feedback on
successes and areas for improvement.
LSTs are encouraged and supported to work together with
veteran teachers, to provide live demonstrations of this new
pedagogical approach and share knowledge learned. CharChar
has also provided training to veteran teachers, and having
recognised gaps in their teacher education, we have approached
the Ministry of Education, specifically the Directorate for Teacher
Education and Development (DTED) to co-develop pedagogy of
pre-service training and in-service Continual Professional
Development (CPD). We are also working on Open Distance ELearning (ODEL) content development.
Collaboration is at the heart of how we work, partners and
stakeholders include: The Ministry of Education, Emmanuel
Teacher Training College, the Local Government Accountability
and Performance (LGAP) programme.

7

METHODOLOGY
To assess the impact of our programme on literacy levels, we
implemented randomised evaluations in the 10 schools where our
programme was delivered. We selected a randomised evaluation
method to obtain a rigorous and unbiased estimate of the causal
impact of our intervention. Randomised evaluations provide the
most credible and reliable way to measure the impact on those
participants that received the programme compared to those who
did not.
Study participants were randomly assigned to one group per
school, known as the “treatment group”. To define the baseline
data, a comparison group (not in receipt of the intervention) of Std
2 learners were randomly selected and the same test was
administered to them. Assessments monitored learners' letter and
sound knowledge (without duplications), including digraph and
double consonant combinations.
Class teachers pre-assigned numbers to learners. Numbers
selected for assessment were then chosen by a random number
generator app to allocate participants fairly to treatment and
comparison groups. For both treatment and comparison groups,
30 learners (15 girls and 15 boys) were selected from each class
from the 10 participating schools:
Mitsidi
Mpemba
Chilaweni
Ntenjera
Matindi
Lirangwe
Mlambe II
Nkhande
Songani
Matandani

Single form entry
Single form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry
Two form entry

(Std1 and Std2 - 2 classes)
(Std1 and Std2 - 2 classes)
(Std1 - 2 classes)
(Std1 - 2 classes)
(Std1and Std2 - 4 classes)
(Std1 - 2 classes)
(Std1 - 2 classes)
(Std1 - 2 classes)
(Std1 - 2 classes)
(Std1and Std2 - 4 classes)

Baseline data collection derived from the comparison group
commenced the week beginning 17th September 2018 for a threeweek period to determine the retention of knowledge. The
treatment group was then assessed from the 23rd September
2019 over an equivalent three-week period.
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RESULTS
Since September 2017, the CharChar Trust has been delivering
a phonics-based English literacy programme in government
primary schools. In its third year, the programme’s
methodology has resulted in learners achieving an
unprecedented 433% over baseline-level knowledge (with
retention) by Term 4 (Standard 2 Term 1).
At entry into Standard 2 (September 2019), the original cohort
of CharChar supported learners (Std1) were able to successfully
identify 34 letter names and sounds (combined) on average,
compared to our baseline data wherein non-intervention
learners from the same schools were able to identify only 6
letter names and sounds (combined) in Standard 2.
The 2018 Malawi National Reading Assessment (EGRA tools
which includes duplication of letters) reported that learners
could identify an average of 8 letter names and sounds
(combined) at the end of Standard 2.

9

10

PILOT TIMELINE

CharChar-supported (Std1 2019)
Learners were projected to know 40
letters and sounds by the beginning
of Std 2 in 2020

YR3 (SEPTEMBER
2019-MARCH 2020)
Programme interrupted due to
Covid-19 school closure

Baseline established:
Control group identified 6
letter names and sounds
(combined) at the
beginning of Std 2

YR2 (SEPTEMBER
2018-JULY 2019)

YR1 (SEPTEMBER
2017-JULY 2018)

We tested out our
teaching methods in all
different year groups,
and evidence suggested
intervention was needed
in Std 1
Learners achieved
improved pass rates &
increased progression to
next year group

CharChar-supported
(Std1 2018) Learners
achieved a 433%
increase in knowledge
against the baseline
results from the
comparison group.
They identified 34 letter
names and sounds on
avg, compared to results
of 2018 Malawi National
Reading Assessment
(EGRA tools), which
reported an avg score of
8 letter names and
sounds in Std 2 testing
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YEAR 1: SEPTEMBER 2017-JULY 2018

Y

We developed and tested methods working with volunteer
literacy teachers from Emmanuel Teacher Training College who
were newly qualified teachers (NQTs). We trained NQTs to deliver
phonics lessons using active teaching and learning methods. We
concurrently developed supporting (culturally relevant, play
based literacy) activities and trialled these as small group work,
to reinforce the content of the phonics lessons. We devised a
teacher mentorship programme and committed to supporting
teachers in the field on a regular basis. We also began assessing
learners (using CharChar assessment tools) to corroborate
teachers’ understanding of learners’ progress. Teachers were
placed in eight schools, in classes where head teachers wanted
to fill vacant posts, including Std 8 where NQTs are often placed
as additional staff to help boost Std 8 results. The NQTs focused
on remedial literacy through phonics.
Outputs/Outcomes/Recommendations
• The assessment results confirmed that solid literacy
foundations must be established from Std 1 to secure literacy
pathways in their early primary school years.
• Placing NQTs in upper standard classrooms in support of
learners who have not dropped out is a common practice in
Malawi schools. Additional skilled literacy teachers were
beneficial wherever they were placed, however, because learners
in the upper classes had not been taught literacy learning
pathways in their primary school years, NQTs could not optimally
support them.
Changing this practice by placing NQTs in the primary school
system, thus strengthening literacy foundations, is more
essential and more cost effective, and will provide optimal
impact.
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YEAR 2: SEPTEMBER 2018- JULY 2019

We trained and mentored LSTs to:

Y

In the second full year, we placed volunteer English literacy
teachers (LSTs) into 10 primary schools in Std1 classes (plus an
additional 5 Std2 classes) with a small volunteer allowance. The
programme supported over 3,000 learners in 10 schools.

Deliver phonics-based English literacy skills that pre-teach
and complement the National Reading Programme. We first
trained and developed teachers’ phonemic awareness and
enabled them to deliver a phonics curriculum in support of the
NRP. The aim is to develop learner skills cumulatively to
completion of Std 4, to enable them to engage with primary
education in the medium of English from Std 5.
Use best practice, active, child-centred teaching and
learning, that is achievable, fun and memorable.
Manage very large classes daily, to review past learning, and
deliver new content for young learners, modelling the kinds of
behaviours we want to see in the learners themselves (e.g.,
respectful, creative, kind, supportive, interactive).
Manage and provide daily follow-up small-group activities
for every learner to reinforce, review and provide a platform to
respond to learners’ individual needs.
Respond and adapt to assessment information about
learners’ progress through continuous assessment and
feedback.
During the normal daily school timetable, each learner in Std 1
received 30 minutes of ‘review and new learning’ within their
full class setting, followed up on the same day with 15 minutes
of a ‘small group activity' (SGA). The number of learners in the
small group depends on class size and timetable limitations.
Learners are put into these groups during the first 2 weeks of
the new term and become familiar with the routine of being
called out of class to attend a small group activity session very
quickly.
Note: The 5 Std 2 classes received exactly the same input as Std
1 as assessment of their learning to date revealed extremely
poor foundational literacy skills.

14

YEAR 2: SEPTEMBER 2018- JULY 2019

• CharChar-supported (Std1 2018) Learners achieved a 433%
higher level of knowledge over baseline (34 letter names and
sounds on average, compared to 6 letter names and sounds
from our Std1 baseline in the same schools). They also
outperformed the 2018 results from the Malawi National
Reading Assessment (EGRA tools), which reported a score of 8
letter names and sounds in Std 2 testing.

Y

Output/Outcomes/Recommendations

• The approach works equally well with large class sizes; it is
notable that two of the best performing schools had the largest
class sizes, thus emphasizing the importance of prioritizing
education quality over other possible solutions.

• Learner outcomes depend on the quality of teaching and daily
participation in the small group activities.
• Using mainly locally available (TALULAR) resources, some
hand-held child-sized white boards, and erasable marker pens
(supplied by the CharChar Trust) enables learners to quickly
demonstrate their understanding, and allows teachers to easily
assess learners’ accuracy.
• Qualitatively, the children are experiencing joyful learning and
building confidence in small achievable steps. Their pride in
learning is evidenced in class and on video clips.
• The NQTs, who began this project as somewhat unconfident
literacy support teachers, are now vanguards of change. They
have been asked to challenge norms and historical practices in
their schools and have become confident, creative, adaptable
and experienced teachers. Loti Mzengaleza at Matandani
Primary School, Zomba Rural is a good example of the product
of the CharChar CPD model.
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YEAR 3: SEPTEMBER 2019- JULY 2020
INTERRUPTED DUE TO SCHOOL CLOSURE IN AN ATTEMPT
TO SLOW THE SPREAD OF COVID-19

Output/Outcomes/Recommendations

Y

In our third year, we aimed for sustainability through increased
capacity of veteran teachers. The model had been somewhat
compromised as the new volunteer LSTs (NQTs) were not
available for posting to Std 1 at the beginning of the current
academic year (2019-2020) due to national restructuring of the
TTC curriculum. These volunteer LSTs were subsequently
posted to the 10 schools in February 2020 (Term 2).

• At this stage we cannot fully predict outcomes, however based
on the assumption that CharChar support continues, our
projection was that CharChar-supported (Std1 2019) Learners
could achieve 40 letter names and sounds by the end of Std 1 in
July 2020.
• Overall success is dependent on teachers’ attitudes, Head
Teacher support and understanding of the model, and
individual teachers’ phonemic ability and potential. We have
experienced a mixed reception from veteran teachers to date,
and have had to take into consideration the impact of delayed
posting of the new LSTs.
• It is interesting to note that the Std 1 learners (cohort2) from
the current academic year (2019-20) appear to have made
faster, more secure progress in just 7 weeks of term 2 despite
not having had a dedicated LST for Term 1.
Due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, learners
received just 7 weeks exposure to the programme, yet the data
collected immediately prior to school closures reflects an
improved performance in comparison to cohort 1, Std1
learners, who were subject to an interim assessment at the
same time in the previous academic year (2018-19).
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ANNEX

Annex 1

EGRA RESULTS FOR INITIAL READING AND DECODING SKILLS FOR STANDARD 2 AND 4
LEARNERS ASSESSED IN ENGLISH

Source: 2018 NRA EGRA

Annex 2

Source: "Overcoming Inequalities Within Countries to Achieve Global Convergence in Learning" Rose, P., Sabates, R., Alcott, B., & Ilie, I. (2017)
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Annex 4
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