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Abstract
The DfES International Strategy (2007), advocates that all schools in England develop an 
international school partnership. This investigation sets out to explore and consider issues that 
hinder and prevent schools from actively engaging in such partnerships, whilst often reinforcing 
aid dependency upon developing countries. Furthermore this investigation considers how 
international school partnerships can be used as a tool to facilitate the global dimension within 
the curriculum and enhance teaching and learning for both partners.
The focus of this investigation centres upon Malawi as a case study and the development 
of partnerships through non-government organisations and the British Council, whilst in the 
process identifying and addressing such issues as aid, equity, community cohesion, policy and 
practice. Evidence to support the findings of this enquiry has been drawn from a range of 
interviews conducted with key stakeholders in Malawi.

International School Partnerships – adding the Global Dimension 
‘International links can be a powerful way to support the global dimension across the 
curriculum, bringing the issues to life for students in both countries. One of the main aims of 
the DfES International Strategy is to enable every school in England to establish a sustainable 
partnership with a school in another country’, DFID (2007).
This study will investigate the many issues that surround international school partnerships 
(ISPs), which have been initiated by the recommendation as stated by the DFES International 
Strategy, that all schools in England develop a partnership with an overseas school. This 
investigation will consider the plethora of government and non-government organisations 
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(see table 1 below) such as DFID and The British Council who promote ‘Global School 
Partnerships’ through partnerships in the UK, Africa, Asia, the Caribbean and Latin America 
and the professional development opportunities available to schools in developing the global 
dimension in the curriculum.

Link Community Development (LCD) state that, ‘DFID remains committed to international 
partnerships, primarily for the impact they have on Northern learners, meeting the agenda 
of the Development Awareness Fund (DAF) and concerned primarily with development 
awareness rather than impact, contributing to the aim of establishing a real understanding of 
our interdependence and of the relevance of development issues to people’s every day lives’. 
(2005)
Whilst many organisations advocate the development of links and the forging of partnerships 
between schools there are many barriers, which arise. At present there is evolving studies, 
literature and quantitative evidence available concerning the impact that school links have 
on Northern and Southern partner schools and other anecdotal tales. The need and desire 
to embed a Global Dimension into the school curriculum is ever apparent within the United 
Kingdom. However this is often without an understanding of the key issues that surround 
international school partnerships as one element of developing a global dimension.
Furthermore this investigation will consider the impact that ISPs have upon southern schools, 
in particular Malawi.

School Linking Organisation Contact Details
DFID Global School Partnerships http://www.britishcouncil.org/globalschools.htm
Global Gateway http://www.globalgateway.org.uk/
Starfish - Malawi http://www.starfish-malawi.org.uk
Rafi.Ki http://www.rafi.ki/
UK One World Linking Association http://www.ukowla.org.uk/
Link Community Development http://www.lcd.org.uk
Plan UK http://www.planschoolslink.org/home
Global Dimension http://www.globaldimension.org.uk/

CommunityandSupport/?id=84
SOS Children’s Villages http://www.soschildrensvillages.org.uk/charity-news/

schoollinking.htm

Table 1. School Linking Organisations within the UK
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In summary, the focus of this investigation will;
1. Identify the issues that surround ISPs
2. Evaluate ISPs as a tool to develop the global dimension in the primary setting
3. Analyse the impact that ISPs have upon primary education in Malawi

The term partnership is used frequently within literature when discussing the development of 
school links whether links developed between organisations within the UK, other developed 
nations or links with schools in Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDC’s). The term 
partner in this context can refer to ‘an ally or companion... a member of a partnership, and a 
partnership can refer to ‘a state or condition of being a partner’ Collins (1992, p1138). However, 
a more appropriate definition is offered by UKOWLA (2005, p3) who consider, ‘a partnership 
is a relationship which is mutually supportive and concerned with all aspects of the work and 
the well being of those involved. It should be comprehensive with no limits, in principle, as to 
what the relationship could embrace’.

The field research in support of this investigation was focused upon Malawi (see fig 1, p5 and 
Fig 2 p6) as advocated by the Department of International Development (DFID), who consider 
Malawi to be, ‘locked in the heart of Sub-Saharan Africa and the tenth most poverty stricken 
area on earth’ British Council (2007, p4).
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Fig 1. Locality Map – Area of study - Malawi
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Fig 2. Location of Research
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The outcomes of this investigation will;
1. Identify the role and purpose of an ISPs in a Less Economically Developed Country
2.  Identify barriers that hinder ISPs
3.  Develop of a model of good practice for fostering ISPs
4. Review of benefits that ISPs foster as a tool for developing the global dimension

In addition, this research is intended to make a positive contribution to education in a number 
of ways, through the;

1. Dissemination of findings at a local institutional level
2. Submission to the Geographical Association for consideration of publication
3. Submission of the completed paper  to the Malawian Ministry of Education as requested 
4. Provide opportunities for the development of formal links with schools and communities in 
Malawi and the West Midlands.

The research that informs this paper was conducted during an extended field visit to Malawi, 
with the Central Western District of Lilongwe serving as a case study. The primary method 
of data gathering was through the use of semi-structured interviews to explore ISPs. Those 
interviewed included representatives from The Malawian Education Ministry, The British 
Council, International Schools, Government Primary and Secondary schools, Non Government 
Organisations and a linked partner school in the United Kingdom. As Gillham (2005 p70) 
advocates, ‘the semi-structured interview is the most important way of conducting a research 
interview because of its flexibility balanced by structure, and the quality of the data so obtained’. 
However as Gillham (2005 p70) continues to comment, ‘the costs are high largely due to the 
amount of preparation involved and the level of analysis, interpretation and presentation of 
the interview material required’. Whilst this research centred upon the use of semi-structured 
interviews a number of difficulties where encountered, such as the participants interpretations 
of the questions and differences with the command of English and Chichewa respectively. 

As the former Secretary of State, Charles Clarke ( DFES 2004 p2) stated 

‘Our vision is that people of the UK should have knowledge, skills and understanding they need 
to fulfil themselves, to live in and contribute effectively to a global society and to work in a 
competitive, global economy. To realise this vision, we need a world-class system of education, 
children’s services and skills development’.
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This signalled the development and embodiment of the Global Dimension within the school 
curriculum within England. Clarke (DFES 2004) continued by outlining that in order to develop 
and maintain a world-class system then we must begin to understand the world in which we 
live through;

1.  Values and cultures of different societies
2.  Ways in which societies are dependent upon one another
3. How global citizens can influence and shape changes in the global economy, 
environment and society

As outlined by Clarke (DFES 2004) the instilling of a global dimension within education should 
be underpinned with the need to understand eight key concepts (Figure 3).

The Global Dimension – Eight Key Concepts

1. Citizenship – gaining the knowledge, skills and understanding of con-
cepts and institutions necessary to become informed, active, responsible 
citizens
2. Social Justice – Understanding the importance of social justice as an 
element in both sustainable development and the improved welfare of all 
people
3. Sustainable Development – Understanding the need to maintain and 
improve the quality of life now without damaging the planet for future 
generations
4. Diversity – Understanding and respecting differences, and relating these 
to our common humanity
5. Values and Perceptions – Developing critical evaluation of images of 
other parts of the world and an appreciation of the effect these have on 
people’s attitudes and values
6. vInterdependence – Understanding how people, places, economies and 
environments are all inextricably interrelated, and that events have reper-
cussions on a global scale
7. Conflict Resolution – Understanding how conflicts are a barrier to deve-
lopment and why there is a need for their resolution and the promotion of 
harmony
8. Human Rights – Knowing about human rights and, in particular, the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child

Figure 3. DFES (2007 p7) The Eight Concepts of the Global Dimension
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The development of a global dimension within the curriculum as the British Council (2007 p3) 
advocate is,
‘vital in aiding learners to be able to see the different connections between various aspects of 
their learning, and to encourage them to understand that our actions as individuals affect our 
own physical, social and economic environments and those of other people across the world.’

There are many suggestions about how to approach the development of a global dimension in 
school. As stated by DFID (2003 p5), 

‘some plan for delivery in schemes of work across the curriculum, others may chose to take 
a themed approach, choosing specific curriculum areas each year. All are willing to collapse 
the timetable for themed days or weeks.... whilst others make use of strong partnerships with 
other schools around the world as a source of information and inspiration’. 

The establishment of DFID as a new government department in 1997 set the challenge for the 
21st Century that, 
‘Every child should be educated about development issues, so that they can understand the 
key global considerations which will shape their lives... by giving every child in the UK the 
chance to learn about the issues that shape the world’.  DFID (2003 p5)

DFID (2003) suggests that there are many benefits to the development of a global dimension 
within the school in terms of curriculum development, whole school ethos and importantly 
international school linking. 
The DfES International Strategy is to encourage every school in England to establish a 
sustainable partnership with an overseas partner, is perhaps a positive initiative in which to 
provide opportunities for different groups of students and teachers to provide a context for 
learning about other cultures and enable reflection on their own attitudes, beliefs and values 
as highlighted by DFID (2003 p7).

Although perhaps in part an ideal, DFID (2003 p1) state,
‘building links between schools here and Africa and the developing world helps young people 
to understand the differences as well as the similarities between their lives. School partnerships 
help us understand the challenges that we all face and how we can work together to overcome 
them’. 
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As the British Council (2007 p9) consider, many schools benefit from historic or recently 
acquired connections with schools in other countries which lead ‘to fruitful partnerships based 
around exchange visits, correspondence between young people and twinned communities’. 
 
It is through these links and partnerships that the global dimension can embed itself within 
the ethos of a school and offer a variety of enriching opportunities. As identified by the British 
Council (2007 p2), ‘UK society today is enhanced by peoples, cultures, languages, religions, art, 
technologies, music and literature originating in many different parts of the world.’ 

Whilst as suggested by DFID (2007 p1),
‘Partnerships between schools help children to exchange ideas, understand different cultures 
and develop a rewarding relationship based on mutual trust and respect. They can open 
children’s eyes, and help them to be good global citizens in today’s changing world’. 

Furthermore, ‘well planned school partnerships can help children from scores of countries 
learn more about the rich diversity of our global community’ (p2)

As DFID (2007) advocate, there are a number of benefits to encourage the development of the 
global dimension through the development of international school partnerships. Benefits can 
include the concept that,
‘local-global learning is a tremendous asset in developing understanding, skills, attitudes 
and participation that is relevant to a changing, interconnected world... which help students 
understand the world beyond their shores... through accessing the experience of other 
children who are living in different cultures and traditions. When children work together on 
shared curricula- online or through letters, photographs, art or even exchange visits- they can 
begin to question their assumptions about life – both ‘over here’ and ‘over there’.

DFID (2007 p2)

As suggested by DFID (2007) it is worth considering the benefits in three ways. 

1.  Benefits for children – Good school partnership programmes encourage learners to 
develop the skills and attitudes they need to become responsible citizens by developing 
understanding of international as well as local issues. By emphasising the genuine two-
way exchange of knowledge and experience through the partners’ participation, each 
benefits from the practice of working and learning together.
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2. Benefits for staff – By exposing staff to very different learning contexts, the 
partnerships enrich teachers’ professional expertise. And teachers are not only the 
only adults to benefit. All sorts of people can get involved, including support staff, head 
teachers, parents and governors. The more people who become engaged, the more 
effectively the idea of global partnership can become part of the educational ethos of 
learning.
3.  Benefits for schools – There is increasing evidence to show that UK schools who 
engage with a global dimension – for example, discussing issues such as diversity, 
human rights and conflict resolution – enjoy the benefits across all curriculum 
subjects and notice improvements in daily life throughout school.

OFSTED (2006 p4) advocate the development of international school links as a positive course 
of action that can assist schools in achieving the International School Award (ISA) which is an 
accredited scheme, supported and funded by the DfES. 

Overall it provides a framework for schools to form and develop international partnerships 
through curriculum-based international work. Importantly the ISA framework is designed to 
encourage and support schools to;

1. develop an international ethos
2. involve a majority of their pupils in international work
3. develop collaborative curriculum-based work with partner schools
4. develop curriculum-based work across a range of subjects
5. have year-round international activity
6. involve the wider community
7. evaluate and improve their activities and their international programme

OFSTED (2006) p7

In addition, OFSTED (2006) make reference to the fact that schools with strong partnerships 
often have a ‘very positive impact on developing pupils’ awareness of the cultures of other 
countries, while still promoting an understanding of their own culture’. Furthermore OFSTED 
(2006 p6) suggest that schools who have developed links benefit in a number of ways such;
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1. ...awareness and respect for other cultures...
2. students’ knowledge of other cultures is supported extremely well through international 
links
3. international links give students a wider perspective of community
 
Whilst the development of international school links is indeed very positive, the current 
pattern of school partnerships and the proposal that every school should foster an overseas 
link can be considered most alarming. The DFES according to Doe (2006) estimated in 2006 
that approximately 1000 schools out of 34000 (3.4%) had a link with a school in a developing 
country. As Doe (2006 p9) stated, ‘the basis for this figure is unknown but is broadly supported by 
the numbers of schools receiving support through the Global School Partnership programme’. 
Therefore, a ‘link for every UK school by 2010 would require the creation of more than 30000 
links. The DFES target of a link for every school in England alone will require more than 20000 
additional links’ Doe (2006 p9). Therefore the knee jerk reaction in the creation of links as a 
result of policy and indeed the importance placed upon them by OFSTED has the potential to 
encourage schools to enter into ill thought out and rapidly acquired relationships which do little 
to develop understanding of interdependent cultures but potentially lead to aid dependency 
and a compounding of stereotypes.  Indeed, as Doe (2006 p19) continues to argue, ‘if OFSTED 
are to report on school’s international perspective when conducting inspections. It would 
be unfortunate if that was seen as a form of compulsion, as effective school links must be a 
partnership of the willing’.

Further evidence suggests as Doe (2006) states, ‘that sustaining links (at both ends) can 
be difficult. Links that solely rely upon individual enthusiasts are likely to be most fragile’. 
In addition, Macintosh (2007 p21) considers the need to enter into relationships with 
international partners with caution, for ‘if they are one-sided or based on charity (as so many 
are) they encourage aid-dependency in Africa and create ‘do-good’ feelings in the UK’. Indeed 
as Doe (2006 p7) comments, ‘often the offer of links is regarded by some in the developing 
world as patronising and having little impact beyond enriching individual school, especially 
when UK schools have little more than charitable intentions’. Furthermore, Doe (2006 p6) 
intimates, even suspicion arises in many developing countries ‘that the expansion of UK school 
partnerships is intended to enrich the UK curriculum rather than benefit schools in partner 
countries’.
There is a range of literature that highlights the difficulty of initiating and importantly sustaining 
international partnerships. Commentators concerned with the development of international 
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links, such as Doe (2006) also criticise the way in which UK schools are encouraged to create 
links themselves out side of official linking programmes. For, 
‘the creation of ad hoc links through such measures as the UK Global Gateway is seen by some 
as resulting in arrangements between partners which may not be equal and which do not 
engage with developing countries’ own school improvement agendas’ 

Doe (2006 p7).

Swartz as cited in Doe (2006 p7) questioned... ‘if there was even any real benefit from North-
South partnerships, particularly those based on the idea of exporting first-world technical 
expertise to the expertise-poor’. 
Therefore not withstanding the political misgivings and suspicions of partnership many 
difficulties remain.

The process of linking as highlighted by UKOWLA (2005 p1) is often a complicated and time-
consuming process and ‘without careful planning and consideration, linking can be patronising, 
reinforce racism and stereotypes on both sides, compound differences and result in a negative 
experience for participants’. 
However putting political discourse to one side, practical issues of international links abound 
as discussed by Doe (2006, p14) such as;

1. Overseas partner schools often find a link a burden as it is often dependent upon one 
key member of staff to facilitate and maintain
2.  Basic infrastructure is often lacking in remote rural locations
3. Overseas partner schools are often less well-equipped with computers and 
telephones
4. Teaching is also likely to be in the local language with English language either non-
existent or at an early stage
5. Curriculums vary and adding an international dimension needs thought and 
application

Whilst a plethora of literature advocates international links and offers a variety of solutions 
to the many problems faced by both partners it is Malawian educationalist Dr K Lipenga who 
considers the plight of education within Malawi, as one of the poorest countries in the world 
(British Council 2007). The introduction in 1994 of free primary education saw enrolment 
increase from 1.9 million in 1993 to over 3 million today. It is this huge increase that has seen, 
‘the deterioration in the quality of education as a result of inadequate facilities, learning and 
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teaching resources, lack of qualified teachers and inadequate teacher incentives’.

As Lipenga (2008) states, before Malawi went through a democratic transition, education in 
the country was for the privileged few. Whilst contentious, Malawi was renowned for the,
‘infamous Kamuzu Academy, known as the Eton of Africa which provided training in the 
classics of Greek and Latin. Whilst the majority of the population languished in poverty only a 
minority had access to education through the scattering of missionary schools. Furthermore, 
‘adult illiteracy was at 58%. Enrolment of 6-13 year olds was only 43% in 1980 (rising only to 
55% by 1992), with a repetition rate of 50% and pupil teacher ratio 70:1. By 1195, Malawi had 
achieved a remarkable 100% enrolment rate’.

 Lipenga (2008 p1)

However, as Hango (2003) and Lipenga (2008) comment, the challenges of implementing 
universal free primary education are enormous. Many villages do not have schools, which 
leads to teaching of large groups outside, often under the available shade of trees. Whilst 
resources are scarce, so are teachers in both rural and some urban areas. Lipenga (2008 p2) 
continues to discuss the Malawi Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (MRSRP) which the Malawian 
Government has adopted. Primary education, being one of the key components which the 
Malawian Government has protected, by placing primary education and learning materials, 
teachers’ salaries, teacher training and teacher housing as Priority Poverty Expenditures 
(PPEs). As stated by Lipenga (2008 pp2), ‘in the MPRSP, four main strategies are identified to 
improve the quality of education in Malawi;

1. teacher recruitment, training and incentives
2. development of relevant curriculum
3. teaching and learning materials
4. supervision and inspection

Furthermore, with only eight teacher training colleges in Malawi, the target of recruiting and 
training 6000 new teachers per annum are ambitious. In addition, the World Bank as cited in 
Lipenga (2008 p2) make reference ‘that one third of all teachers in Malawi are HIV positive and 
many die each year from the HIV/AIDS pandemic’.
With critical teacher shortages, the teaching profession in Malawi is not an attractive option. 
As Lipenga (2008 p3) describes, ‘teaching in rural areas usually means living without running 
water and without electricity’.
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Hango (2003) however highlights the work of the British Government and a number of Non-
Governmental Organisations such a Save The Children who are currently actively involved in 
developing basic infrastructure through school building programmes and the provision of pupil 
resources such as books and sundry items. 

It is with this in mind that development of international school partnerships need to be 
considered with caution. Whilst literature and field evidence highlights the dire need of primary 
education within Malawi and the development of ensuring the Global Dimension is embedded 
within the UK curriculum, the concept of developing international school partnerships with 
such disparate schools raises many questions.  As Gaine (2005) cited in One World Linking (Vol 
60 2006 p12) states, ‘school linking has many dangers... it runs the risk of being superficial, or 
patronising, or short-lived, or uncritically benevolent’. 

This paper sets out to explore the issues of international school partnerships between schools 
in the UK and schools in Malawi and focus upon,

1.  Identifying the issues that surround ISPs
2. Evaluating ISPs as a tool to develop the global dimension in the primary setting
3. Analysis of the impact that ISPs have upon primary education in Malawi

For whilst some schools appear eager to develop links with overseas schools, it is Mackintosh 
(2007 p21) who succinctly suggests that before schools in the UK rush forward to develop links 
in less economically developed countries, that perhaps, ‘it is much better for all parties for 
schools to first establish a successful partnership with another school elsewhere in the UK or 
in the EU, where there is some initial social, educational and cultural understanding, before 
considering one in Africa, valuable and rewarding though this can be’.

When considering an appropriate methodology for this study. As Clough and Nutbrown (2007) 
suggest it is vital to separate the confusion that often surrounds methods and methodology. 
As Clough and Nutbrown (2007 p23) state, ’at its simplest, this distinction can be seen in terms 
of methods as being some of the ingredients of research, whilst methodology provides the 
reasons for using a particular research recipe.’

Importantly the early identification of a methodology was critical as Clough and Nutbrown 
(2007 p35) argue that...
1.‘Methodology’ is not something that is reported/accounted/’done with’ in one chapter
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2. ‘Methodology’ starts on day one
3. ‘Methodology’ irradiates the whole research process

Whilst considering a particular methodology to adopt such as Ethnography, Action Research or 
Case Study it was evident that as the nature of the investigation was to explore, International 
School Partnerships in a variety of educational settings in Malwai then a case study methodology 
would be the most appropriate. 
As Cohen et al (2005, p182) state;
‘Case studies strive to portray ‘what it is like’ to be in a particular situation, to catch close up 
reality and ‘thick description’ of participants’ lived experiences of, thoughts about and feelings 
for a situation. Hence it is important for events and situations to be allowed to speak for 
themselves rather than to be largely interpreted, evaluated or judged by the researcher. In this 
respect the case study is akin to the television documentary’.

Furthermore a case study methodology is unique in that it focuses upon a specific instance, 
which often generates qualitative description. The focus upon groups and individuals attempts 
to identify and understand the participants’ perceptions. Bassey (1999 p23) considers the 
advantages of using a case study methodology citing the following;
1. Case study data, paradoxically, is ‘strong in reality’ but difficult to organise. In contrast other 
research data is often ‘weak in reality’ but susceptible to ready organisation...
2. Case studies allow generalisations either about an instance or from an instance to a class. 
The peculiar strength lies in their attention to subtlety and complexity of the case in its own 
right.
3. Case studies recognise the complexity and ‘embeddedness’ of social truths. By carefully 
attending to social situations, case studies can represent something of the discrepancies or 
conflicts between the viewpoints held by participants. The best case studies are capable of 
offering some support to alternative interpretations.
4. Case studies, considered as products, may form an archive of descriptive material sufficiently 
rich to admit subsequent reinterpretation...
5. Case studies are ‘a step to action’. They begin in a world of action and contribute to it. Their 
insights may be directly interpreted and put to use...
6. Case studies present research or evaluation data in a more publicly accessible form than 
other kinds of research report, although this virtue is to some extent bought at the expense 
of their length.
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Additional strengths in adopting a Case Study methodology for this investigation include the 
results being accessible to a wide audience, whilst the uniqueness of the  features identified 
are often strong on reality. Furthermore, as this investigation was field based in Malawi it 
enabled the study to be conducted by a single researcher.

Whilst weaknesses are apparent as described by Nisbet and Watt (1984), such as it is often 
difficult to cross check data and interviews and observations are prone to observer bias it 
does raise the idea of ‘Fuzzy generalisations’ as an overarching benefit. As Bassey (1999 p12) 
suggests, ‘this is the kind of statement which makes no absolute claim to knowledge, but 
hedges its claim with uncertainties’. Furthermore, as Bassey (1999 p12) continues to advocate, 
‘the fuzzy generalisation arises from studies of singularities and typically claims it is possible, or 
likely, or unlikely that was found in the singularity will be found in similar situations elsewhere.’
 
The methods of data collection, centred upon the use of a semi-structured interview as 
Gillham (2005 p70) argues that, ‘the semi-structured interview is the most important way of 
conducting a research interview because of its flexibility balanced by structure, and the quality 
of the data obtained’.  The context of the semi-structured interview for this investigation 
enabled the same questions (see appendix 1) to be asked of respondents and a similar process 
of development to ensure areas of focus could be explored and an equivalent time allowed for 
each interview. 
All interviews undertaken followed a similar format of that advocated by Gillham (2005 p76) 
using a five stage structure. These included the initial preparation, the contact of respondents, 
orientation in terms of the interview direction, the substantive phase being the core of the 
interview and the final closure phase which in part was the social conclusion to the interview.

However, a potential weakness in design was identified early through the piloting of 
the interview questions. This investigation underestimated the language barriers that 
existed between researcher and respondent. It was therefore necessary to modify and 
change the language and explanation of each question on an individual basis to prevent 
misunderstanding and enable data collection. In total, twenty five interviews were 
undertaken during February 2009. See figure 13 below for interview schedule;
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Interview 1: Mr Smith (link co-ordinator) –  International School, Lilongwe
Interview 2: Mr G  – British Council, Lilongwe (appendix 2)
Interview 3: Mrs L  – Ministry of Education, Lilongwe
Interview 4: Mr Jones (Principal) – International School. Lilongwe
Interview 5: Mr M  (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 2, Lilongwe
Interview 6: Mr K (Head Teacher)  Secondary School, Area 1, Lilongwe
Interview 7: Mr N (Head Teacher) Primary School. (Rural)
Interview 8: Mr C (Deputy Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 44, Lilongwe
Interview 9: Mr S (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 7, Lilongwe
Interview 10: Mr A (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 47, Lilongwe
Interview 11: Mrs U (Head Teacher) Community Secondary School, Area 47, Lilongwe
Interview 12: Mrs B (Education Dept) Lilongwe. (appendix 3)
Interview 13: Mrs E (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 47, Lilongwe
Interview 14: Mr D (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 56, Lilongwe
Interview 15: Mr H (Head Teacher) School, Area 56, Lilongwe
Interview 16: Mr L (Head Teacher) Primary School, Lilongwe (Rural)
Interview 17: Mr X – Dalitso Trust
Interview 18: Miss K (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 36, Lilongwe
Interview 19: Mr P (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 18, Lilongwe (appendix 4)
Interview 20: Mr R (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 18, Lilongwe
Interview 21: Mrs U (Head Teacher)  Primary School, Area 43, Lilongwe
Interview 22: Mr J (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 12, Lilongwe
Interview 23: Mrs R (Head Teacher) Primary, Area 3, Lilongwe
Interview 24: Mrs V (Head Teacher) Primary School, Area 3, Lilongwe
Interview 25: Mr W (Co-ordinator) School Linking Association, Lilongwe

Table 2. Malawi Interview Schedule – February 2009. Please note that names of respondents 
and schools have been omitted for confidentiality
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The investigation unveiled many findings that affect the development and sustainability of 
ISPs. Of which one important finding was the possible development of a culture of aid depen-
dency through the linking of schools. As Mr G, during interview two, (appendix two, p4) stated, 
‘... what you get is a situation where the expectation of the Malawian school is if we go into 
partnership we are going to get much easier benefits’. Furthermore the lack of infrastructure 
such as accommodation and sanitation was significant and impacted upon the development of 
ISPs. As Mr P commented during interview nineteen (appendix 4, p7), ‘this school was opened 
thirty eight years ago...had no maintenance... and is now collapsing’. Whilst the poor supply of 
basic teaching resources was stark and hindered development of international partnerships.

Throughout the many interviews that were conducted it was identified that poor communica-
tion between partners was a contributing factor for the impediment of successful partnership. 
This was reinforced during interview seven with Mr N who commented, ‘we have no electrici-
ty... no computers ... or available funds to support communication’. There was a great desire 
to engage with school linking for many differing reasons.  All interviewees saw the use of the 
internet as the most effective means of communication. However, as intimated many schools 
were without electricity, computers and secure buildings in which to house them. In addition, 
respondents commented upon the lack of knowledge to maintain computers even when they 
had received donated machines from a variety of charity organisations. Whilst the financial 
resources required for internet access was for all schools cost prohibitive.

Communication is a key issue with the development of ISPs. In all cases the traditional use of 
letter writing and the development of Pen Pals were viewed as an ineffective method of fos-
tering links. Issues abound such as the lack of resources to prepare and despatch letters. With 
many considering letter writing inappropriate, due to the cost of postage and the unreliability 
of the postal system. In addition during interview twenty five, Mr W (a non government orga-
nisation engaged with developing ISPs) highlighted that it is necessary to scrutinize letters sent 
between pupils to ensure the content is appropriate. 

Evidence gained through the interviews suggest that partnerships at present cannot be equita-
ble between schools in developed and developing countries as the gulf in terms of resources, 
culture and expectations are too great. It was stated that often links were created without a 
clear rationale to the partnership and it was this lack of clarity that encouraged and reinforced 
aid dependency. As Mr G commented during interview two (p11), ‘it doesn’t become a part-
nership, it becomes charity’. Furthermore many schools that were interviewed firstly conside-
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red the potential to receive resources as the driving factor in partnership and the development 
of cultural understanding as a secondary though beneficial reason to develop links. However, 
evidence gathered through interview does suggest that the most successful ISPs are those 
that facilitate reciprocal visits between teachers to enhance the development and learning of 
cultural differences and facilitate the embedding of a global dimension in both curriculums. As 
Mrs B stated, when reflecting upon cultural change during interview twelve (appendix 3, p5), 
that ISPs ‘change the way people look at the whole system’.

It was evident that due to the structure of linking within Malawi, as in all cases it was the Head 
Teacher or a senior teacher who was responsible for overseas links. It is this very structure 
that has created two significant issues. Firstly, it is common for teachers to be transferred 
to different schools on a regular basis resulting in links failing as a result of staff turnover. As 
Mr G suggested during interview two (p12), ‘the biggest challenge has been the fact that the 
Ministry has absolutely all the power to transfer’. Secondly, evidence suggests that when part-
nerships are developed they become personal links between the coordinator in Malawi which 
result in a disparity of interest between individuals and the school community. Which as Mr G 
stated during interview two (p13), ‘...brings in conflict at the school, it brings in conflict with 
the Ministry’.

Respondents commented upon the status of fostering ISPs as this directly impacts upon the 
local community as parents often consider this to be a positive benefit and encourage their 
children to attend school as there are perceived personal benefits for the child. Furthermo-
re, Mr P stated during interview nineteen (p3), ‘...schools in the UK may send us books... the 
community is going to benefit... for example opening up a library that the community will use’. 

Through discussion with a range of organisations the progress of equitable partnerships bet-
ween schools in Malawi and the United Kingdom are at present ineffective in terms of curricu-
lum development. Little evidence was identified of curriculum development with the exception 
of one school which had in association with its ISP begun to develop a global dimension across 
the curriculum. As Mr D explained during interview fourteen, entering into discussion about 
planned curriculum change has enabled a clearer understanding of curriculum differences and 
allowed for integrated lessons to learn about cultural divergence. However where communi-
cation is reliable, opportunities are developing for a wider understanding of everyday life in 
partnership countries and communities whilst fostering the sharing of cultures.



Número Cinco (Julio 2014)
Issue Five (July 2014)

The INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL for GLOBAL and DEVELOPMENT EDUCATION RESEARCH
REVISTA INTERNACIONAL sobre INVESTIGACIÓN en EDUCACIÓN GLOBAL y para el DESARROLLO

INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS – ADDING THE GLOBAL DIMENSION 

Página 234
Page 234

Research identified that at present, school linking organisations in Malawi are piece meal in 
there structure and largely un-coordinated. Furthermore, it was clear that most organisations 
focused upon donating resources rather than encouraging curriculum development and cul-
tural understanding. 

Through discussion with the Ministry of Education in Malawi, it was evident that there was 
a great understanding of the need to invest substantially in primary education in terms of 
improved infrastructure, teacher training, resources and co-ordination with educational aid 
agencies. Whilst the benefits of developing ISPs are widely considered to be important within 
Malawi at present there is an acceptance that Malawian schools benefit from overseas links in 
terms of financial support and resource donations whilst it is perceived by many in Malawi that 
the schools in developed nations gain a ‘feel good factor’ through the donation of resources. 
As Mr G during interview two continued to state (p4) ’In itself it’s not bad, but in the long run 
you take away the power that this Malawian school has...’.

In summary the findings identified include;
1. ISPs promote aid dependency.
2. ISPs are hindered by infrastructural barriers.
3. Poor communication prevents ISP’s.
4. Internet access is cost prohibitive.
5. Written communication is ineffective.
6. Partnerships between ISPs are inequitable.
7. Often partnerships are created without a clear rationale.
8. Receiving aid is seen as a driving factor by schools in Malawi to develop ISPs.
9. Successful ISPs encourage and facilitate reciprocal visits.
10. Curriculum development can be a tool to encourage and facilitate partnership equity.
11. Poor management of partnerships lead to failure.
12. Regular transferring of staff in Malawi prevents cohesive ISPs.
13. ISPs are seen as an incentive to encourage school attendance in Malawi.
14. School linking organisations are piece meal and require greater co-ordination.

Evidence strongly indicates that at present the development of ISPs encourages, promotes 
and reinforces aid dependency within Malawi. Whilst those interviewed frequently comment 
that the single lack of resources is a driving factor. It is not surprising having observed at first 
hand the desperate need of schools to provide books, pens and other items, which may well 
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be taken for granted in developed nations. As highlighted through discussions with the Minis-
try of Education, funding is critically short and ISPs are often seen as a way of assisting in the 
resourcing of schools, both primary and secondary. As Mrs B stated during interview twelve 
(p10), ‘to begin with we do not have sufficient resources in Malawi’. This raises many ques-
tions, not least that ISPs cannot be equal if aid is a contributing factor of the relationship. When 
considering the eight key concepts of the Global Dimension (see Figure 3. p7) and in particular, 
Values and Perceptions, the very act of providing aid compounds and reinforces stereo typical 
images of both participating organisations. As Mr G considered during interview two (p5),‘that, 
for equality, there cannot be charity’. Furthermore, without exception all schools interviewed 
saw the benefit of developing ISPs and the creation of a global dimension as a way of seeking 
and receiving resources. Therefore to successfully implement the Global Dimension particular 
attention must surely be devoted to the critical evaluation of the needs of developing coun-
tries and the impact that aid has. In addition developed nations need to critically evaluate 
their own actions in reinforcing such dependency and challenge how it emphasizes thoughts, 
actions and intentions.

Research did identify that receiving aid is a driving factor for Malawian schools to engage with 
the development of ISPs. Whilst all schools interviewed considered curriculum development 
as a significant means to embed a global dimension and develop a greater understanding of 
different cultures it is secondary to gaining resources both in terms of physical items and fi-
nancial support. As Mrs U commented during interview twenty one, the creation of a link with 
a school in England assists greatly with providing teaching resources and financial support 
without which the school would suffer. Furthermore, Mrs U spoke directly about wishing to 
link with an overseas school for the benefits of receiving assistance. 

Whilst this may challenge the value of developing international partnerships it should be consi-
dered as Mr Smith stated during interview one, that ‘just because schools enter into partners-
hip with the intention of receiving aid ... this should not be a reason not to do something when 
the need is so great for such impoverished schools’. Furthermore it should be considered that 
the enrichment for both organisations comes from the dialogue and relationship, which deve-
lops over time and ultimately leads to greater cultural understanding of both parties. Evidence 
suggests as Mr C discussed during interview eight, that the aid they receive is greatly welco-
med and needed, however as the relationship has developed the focus of the partnership also 
considers opportunities for shared activities and curriculum development.
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When considering the barriers that hinder ISPs a significant issue is that of infrastructure. The 
majority of schools visited in Malawi were in dire need of maintenance and in many cases 
significant repair. The effect of such a poor infrastructure impacts in a variety of ways. Firstly, 
buildings in poor condition prevent the development of appropriate teaching accommoda-
tion such as libraries and computer rooms. Evidence from interviews suggests that it is this 
very accommodation that assists and supports ISPs. As Mr M discussed during interview five, 
the failure to repair four classrooms due to storm damage has resulted in class sizes rising to 
over ninety students in the remaining four rooms. Secondly, this prevents the development of 
desperately needed community resources such as libraries and meeting rooms. Whilst thirdly, 
attributes to poor staff morale which in turn results in a high turnover of staff so co-ordinating 
and sustaining overseas partnerships are incredibly difficult. Furthermore the lack of electrici-
ty prevents regular communication via the internet.

The need for regular communication is pivotal for the success of ISPs and the development of 
a Global Dimension within participating organisations. Research has shown that lack of regular 
communication between organisations is one of the greatest factors that hinder successful part-
nerships. All interviewees commented that partnerships had floundered as a direct result of poor 
communication. Whilst Mr G during interview two advocated the development of cell phones 
as a means of providing opportunities for regular communication, it is not without issues. Whilst 
cell phones provide opportunities for dialogue, it is cost prohibitive for Malawian partners. The 
importance of the internet is universally recognised in Malawi, however as stated, it is cost pro-
hibitive for most, schools lack computer technology and not with standing the unavailability 
of electricity to schools. Mrs B during interview twelve commented that schools that had de-
veloped partnerships with schools in Norway had been provided with computers and internet 
access. This had facilitated successful communication between organisations and had lead to the 
development of regular and worthwhile dialogue. The success of such communication can be 
measured in the longevity of the partnerships and the development of elements of the Global 
Dimension being included within partnership curriculums. It is of great importance that in order 
to develop successful partnerships, one of the keys to success is regular and productive dialogue 
that brings about change to both organisations. Evidence of such was observed during interview 
seven with Mr C. The Deputy Head explained that through regular communication he had been 
able to share staff profiles and develop a joint curriculum week with a partner school in Scotland. 
Mr C stated that without being able to enter into regular dialogue the partnership would have 
floundered as previous attempts to develop links using postal mail had been unsuccessful and 
prone to long delays, missing letters and importantly expensive for Malawians to engage with.
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Of significant issue is the inequity of partnerships. This inequity can be observed at many le-
vels. There is inequity of resources, infrastructure, teaching training, curriculum development 
and perhaps most importantly the relationship between organisations. Research has shown 
that Malawian schools are more likely to be sub servient in the relationship as aid dominates 
the relationship. Whilst, a factor of success is in creating an equitable partnership that brings 
about social and cultural understanding whilst facilitating curriculum development. This at 
present for the majority of schools visited is far from achievable. Evidence from interviews 
suggests that the power lies with organisations in developed nations with Malawian schools 
failing to critically evaluate their needs in terms of curriculum and staff development as a di-
rect result of receiving aid. This is not intended to be an overt criticism of Malawian education, 
more so an indicator of the desperate need that education is in within Malawi. It appears that 
as soon as relationships commence, the knee jerk reaction of schools in the UK and Europe is 
to raise funds through a variety of events such as non-uniform days and despatch funds to the 
‘poor in Africa’. As Mr G commented during interview two (p4), ‘in the long run you take away 
power that this Malawian school has to do its own things to bring itself to the level that the UK 
school have’. This immediately reinforces not only aid dependency but as Mr G stated ‘the old 
colonial model where ever thing comes to the poor’.

In order to overcome the issues of aid dependency and the inequity observed with many of 
the partnerships the need for a clear and agreed rationale is necessary. As Mr G commented 
during interview two (p11), ‘the most important thing is how it starts... to develop clear aims 
in the projects’.  Furthermore, Mrs B discussed during interview the needs for clear expecta-
tions, which are vital and necessary to encourage and ensure successful partnerships. When 
reflecting upon the failure of many schools in Malawi to sustain links with an overseas partner 
a contributing factor identified was the lack of clear understanding as to what both organisa-
tions expected. Thus in order to develop sustainable partnerships a starting point must be the 
development of a clear rationale which is driven by mutual understanding with clear aims and 
objectives. Furthermore, it is necessary to enter into dialogue about aid and gifts from the very 
beginning and discuss in an open forum the expectations of both parties. Whilst the sending 
and receiving of gifts are seen by many as natural acts of friendship, it is vital that a rationale is 
agreed upon that makes the partnership transparent and that if gifts are to be exchanged they 
are to be of benefit in meeting and assisting objectives. Research has shown that successful 
partnerships have developed through extensive dialogue which clearly identified a focus for 
partnership. During interview fourteen, Mr O described how a clear set of aims were agreed 
upon with a UK based school with the objective being to share differences between the two 
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cultures through letter writing and email whilst develop a global dimension in both curricu-
lums that would culminate in a shared activity week. However, as Mr O commented, through 
open and honest dialogue a computer was required to enable regular communication and 
facilitate the project. This was provided by the partner school. Whilst it can be argued that this 
perpetuates the cycle of aid, it was necessary to provide the equipment in order to facilitate 
regular communication, which in turn has provided opportunities to develop and embed a 
global dimension between two very different schools and cultures. Therefore, it should be 
considered that whilst creating an aid dependency fails to create sustainable and equitable 
partnerships, targeted resources that enable clear aims and objectives to be met enhance ISPs 
and can facilitate the embedding of a global dimension into both curriculums. 

In addition to schools discussing and agreeing upon aims and objectives informally, research 
identified two organisations in Malawi, which hold regular workshops with potential school 
partners to promote the development of clear aims and objectives prior to seeking schools 
in which to link. It could be considered that this is an effective way of ensuring that ISPs are 
created with strong foundations which will assist in the longevity of such relationships. Whilst 
Mr G considered the value of workshops to educate about the need for devising clears aims, 
he did make reference during interview two (p12) that, ‘it’s not foolproof, there’s always cha-
llenges’. However, it is without doubt that the most successful partnerships are borne out of 
honest and open dialogue, which develops a clear set of aims and objectives that help focus 
the partnership. 

Of the developing partnerships that were investigated it is apparent that those who encoura-
ge and facilitate opportunities for reciprocal visits strengthen ties between organisations and 
assist in the development of strong relationships. As Mrs B discussed during interview twelve, 
links developed between Malawi and Norway have enabled teachers from partner schools 
to visit each other to explore teaching and learning. Whilst this has been funded through the 
Norwegian Government it has provided opportunities for relations to develop and a transfer 
of skills and knowledge to take place. As Mrs B, stated (interview twelve p2), ‘you can notice 
the difference in schools (who have had reciprocal visits) by the way the children behave, the 
way the teachers teach and because they have a supply of teaching resources’. In addition Mrs 
B considered the very fact that teachers could engage directly attributed to the development 
of a ‘sense of real partnership’. It must be considered though that little evidence at present is 
available to support whether schools in Norway benefit and consider themselves in partners-
hip. Strikingly, the provision of aid, again was seen as a facet of success in the relationship as 
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Mrs B stated (p2), ‘they send these resources here and it is improving the performance of the 
teachers as well as the pupils’. 

Furthermore, schools, which are well resourced as a direct result of ISPs see a rise in the num-
ber of children on roll. Mrs B (p4) highlighted the benefit to the local community of schools 
with an international partner, ‘...as it makes the community look at the school as part of them 
and they are encouraged to send their children to school’. 

However, the provision of overseas visits can be considered elitist and restricted to the mino-
rity. According to Mr Smith during interview one, only those with sound infrastructure, regular 
electricity and access to computer technology are able to engage in such partnerships. There-
fore whilst the education system within Malawi for many is so under resourced and underfun-
ded the benefit of such visits will remain restricted to the minority.

Research gathered however has shown that curriculum development can be a tool to encou-
rage and facilitate partnerships. As Mr C explained during interview eight, the partnership 
had developed as a direct result of curriculum development and the development of a shared 
curriculum week whereby the partnered schools worked on the same theme for one week 
and shared examples of pupils work. The theme that had been investigated centred upon cul-
tural difference and similarities between the two schools. Mr C concluded that by exploring 
themes in partnership and sharing work samples provided opportunities for children and staff 
to feel included within the link. In addition, the sharing of work provides equity within the re-
lationship, which can be considered a way to restore the balance of power and encourage the 
relationship to be built upon mutual understanding and not just the benefits of aid. As Mr G 
considered during interview two, curriculum development is a way of developing ‘equal power 
between the UK school and the Malawi school’. The benefits of curriculum change and develo-
pment were echoed throughout the schools investigated, however as ever apparent with this 
investigation, the issues of communication in order to facilitate dialogue are a considerable 
constraint in the process. 

Significantly, the poor management of partnerships is a major contributing factor to the failure 
of ISPs. Many issues abound in particular the regular transferring of staff from school to school 
within Malawi. As previously stated, as a direct result teaching being transferred links in all ca-
ses investigated, fail. Evidence from Mr G during interview two (p12) considers that one of the 
greatest challenges that face successful management of ISPs is ensuring a consistency of staff 
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within a school. As Mr G stated (p12),’the biggest challenge has been the fact that the Ministry 
has absolutely all the power to transfer’. Interestingly, a factor in teachers being transferred is 
often borne out of perceived personal gain. As Mr G (p12) commented, ’partnerships can also 
be political issues and if one teacher is seen to be benefitting more out of the partnership then 
the teacher is likely to be transferred’. Therefore without clear protocols and management of 
the partnerships they are doomed to failure.

In addition evidence suggests that the overall administrative arrangements for ISPs at present 
are piece meal and ineffective. Whilst the British Council are actively seeking to enrol schools 
onto international partnership programmes so are a variety of non-government organisations. 
All of which have a different agenda, some see partnerships as a way of resourcing schools and 
others see partnerships as a way to develop the global dimension within participating school 
curriculums. It is this very lack of cohesion and overall unity of vision that in part attributes 
to the failure of so many links. No coherent strategy is in operation to draw organisations to-
gether or actively seek to quantify exactly how many schools have or have had partnerships or 
links. Through discussion with the Ministry of Education, Mrs L, during interview three com-
mented upon the need for organisations to liaise directly with the Ministry in order to develop 
successful partnerships. However, As Mr G stated during interview two (p5), ‘...the Ministry is 
such a big organisation it drags us, it takes a long time’. Therefore, it appears most apparent 
that organisations are reluctant to liaise with the government in facilitating international part-
nerships, which in turn has a detrimental impact upon the successful partnerships. A key to 
success would be a co-ordinated multi organisational approach in which all stakeholders are 
committed, involved and in which bureaucracy is kept to a minimum. However at present this 
appears to be elusive within Malawi and hindering the development of ISPs.

This investigation initially set out to investigate four specific aims;
1. Identify the role and purpose of ISPs in a Less Economically Developed Country.
2. Identify barriers that hinder ISPs
3. Develop a model of good practice for fostering ISPs
4. Review benefits that ISPs foster as a tool for developing the global dimension

Whilst the role and purpose of ISPs as advocated by the DFID (2007 p6) provide, ‘... oppor-
tunity for learners to accommodate different cultures, languages and religions ...’ In practice 
however, evidence suggests that the role of ISPs in Malawi at present are to provide Malawian 
schools with the opportunity to develop links that ultimately afford them with desperately 
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needed resources. The very nature of the partnerships and the reliance upon support con-
veyed in all cases leads to aid dependency. Whilst advocating a culture of dependency is not 
advantageous in the development of any nation or institution and contradicts the eight key 
concepts of the Global Dimension (see figure 3, p7), within Malawi it is a reality as the need 
is so great. Of all those interviewed, there was common discourse that the power in the rela-
tionship as a result of aid lies firmly with the donor school. Whilst Malawian schools were most 
grateful to receive resources, evidence of partnership through curriculum change was limited. 
Whilst good intentions surround the development of ISPs it is the very nature of creating a 
culture of dependency that need challenging.

There are many barriers that hinder ISPs as discussed throughout this investigation. Research 
has shown that the emphasis upon fostering regular communication is through web access, 
which excludes the vast majority of rural schools. As supported by LCD (2005), it is extre-
mely difficult for schools without electricity to offer partnership through such initiatives as 
The Global Gateway. Furthermore, without a complimentary agreement between the Minis-
try of Education in Malawi and partnership programmes, bureaucracy remains a significant 
problem with linking organisations operating in a fragmented and piece meal approach. It is 
this approach which hinders the development of a comprehensive induction programme for 
Schools in Malawi which is vital to ensure that a clear rationale which outlines expectations 
before schools enter into partnership with an overseas organisation. It is the very nature of 
this agreement that is necessary to identify how schools envisage the embodiment of a global 
dimension within their respective curriculums. Without such a clear rationale, evidence has 
shown that partnerships fail, become aid dependent and do little at addressing the eight key 
concepts as advocated by the DFES (2007).  
When considering a model of good practice several key elements are necessary to facilitate 
and foster ISPs. Figure 7, The International School Partnership Wheel highlights stages for suc-
cessful school linking. 
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Figure 7. International School Partnership Wheel

Evidence from this investigation indicates that for partnerships to be sustainable all partici-
pants must share common aims and objectives and as advocated by UKOWLA (2005 p7), ‘un-
derstand the circumstances of their partner community and are realistic about the problems 
that are likely to be faced’.

The first stage of developing a partnership is to question why such a link is desired in the 
first instance. Evidence from interviews such as Mr G interview two, indicate that ill conside-
red partnerships fail, reinforce stereotypes, and can be patronising whilst quickly create an 
aid dependent relationship. Areas that organisations should reflect upon when questioning 
themselves as to why they wish to create a link include;

1. Personal development – In what way will we personally develop? E.g. through the oppor-
tunity to develop new relationships

2. Professional development – In what way will we develop professionally? E.g. through the 
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opportunity to develop new skills 
3. Education – In what way can we learn from form each other? E.g. through the opportunity 

to learn about different cultures
4. Poverty reduction – In what way can we address poverty reduction? E.g. through the op-

portunity to question aid and challenge inequalities

Secondly, a clear partnership agreement needs to be considered. An effective Partnership 
Agreement between both parties should include;

1. Aims & Objectives – Identify what are the driving principles of developing a partnership in 
the first instance, and what is to be achieved?

2. Procedures – Clearly consider and identify how goals are to be achieved and by whom.
3. Responsibilities – Develop a structure of management that includes all stakeholders. Ensu-

ring that responsibilities are distributed widely to prevent failure as a result of members 
leaving the partnership.

4. Financial issues and accountability – Ensure open and transparent dialogue takes place 
and that all stake holders are aware of financial transactions and distribution of resources.

5. Expectations – Discuss openly and frankly what each partner expects from the relationship 
from the very beginning.

6. Timeline – Embed a realistic timeline to meet aims and objectives.

It was evident through interview with Mr G (interview two) that successful partnerships 
depend upon both parties working collaboratively in the decision- making process. Whilst 
UKOWLA (2005 p3) consider the possibilities that although there may be differences bet-
ween partners working in different educational, social, economic, political and faith environ-
ments that it is possible to link on the basis of mutuality and reciprocity. 

Therefore having identified a potential partner through one of the many linking associations 
and through negotiation created a collaborative Partnership Agreement, the third suggested 
stage is active participation. However, it is vital that to ensure longevity of the association 
that a number of key principles be constantly reviewed;

1. Continue to ensure both organisations form an inclusive group to manage the partnership. 
As evidence has shown, where membership to a management group is limited, or many 
cases restricted to one individual, partnerships quickly fail.
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2. Ensure the continuation of open and honest dialogue about the aims and objectives of the 
partnership. This can be an early indicator of motives and will enable both organisations 
to prosper.

3. Constantly review and identify resource issues in terms of human and finance. Who will 
undertake what role and are there any cost implications?

4.  Keep focused on goals set and review the timeline as necessary.

The fourth stage of the partnership is to actively engage with monitoring and evaluation. It is 
necessary for both partners to monitor the activities and goals set to ensure success. Fur-
thermore, the evaluation of the partnership is a key indicator in identifying areas that have 
been successful, goals that have yet to be met whilst offering opportunities to identify future 
aims. As UKOWLA (2005 p6) state, ‘evaluation can be quantitative or qualitative’. Quantitati-
ve evaluation being objective, producing numerical data which gives a sense of scale. Whilst 
qualitative can give a sense of what has really happened. A number of methods for collecting 
evidence can be used to inform both the monitoring and the evaluation process. For exam-
ple, the use of evaluation forms, interviews, review meetings, and direct observation where 
possible. However, in order to quantify success it is necessary to measure that success in 
some way. It is necessary to use S.M.A.R.T objectives as considered by UKOWLA (2005 p6). 
For example;

1. Specific: clearly described and defined
2. Measurable: clearly defined means of measurement
3. Achievable: with the skills available in the current environment
4. Realistic: attainable with current knowledge
5. Timebound: limited by dates based on real and known needs

Importantly, the role of monitoring and evaluation should involve both parties and lead to 
open and honest discourse. Evidence from the investigation has indicated that a contribu-
ting factor to the failure of ISPs has been the lack of monitoring and evaluation which in turn 
would have identified issues, consolidated successes and provided opportunities for reflec-
tion and future target setting. As Mr Smith discussed during interview one, ‘whilst partner-
ships are embarked upon in good faith, the ad hoc nature and poor structure results in little 
evaluation to inform future action’.

Whilst the International School Partnership Wheel advocates four necessary stages, many 
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additional factors need thought and consideration. While this investigation advocates the 
development of ISPs it is vital to consider;

1. Sustaining the link – partnerships are dynamic by nature and constantly change. Monitor, 
review and evaluate aims and objectives to ensure both parties benefit.

2. Visits and exchanges – Evidence from this investigation suggests that schools that foster 
reciprocal visits develop a greater understanding of each parties needs.

3. Problem solving – Many problems may arise throughout the partnership such as commu-
nication which has been highlighted throughout this investigation. Identifying potential 
problems early on is vital, though dealing with newly emerging issues quickly and sensiti-
vely is necessary. 

4. Critical engagement – There will be a need to consider many different perspectives and 
outlooks when entering into an International partnership. Many issues can be controver-
sial, such as politics, religion, traditional practices, western culture and HIV/AIDS.

5. Involving the wider community – Whilst ISPs are often focused around the school commu-
nity, can the partnership involve the whole community? Engagement with the wider com-
munity potentially has benefits for many. Such as the drawing upon expertise from a wider 
field and being able to foster a sense of community cohesion not only locally but globally.

6. Equality – Developing partnerships, as this investigation has found highlights the many 
inequalities that exist. ISPs provide the opportunity to challenge stereo types. However, it 
is worthy to consider ensuring that equality is reflected throughout the partnership in the 
way that partners are valued, encouraged to work collaboratively, consult jointly and act in 
an inclusive way. 

Therefore to fully engage with ISPs the International School Partnership Wheel of good prac-
tice becomes a complex though inextricably linked series of actions, thoughts and reflections 
as identified below (figure 8 p51).
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Figure 8. International School Partnership Wheel

Whilst reflecting upon the fourth outcome of this investigation, that of reviewing the benefits 
that ISPs foster as a tool for developing the global dimension within the curriculum many are 
apparent.

As DFID (2007 p1) state, ‘International links can be a powerful way to support the global di-
mension across the curriculum, bringing issues to life for students in both countries’. This in-
vestigation observed how through the development of partnerships, schools have been able 
to enter into dialogue which have facilitated in reciprocal visits between schools in Malawi and 
Norway. This as stated has provided  enriching experiences for teachers from two very distinct 
and different cultures. Reciprocal visits facilitate the opportunity to explore issues of diversity 
and develop an understanding of differences that exist. In addition, visits and exchanges pro-
vide opportunity to challenge values and perceptions. As Mrs B concluded during interview 
twelve, exchange visits create more than a link they create a partnership. However, for the 
majority of schools involved with overseas partners, travel is cost prohibitive and elitist for 
those that have government support and financial backing.
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The development of shared curriculum weeks provide all participants with the opportunity to 
engage critically, even when face too face contact is not possible. The development of such 
activity that culminate in the sharing of work samples again as observed provides schools with 
the forum to consider diversity, values and perceptions whilst developing a greater understan-
ding of citizenship by becoming informed about global issues. However, the success of such 
activity is dependent upon the dialogue between partners and the agreed focus of teaching 
and learning that will take place. Whilst at present those schools involved with this investiga-
tion are at an embryonic stage of developing a global dimension.

ISPs can provide organisations with many opportunities to explore social justice, sustainable 
development, interdependence, conflict resolution and Human Rights. However, it must be 
considered that whilst the DFES (2007) advocate the global dimension with the curriculum 
there is no such policy in Malawi. The principal driver of embedding such a focus without ex-
ception is directed from UK partners. 

In conclusion this research has identified many issues that surround the development of inter-
national school partnerships and the global dimension. In part this investigation focused upon 
three key aims;

1. Identify the issues that surround ISPS
2. Evaluate ISPs as a tool to develop the global dimension in the primary setting
3. Analyse the impact that ISPs have upon primary education in Malawi

As identified, issues abound with the development and sustainability of ISPs. Aid dependen-
cy has been a striking issue of this investigation. The need is so great for many impoverished 
countries in all aspects of development. As discussed Malawian schools see ISPs as a means to 
receive resources and financial support which has lead in many cases to an aid dependency. It 
is important to consider though, as DFID (2006 p2) argue, ‘Aid works... the evidence that aid 
- whether in the form of development assistance or debt relief – can spur growth and impro-
ve developing countries’ capacity to tackle poverty... well-targeted aid can also provide basic 
services for the poor’. However, aid alone will not solve the problem though should not be in 
itself a reason not to engage with ISPs. When considering the development of a partnership 
whilst aid will become a factor it should be discussed openly and frankly at the beginning of 
the relationship so to ensure as Macintosh (2007 p21) states, ‘partnership creates mutual res-
pect and mutual learning’. 
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Further barriers that hinder partnerships in part culminate from the ad hoc nature of linking 
organisations and the need to distinguish between facilitated links and independent links. As 
LCD (2005 p7) distinguish, ‘Independent links cover the range of existing links which are not 
specifically targeted or part of a wider programme... whilst facilitated links are developed in 
partnership with Ministries or Departments of Education’. Evidence suggests that facilitated 
links have ’clear educational outputs and desired outcomes for both partners’. Whilst evidence 
from interviews such as Mrs B during interview twelve, support the suggestion that coordi-
nated partnerships that gain support from government ministries are more successful than 
independent links. However, as Mr G commented during interview two, often the bureaucracy 
of government prevents successful partnership. Therefore in order to enhance the capability 
of successful ISPs it is necessary to consider the need for nations to coordinate joint strategies 
with a clear focus. As suggested by LDC (2005, p10), ‘the overriding principal of linking should 
include ‘change’ both for the Northern partner through, for example, higher performance 
against curriculum goals, changes in attitudes towards development and increased awareness 
of the global order and for Southern partner through specific outcomes identified and agreed 
upon’. In part, a cohesive joint strategy may well address the issues of regular staff transfers 
that result in partnerships failing. For if schools were coordinated and transparent in their ac-
tivities then this would potentially reduce the opportunity for individuals to be perceived as 
gaining personally.

Issues of communication have frequently been identified as a significant barrier in supporting 
and facilitating partnerships. As stated, evidence suggests that partnerships are elitist as a 
result of access to technology and infrastructure. This can be overcome with strategic pooling 
of resources between schools and organisations to facilitate communication at a range of re-
gional centres. As advocated by the British Council, regular access to IT can be facilitated to a 
range of urban and rural schools within Malawi.

Importantly one of the greatest factors in the failure of partnership is the underestimation of 
the need for a clear rationale between organisations. This investigation advocates the appli-
cation of the International School Partnership Wheel (see figure 8. p51). The development of 
a joint partnership agreement borne out of negotiation and regular dialogue can assist in ad-
dressing the many issues that prevent successful links. Understanding and being able to enter 
into straight forward, honest and open dialogue about what is expected and what is hoped 
to be achieved is a vital component for success. Furthermore, due heed needs to be paid not 
only to the practicalities of forming a partnership but of additional factors such as its sustai-
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nability, engaging the wider community, problem solving, critical engagement and exchanges 
and visits. 

Whilst reflecting upon ISPs as a tool to develop the global dimension in the primary setting, 
well-planned links can enhance the global dimension. However, to be effective as the DfES 
(2005 p20) state, ‘Partnerships with schools in other countries can expose teachers, children 
and young people to very different learning and teaching contexts... involving all with planning 
and ensuring that the aims of the partnership contribute to the curriculum, help to achieve a 
sustainable and successful partnership.’ This again can be achievable through the use of the 
International School Partnership Wheel to ensure that the global dimension is integral within 
both curriculums. It is without doubt that successful ISPs have the potential to embed the 
eight key concepts of the global dimension as strategic planning will provide opportunities to 
explore citizenship, social justice, sustainable development, diversity, interdependence, con-
flict resolution, Human Rights, values and perceptions.

The impact of ISPs upon primary education in Malawi is difficult to quantify. Evidence has 
shown that partnerships are seen in the first instance as a means to raise funds and receive 
resources. Whilst the apparent lack of coordination between non government organisations 
and the Ministry of Education hinder progress. Where links have been facilitated and access to 
IT has enabled regular communication curriculum change is taking place in the form of shared 
focus weeks though this is not universal. In addition, negotiated aims and objectives to subs-
tantiate the partnerships are desperately needed to ensure progress in terms of partnership 
and curriculum development.

This investigation has considered international school partnerships and the global dimension 
drawing from a range of supporting literature and evidence gathered through many interviews 
with educationalists and associated bodies in Malawi. 
The key findings include:
1. ISPs promote aid dependency.
2. ISPs are hindered by infrastructural barriers.
3. Poor communication prevents ISP’s.
4. Internet access is cost prohibitive.
5. Written communication is ineffective.
6. Partnerships between ISPs are inequitable.
7. Often partnerships are created without a clear rationale.
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8. Receiving aid is seen as a driving factor by schools in Malawi to develop ISPs.
9. Successful ISPs encourage and facilitate reciprocal visits.
10. Curriculum development can be a tool to encourage and facilitate partnership equity.
11. Poor management of partnerships lead to failure.

Whilst it is the recommendation of the DfES that all schools in England develop an overseas 
partnership by 2010, it is most evident that this is a rather ambitious goal. Whilst Malawi is 
only one possible host for such partnerships it is strikingly obvious that schools in Malawi are 
not in the position to engage actively and efficiently with such ambitious aims.  If however, the 
suggested outline of the International School Partnership Wheel (figure 8. p51) is advocated 
as a model of good practice then this investigation concludes that mutually beneficial relation-
ships could be formed.

Though, at present, difficulties of developing partnerships must be seen as a challenge for 
educationalists both within the UK and Malawi whilst considering the many benefits that ISPs 
foster as a tool for embedding the global dimension. As DfID (2006 p3) state, ‘The global di-
mension is a mechanism by which core values can be fostered to help young people develop 
an informed understanding of contemporary issues and dilemmas both locally and globally’. 
However, the needs and driving factors of partner schools must be identified as to create a 
genuine two-way exchange of knowledge and experience.

Finally to conclude, although the prospect of developing a partnership can wield great benefits 
to both organisations in terms of developing as stated a global dimension, one built on develo-
ping cultural understanding, empathy and mutuality. The issues and contentions of linking with 
a school in a less economically developed part of the world raise many problems, not least the 
issue of compounding aid dependency. Whilst this investigation remains committed to inter-
national partnerships it has identified many key issues whilst offering a range of suggestions to 
support the development of ISPs and the global dimension. Additional research is necessary to 
focus upon the impact of aid and charity provision in Malawi and the direct impact it has upon 
teaching and learning. Although finally, it is with this in mind that this investigation considers 
that as Macintosh (2007 p21) states,’ would it not be better for all parties to first establish a 
successful partnership with another school elsewhere in the UK or in the EU, where there is 
some initial social, educational and cultural understanding, before considering one in Africa...’
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