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ABSTRACT 

Across sub-Saharan Africa, parental labour migration is widely celebrated as a pathway to 

household economic advancement. Yet behind the optimism of remittances and opportunity lies a 

quieter crisi. This study, parental out-migration to South Africa and its impact on the education of 

left-behind children, examined its effects in the migration-prone areas in Mzimba South Education 

District. This was prompted by the public outcry over the deteriorating standards of primary 

education in the district despite government’s efforts to improve performance in schools. The study 

adopted Ecological Systems Theory (EST). The theory describes children’s development as 

occurring within series of linking systems. The study further employed constructivist’s paradigm 

and qualitative research approach. It also employed the phenomenological case study design 

which sought to understand the phenomenon under study. Data was collected using Focus Group 

Discussions (FGDs), document analysis and semi-structured interviews methods and participants 

were selected through purposive and convenient sampling techniques. Data was analysed using 

descriptive statistics and thematic data analysis to ensure thorough description of the study 

findings. To ensure trustworthiness of study findings, the researcher used piloting, member 

checking, peer debriefing and methodological triangulation. Ethically, approval was sought from 

MZUNIREC and consent was obtained from relevant authorities. Participants were informed of 

the purpose of the research and were assured of confidentiality and anonymity. The findings expose 

a deeply troubling paradox: while parental migration to South Africa may generate economic 

benefits through remittances, it simultaneously triggers a cascade of social and educational 

consequences that erode children's capacity and motivation to remain in school.  The major issues 

identified include low motivation levels, chronic absenteeism, increased involvement in household 

chores, disruptive behaviours, and lack of parental care and guidance. It is worth mentioning that 

Human Capital Development, the first enabler of Malawi 2063 agenda, envisions a Malawi where 

every citizen, regardless of background or circumstances, is equipped with the knowledge and 

skills to contribute meaningfully to national development. The LBC of Mzimba District represent 

a direct threat to this vision. Their premature departure from the education system constitutes a 

haemorrhage of human potential, a loss that will reverberate across generations, undermining the 

very workforce Malawi 2063 depends upon.  Therefore, the study recommends enhanced parental 

involvement from a distance, community and guardian engagement as well as policy and 

governance intervention. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Preamble 

Education is considered as a fundamental human right and as a key factor in developing human 

capital (Lumadi, 2019). Since education is a means of empowering individuals to enhance the 

environment and national development, many nations have recognised it as a crucial tool for 

supporting Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNESCO 2017). In Sub-Saharan African 

(SSA) countries, Malawi inclusive, education is regarded as a means for expanding human 

capabilities and choices. For the society in general, quality education stimulates innovation, 

strengthens institutions, and improves social cohesion (United Nations [UN], 2018).   

Despite the recognition of education as a fundamental right, specific challenges such as lack of 

parental involvement continue to undermine its effectiveness in some areas (El Nokali, Banchman 

& Votruba-Drzal, 2010). Children in many developing countries worldwide still fall short of basic 

literacy and numeracy skills – even after completing primary education. According to 

Erlendsdóttir, et al., (2022) a major challenge facing the education system is that children come to 

school poorly prepared and attendance is irregular. This results in poor school experiences, low 

education attainment and high drop-out rates as children fail to transition into secondary schools. 

Even if the Malawi government can recruit more teachers, provide enough education materials and 

construct more classroom blocks, without parental involvement, the realisation of human capital 

development, as Malawi Agenda 2063 enabler, will be a daunting task. It is widely believed that 

parental guardianship has an important impact on the schooling years of the children involved. 
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 Conversely, the out-migration of parents has become a common childhood experience in Mzimba 

District (Niboye 2018). There is no doubt that parental out-migration to South Africa is an attractive 

means of improving a rural family’s standard of living. First, it plays an important role in the 

reduction of poverty and increases income for rural families. However, it can confer both economic 

benefits and social costs on children. This study, therefore, was aimed at examining parental out-

migration and its effect on the education of left-behind children (LBC) in Mzimba South District, 

and acquiring a deep understanding of how teachers and students were being affected in the 

teaching and learning process in the absence of one or both biological parents, and under the 

guardianship of proxy parents. 

1.2. Background to the Study 

 Migration is an increasingly familiar experience in today’s society. Disparities in economic 

development have resulted in the emergence of uneven and rapid urbanisation and industrialisation 

across the world, making migration a diverse and complex phenomenon (Bariagaber, 2014). As a 

result, a substantial number of workers have opted to move in pursuit of better work opportunities 

from underdeveloped to developed countries (Cortes, 2008), living their children behind under the 

care of surrogate parents. Yet, it is strongly believed that children’s psychosocial and sociological 

development is exceedingly influenced by parents.  

The importance of parents and family in the process of child development has been frequently 

explained by a number of writers (Wells, 2018; Spyrou, 2019). However, due to parental out-

migration, children may be separated from their parents and forced to be reared by themselves or 

by other caregivers. Much as the migration of parents is believed to be for the sake and betterment 
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of children and families left-behind in Mzimba District, its impact on left-behind children had been 

overlooked.  

It was necessary to look at the hidden costs of parental migration on left-behind children in Mzimba 

South, where labour migration was, and still is, a common practice.  To the contrary, before data 

for this study was collected, studies focusing on the education of left-behind children in the district 

were still anecdotal; there was a dearth of information on the effects of parental out-migration on 

the schooling of children who were left-behind. The motivation for this research, therefore, rested 

on the potentially significant number of children believed to have been academically affected by 

the prolonged absence of parents as a result of parental out-migration in the district.    

1.3. Statement of the Problem 

The significance of parental involvement in the education of their children is acknowledged 

throughout literature (Kemp, 2017; Punter, Glas & Meelissen, 2016; Kwatubana & Makhalemele, 

2015). Parental involvement is neither a quick fix nor a luxury; it is absolutely fundamental to a 

healthy education system. Teachers alone cannot adequately ensure that all learners, especially in 

primary schools, perform to the expected standards.  

Contrariwise, a significant number of Malawian parents migrate to South Africa every year, leaving 

their children under the care of surrogate parents. According to Statistics South Africa, in 2022 

census, there were nearly 200,000 Malawians in South Africa. In Malawi, Population and Housing 

Census recorded the highest percentages of emigrants to South Africa in Mangochi and Mzimba 

districts (National Statistics Office, 2019). The migration of both male and female parents from 

Mzimba to South Africa for employment is well documented (Niboye, 2018; Banda, 2019). In 

support of this, Banda (2017: 35), states that “the Ngoni in Mzimba together with other northern 
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region tribes already had a migration tradition.” He further posits that “women actually encouraged 

and still encourage their husbands to go abroad to work and working in South Africa was, and still 

is, regarded as a source of wealth and prestige” (Ibid: 35). Some reports have disclosed poor 

performance at Primary School Leaving Certificate Examination (PSLCE) in Mzimba South at 

national level and this had been partly attributed to parental out-migration. In the 2020/2021 

PSLCE results, for example, the district was at position 34 out of 34 (MANEB Report, 2021) and 

in the 2023/2024 PSLCE results, Mzimba South was at position 33 out of 34 educational districts. 

Does the income growth of the families, as a result of parental out-migration, come at the expense 

of the education of left-behind children? Is it true that teaching and learning was, and still is being 

affected by parental absence as a result of parental migration in Mzimba South Education District? 

If the answer is yes, then the positive effects might have been overstated.  

1.4. Significance of the Study 

A variety of studies in the developed world have shown the significance of parental involvement 

in schools, and the importance of parents and school partnerships (Sanders & Sheldon, 2009; 

Hornby, 2011). Educational policy makers, curriculum developers and school psychologists are 

increasingly encouraging schools to involve parents (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Thus, parental 

involvement is pivotal in children’s education and their contribution is central to performance 

enhancement.  

The understanding, therefore, was that through the findings of this study, out-migrant parents’ 

awareness, interest, responsibility and support would be perfected. In addition, it would help policy 

makers to come up with deliberate policies that would ensure that migrant parents are participants 

and not spectators, and that they are taking an active role in the education of their children. Finally, 
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the study has the likelihood of igniting parents or caregivers’ involvement or intervention, which 

in turn, would benefit left-behind children resulting in positive attitudes towards education, and 

improved academic performance in the district. 

1.5. Aim of the Study 

The main aim of this study was to understand parental out-migration to South Africa and its impact 

on the education of left-behind children in primary schools in Mzimba South Education District, 

with a bias to senior section (Standards 6-8). The reason for choosing senior section was that 

learners are a bit mature and would have valid and needed information on the topic under study. 

1.5.1. Research Objectives 

This study was anchored by the following objectives: 

1. To examine the role of out-migrant parents and caregivers in the education of left-behind 

children. 

2. To assess the impact of parental out-migration on pupil retention rate of left-behind 

children. 

3. To explore challenges faced in the process of teaching and learning of left-behind children. 

4. To analyse the performance of left-behind children in school-based assessments. 

1.6. Theoretical Framework 

To understand the various roles in school and home, and how they influence each other in the 

development of a child, the study wore the lens of Ecological Systems Theory (EST) by Urie 

Bronfenbrenner, a Russian-born American psychologist who devoted his professional career to 
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studying the impact of the environment on a child’s development. The theory describes children’s 

development as occurring within series of linking systems. At first, he identified four systems 

around children’s lives which influence each other in complex ways. Further into his research, 

Bronfenbrenner added a fifth system, the Chronosystem which represents the impact of time on a 

child’s development.  

The five systems or levels are relevant to the process of teaching and learning. The theory postulates 

that individuals develop through reciprocal interactions and relationships within the community 

and broader society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The five levels are in a nested structure, each 

embedded in the next. The systems range from smaller, proximal settings in which individuals 

directly interact to a larger setting that indirectly influences development (Ettekal & Mahoney, 

2017).  

The first level is microsystem. This system is the one that is closest to the child’s everyday life. It 

includes people, institutions and services that young people directly interact with in their immediate 

environment. Examples are homes, schools, religious institutions, and others. The developing 

individual (child) is at the core, nested in the microsystem. In this study, the home and school 

settings represent autonomous microsystems.  

The second level is the mesosystem which comprises microsystems and links two or more settings 

in the microsystem and the social setting. That is, it comprises the interrelation and interactions 

among two or more settings; a system of microsystems. Here, parental involvement is 

conceptualised as part of the mesosystem, which comprises interactions between microsystems. 

For instance, after several weeks, if the teacher feels that the child is still struggling to adapt to the 

school and the learning environment, he goes to the child’s home to talk to parents and to 
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understand better what might be happening in the child’s life and how they might help the child to 

settle in school. This is an example of the mesosystem because different elements of the child’s 

microsystem are interacting with each other. 

The third level of the ecological environment, the exosystem; which refers to one or more settings 

that do not involve the person as an active participant but in which events occur that affect what 

happens in the setting containing the person (Erlendsdóttir, et al. 2022). In other words, the system 

includes a broader community the child lives in. It includes everything from extended family 

members, parents’ workplace, mass media, health, social welfare services as well as political 

systems and policies. The child does not necessarily have any direct contact with this system; but 

because the people in the other systems closer to the child are affected by exosystem, it affects the 

child as well.   

The fourth level is the macrosystem, which is defined as a set of overarching beliefs, values and 

norms as reflected in the cultural, religious, and socio-economic organisation of the society (Ettekal 

& Mahoney, 2017). The macrosystem influences development within and among all other systems 

and serves as a filter or lens through which an individual interprets future experiences. It is through 

the interaction of these systems that the individual develops. Thus, within each society or 

subculture, there exists a kind of blueprint for the organisation of every setting. Such generalised 

patterns are referred to as macrosystems.  

Finally, the outermost system and the fifth level of the Ecological Systems Theory is the 

chronosystem. This system refers to how people experience things over their lifetime. It includes 

big life changes such as being displaced from one place to another, death of parents and other more 

unusual events such as remarrying or divorce of parents. For example, if the parents have been re-
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allocated to another place due to floods, in a bid to support the child, teachers need to find out as 

much as they can about these changes so that they best understand how to support the child for the 

time that he is in the teacher’s class. 

Therefore, the study adopted EST to examine the impact of parental out-migration on the education 

of left-behind children. EST has proven to be suitable for understanding an individual’s 

development and accounting for complex systems in the school and home contexts (Johnson, 

2008). In this study, the main focus was on home and school settings, which, within an ecological 

framework, represent autonomous microsystems, whereas parental involvement is conceptualised 

as part of the mesosystem comprising interactions between microsystems.  

Figure 1.1: Diagrammatic representation of the EST by Bronfenbrenner 

 

Source: Guy-Evans, 2020 

The EST has far-reaching implications when considering how a child learns. The model can be 

used by both family and school systems to ensure that the child has all the necessary tools to 

develop into a functional, well-adjusted person. In the context of this study, the EST guided in the 
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analysis and synthesis of the research findings. Further, the Ecological Systems Theory informed 

the study in the following ways: 

 The child’s relationship with his or her parents or teacher represented the child’s 

microsystem. A positive relationship leads to greater strides in the development of the 

child, and vice-versa. However, in the area of study, there was a revelation that 

collaboration between out-migrant parents and teachers was nominal. 

 The mesosystem which is a combination of autonomous institutions in the microsystem 

illuminated the relationship that existed between teachers in the school and parents and 

how the two impacted the teaching and learning process.  

 The chronosystem, which refers to how people experience things over their lifetime, 

guided the researcher in making extrapolations as to whether parental absence for a 

prolonged period has an impact on children’s education in primary schools in Mzimba 

South District. The study disclosed that LBC face many challenges in their learning such 

as household responsibilities, an experience that leads to prolonged absenteeism. 

1.7. Delimitations to the Study 

The research employed a qualitative approach and was confined in four public primary schools 

within M’mbelwa District Council. The four schools were just a small fraction of all public primary 

schools (321) within the district. Besides, privately-owned primary schools were not included in 

the sample because all of them were located outside the study area. This implies that the findings 

of this study are context-specific but could offer insights applicable to similar regions.  
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In addition, with the sinking economy and volatility of the Malawi Kwacha, the budget would not 

suffice for all the planned activities in this research process as transport and accommodation costs 

had gone up. As a solution, the researcher solicited funds from other sources to deal with the 

limitation. 

1.8. Operational Definition of Terms  

 Parental involvement refers to the parents’ or caregivers’ investment in the education of 

their children” (LaRocque et al. (2011: 116). This means that parents should be ready and 

willing to spend on the education of their children. 

 Remittances are “household income from foreign economies arising mainly from the 

temporary or permanent movement of people to those economies” (IMF, 2009: 18). 

 Migration is a way to move from one place to another in order to live and work. Movement 

of people from their home to another city, state or country for a job, shelter or some other 

reasons is called migration (Pokhrel, 2021).  

 Out-migrant parents represent the father’s and mother’s accumulated years of migration 

for employment during the child’s schooling years. In this study, father/mother is defined 

as a migrant if the number of months he/she is away from home are more than six months 

in each year. In fact, most Malawians who work in South Africa just return to their home 

villages for a short time. The duration of the return is usually one or two weeks during the 

Christians’ Christmas Festival which is the most important yearly holiday in Malawi and 

the receiving country. 

  Left-behind children are defined as learners whose parents, at least one or both, had been 

away from home for more than six months in each year.  
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1.9. Chapter Summary 

The chapter introduced the study on examining parental out-migration and its impact on children’s 

education in selected primary schools in Mzimba South District. It has covered the background of 

out-migration and its perceived effect on education. A statement of the problem and significance 

of the study have been highlighted. A description of the aim and objectives of the study, theoretical 

framework, definition of terms and delimitations have also been presented.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Introduction 

The objective of this literature review was to provide a context for the interpretation of the findings 

of the study. The review examined published materials on out-migration and various initiatives to 

increase parental involvement in schools. The review focused on conceptualisation of labour 

migration, historical perspective of migration from Malawi to South Africa, conceptualisation of 

parental involvement in education, the role of parents in the education of a child, parental out-

migration and its impact on the education of LBC and finally, parental involvement versus 

students’ performance. 

2.2. Conceptualisation of Labour Migration 

International migration within Africa has intensified over the past years. The total number of 

international migrants in the continent increased from 13.3 million in 2008 to 25.4 million in 2017: 

a tremendous increase of 91.2 per cent, which translates into an average annual growth rate of 7.5 

per cent (AU, 2020). Thus, it can be argued that human history is dominated, among other things, 

by the history of migration (Banda, 2019). While migration in Africa was once traditionally a male 

phenomenon, women are now increasingly present in migratory flows (Banda, 2008). In 2017, the 

leading country of destination for migrants was South Africa, accounting for 16.5 per cent of the 

total migrant population in Africa (AU, 2020). 

 In 2020, out of the 281 million international migrants worldwide, 28 million were from Sub-

Saharan Africa (United Nations, 2020). According to neo-classical economic theory, migration is 
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primarily a response to wage differentials between countries (Todaro, 1969 as cited in UN, 2020). 

Differences in income, wages and opportunities for socio-economic advancement between host 

and origin societies are some of the main drivers of international migration (Clemens et al., 2019; 

Pritchett & Hani, 2019). 

 The present highlights confirm that the majority of international migrants originate from middle-

income countries. In 2020, nearly 177 million international migrants globally came from middle-

income countries, equal to about 63 per cent of the total (United Nations, 2020). Some 37 million 

international migrants or around 13 per cent of the total, originated from low-income countries. 

Unlike richer countries, people from low-income countries, many of which are also landlocked and 

face severe structural constraints to sustainable development, frequently have more limited access 

to established migration networks and are often less able to bear the financial and non-financial 

costs associated with migration (McKenzie, 2017).  

Out-migrant workers play an important role in the development of their country of origin by 

promoting foreign investment, trade, innovation, access to technology and financial inclusion 

(Nurse, 2019). Returning migrants, in addition to bringing back the experience and knowledge 

acquired abroad, often contribute to their societies of origin as entrepreneurs and by creating jobs. 

This is referred to as a ripple or trickle-down effect of labour migration which can be a conduit for 

educational support to children in labour-sending countries. Many countries, Malawi inclusive, 

have instituted policy measures to encourage labour export to other countries. For example, in 

November and December 2023, Malawi exported labour to Israel. Countries have also carried out 

initiatives to foster the faster and cheaper transfer of remittances through competition (United 

Nations, 2020d).  
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 In line with the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) school of thought, Lubambu (2014) 

notes that remittances act as a “social insurance” and a means of investment for the migrants’ 

country of origin. Remittances consist mainly of financial and non-financial transfers made by 

individuals who have migrated to a new country and settled there. In 2019, remittances to low- and 

middle-income countries reached 548 billion dollars (World Bank, 2020b). But of what benefit are 

such remittances in the education of left-behind children?  

2.3. Migration from Malawi to South Africa: Historical Perspective 

Malawi has a long tradition of cross-border labour migration, facilitated by its central location in 

Africa, high population densities, lack of natural resources and few non-agricultural economic 

opportunities (Dinkelman & Mariotti, 2016). International labour migration from Malawi to South 

Africa is more than a century old (Banda, 2017). Since the 1920s, Malawi contributed a sizeable 

portion of the mine workers to South Africa who were recruited by The Employment Bureau of 

Africa (TEBA) under a bilateral labour export agreement. Throughout the twentieth century, 

Malawians took advantage of employment opportunities in South Africa and Rhodesia (Zimbabwe 

and Zambia) to boost local incomes, although demand for workers in Rhodesia had slowed 

significantly by the early 1960s (Dinkelman & Mariotti, 2016). To facilitate access to cheap sources 

of foreign labour, the South African mining industry established a physical presence in colonial 

Malawi (then Nyasaland), opening and operating a large network of recruiting stations by the 

1930s.  

“The Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA, or Wenela), a centralised labour 

recruitment organisation under the South African Chamber of Mines, was responsible for 

coordinating all recruitment activities through recruiting stations outside of South Africa” (Crush 
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et al. 1991:40). Although the number of Malawians working in the mines peaked in 1970 

(Dinkelman & Mariotti, 2016), “it decreased substantially thereafter especially after the 1974 

Witwatersrand Native Labour Association plane crash that killed 73 Malawian miners” (IOM, 

2006: 2). In response, President Kamuzu Banda rescinded the labour agreement, banned WNLA 

recruitment, and recalled all Malawian migrant workers (Chirwa 1996). Although there is debate 

about whether Banda wanted to stem the tide of migration to support the growth of the estate sector, 

the timing of labour recall initiated by the plane crash was clearly unexpected (Paton 1995). WNLA 

recruiters restarted operations in Malawi in 1977 under the Employment Bureau of Africa (TEBA) 

locally known as Theba. Although there was a small increase in migration after this, employment 

levels for Malawians never returned to the 1970 levels (Banda, 2018).  Large numbers of 

Malawians, however, remained contracted to work in the gold and coal mines in South Africa. The 

steep decline in 1989 reflects the expulsion of Malawians from South Africa when they were falsely 

accused of spreading HIV (IOM, 2006: 2; Banda, 2018). 

To date, more than 50 years after independence, large scale migrations to South Africa are still 

common; exacerbated by many things including lack of employment opportunities, low income 

coupled with big differences in wages between the South African government and Malawi (Malik, 

2015). While emigration seems no longer important in many places in Malawi, it has remained the 

major strategy to escape poverty in Mzimba District (Banda, 2017). Besides labour migration to 

South Africa is increasingly feminised as more women join the international labour migration scene 

(Banda, 2008; Banda, 2017). 

Due to high rate of unemployment, low education levels, differentiation and income inequalities, 

a lot of Malawians migrate to South Africa often times illegally. When they get employed, they 

stay abroad for many years without coming back home (Banda, 2019; Banda et. al. 2020). This 
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physical separation often makes the remaining family members, especially wives and children, to 

experience hardships. The absence from home of those who migrate impacts upon the remaining 

family members economically, socially and emotionally (Gaude, 2010). The extent to which the 

financial rewards from out-migrant parents translate into sustainable gains in educational pursuit 

of left-behind children across generations is still not well understood.  

2.4. Definition and Conceptualisation of Parental Involvement in Education 

Different authors have defined the term parental involvement in various ways. There is no exact or 

common definition in literature for this concept. According to LaRocque et al. (2011: 116), 

“parental involvement refers to the parents’ or caregivers’ investment in the education of their 

children.” This means that parents should be ready and willing to spend on the education of their 

children. Ntekane (2018: 2) perceives parental involvement as “a situation where parents are 

directly involved in the education of their children, they involve themselves and are involved by 

the school and teachers in the learning process of their children and they fulfill their duties as 

parents in making sure that the learner is assisted in the process of learning as much as they possibly 

can.”  

This implies that there are various ways parents can help in trying to enhance the academic 

performance of their children. “It does not just refer to parents enquiring about the performance of 

a learner in schools, but also in them taking a role in communicating with their children with the 

aim of having a healthy relationship with them so that the process of encouraging, mentoring, 

leading and inspiring may be genuine (Clinton & Hattie, 2013: 324). It is still debatable as to 

whether migrant parents in Mzimba District have devised a mechanism of encouraging, mentoring, 
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leading and inspiring their left-behind children so that they work hard in class and excel in an effort 

to promote human capital growth. 

2.5. History of Parental Involvement in Education 

Historically, education of children world over has always involved either their biological or proxy 

parents. The notion of parental involvement in the education of their children is not new, and even 

the earliest childhood programmes included this idealism about parental involvement within their 

philosophies (Stanikzai et al., 2015). Throughout the ages, parents have been informally involved 

in the education of their children.  

Berger (1983), as cited in Dinkelman & Mariotti; 2016), states that in the ancient times, before the 

development of writing records, which is believed to have occurred between 6000 and 5000 BC, 

parental involvement was a crucial factor in the education of their children. Children were taught 

rules and regulations from their predecessors. Berger (1983) adds that children were also taught 

the different processes needed to obtain food, how to hunt, herd cattle and to produce crops. Parents 

have always been called the primary teachers because they are involved in the education of their 

children from birth.  

According to Frost (1966), primitive societies did not develop schools, and their families were their 

most important teaching agency in any society. They were not professionals, but depended on their 

intuitive and experimental knowledge when teaching their children. Children who failed to meet 

the expected standards set by their parents or family members were punished. As time went by, 

education was formalized and teachers were hired either by the community, religious institutions 

or government. 
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In America, during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, especially in the North 

American colonies under British rule, the local colonial authorities had jurisdiction over education 

(Spring, 1986). For instance, as early as 1642, Massachusetts, a leading colony regarding 

educational issues, passed a law which required all parents to provide their children with education 

in reading, religion and trade (Cremin, 1961). When local leaders observed that some parents were 

not teaching their children to read, they pressed for a law which mandated that all towns of 50 

inhabitants or more hire a teacher who could be paid out of local funds (Millard, 1989). Simply 

put, colonies were granted local control of education (Pullian, 1987). 

 The first schools in America were created by religious leaders and later placed under the 

governance of townships. Under townships, boards were composed of lay citizens, who were 

parents in the community (Millard, 1989). Therefore, the American scene in elementary education 

was one of local parental control of school governance, parental support of curriculum, parental 

choice of teachers and parental support of religious teachings of the school. However, as public 

education developed in America, parental involvement in education changed. To many, it seems 

parents had lost control over their children’s education. Public educational institutions usurped and 

supplanted this parental function to the detriment of children (Katz, 1975).  

Recognising this, during the twentieth century, many parents and other stakeholders began to 

express renewed concern about parental involvement in public education as a possible option to 

what many saw as an obsolete and ineffective public education system. A wave of national 

taskforce reports, optimised by A Nation at Risk (Gardener, 1983), reiterated the rising need to 

connect the child’s home life with school expectations. Under the Constitution of Post-

Revolutionary United States, the responsibility for the education of each state’s citizens had been 

reserved to the individual state or the people (Rippa, 1988). 
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In the mid-1800s, the bureaucratisation of schools and professionalisation of faculty emerged. The 

belief was that parents did not possess the time, knowledge or talents necessary for the child to 

meet the challenges of the emerging technology. Therefore, the parents were to turn over the 

process of education to professionals hired by the state (Cremin, 1961). The control of schools by 

parent boards was subsumed by school superintendents. Davies (1992) contends that the 

professionalism of administrators and teachers led to keeping parents out of power influence.  

The increasing separation between parent control and public school was perceived by parents. 

Mothers sought intervention and formed the National Congress of Mothers (NCM) in 1897 

(Pulliam, 1987). This group, comprising upper- and middle-class mothers, met with teachers and 

expressed their concerns to the school principal through petitions. These mothers studied curricula, 

became informed about child growth and development and encouraged other parents to be active 

in school (Cremin, 1953). The influence of NCM spread very rapidly and became the basis of 

Parent-Teachers Association (PTA) which became active in almost every American school site. By 

the 1940s parents of all social classes considered the monthly PTA meetings a mandatory 

community event (Davies, 1992). 

In the Republic of South Africa, according to Mkhwanazi (1993), the apartheid government used 

the term parental involvement in education which largely implied that government ruled by means 

of decentralised and devolution of financial responsibility. During those days, the state 

incorporated parents in the administration and control of education by means of Bantu Education 

Act of 1953. According to Mkhwanazi (1993), the then Minister of Natives Affairs stated that black 

parents, in particular, should be made co-responsible for their children’s education. In other words, 

the apartheid government was using parents to instill its discriminatory policies. Some black 

parents did not welcome the implementation of the Bantu Education Policy, and alleged that Bantu 



20 

education was an inferior system of education designed to lower the standard of black people’s 

education (Horrel, 1968).  

Later, “a number of legislations emphasising parental involvement were passed, catering for 

parents of different population groups” (Lemmer, 2002: 211). For instance, regulation No 634 of 

18th March 1966 emphasised parental involvement in school for black population (Mathonsi, 

2001). The legislation created a platform for blacks’ only schools’ parents to serve on the school 

committees. Again, the Education Act 39 of 1967 was very loud on parental involvement. The 

issue was taken further by the White Paper on the provision of education of 1983 which opted for 

the establishment of parent representative bodies.  

The National Policy for General Education Affairs Act No 76 of 1984 was another milestone on 

the subject of maximum parental involvement in educational matters (Sigh, Mbokodi, & Msila, 

2004). The later statutes were further accelerated by the National Education Policy Amendment 

Act No 103 of 1986 (Ibid). Though the then education system was based on racism, discrimination 

and centralisation, legislations governing education regarded parental involvement in education 

matters as of vital importance. Therefore, it can be concluded that the past statutes of the apartheid 

regime considered parental involvement as requisite for effective teaching and learning. 

When the African National Congress (ANC), under Nelson Mandela, took over the government in 

1994, another chapter in education was opened. The South African School Act (SASA) No 84 

came into effect in 1996 and provided formal power (Grobler, 1998). The Act created the 

expectation for parents to be meaningful partners in school governance. The understanding 

philosophy of SASA was that schools were to be encouraged to become self-managed, as well as 

self-reliant (Mathonsi, 2001). According to Grobler (1998: 16), “Parents were no longer sidelined 
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in the decision-making process of the school.” In terms of the amended provision of section 16 of 

the South African Schools Act, a School Management Team (SMT) was to be formed to assume 

responsibilities for the day-to-day running of the school and for the implementation of the school’s 

policies (RSA, 1996). 

To date, it is the task of the School Governing Body (SGB) to determine such policies and it is this 

understanding of governance that is at the centre of the school system. Parents send their children 

to school with the expectation that they will get quality education in order to secure their future 

with decent prospects. Hall and Engelbrecht (1999) point out that parents need to be involved in 

their children’s education and this involvement must include insight into the child’s education 

matters. Since parents are part of a larger society, they constitute a significant section of community 

pertaining to education matters.  

According to Yaseen et. al. (2017), parents’ decision-making process about their children’s 

education and children’s participation in such processes offer a lot of the children’s success and 

better academic performance. In the current climate of educational changes in South Africa, parents 

have to provide basic requirements such as learning materials and survival needs such as food, 

health care, clothing and transport. Besides, parents must encourage their children to use study time 

productively and assist them when given home work by teachers. 

In Malawi, parental involvement in the education of their children has been there since pre-

independence era; but in formal education, it was not very much advocated for by the colonial 

masters. Historically, education in Malawi spans from early missionary schools to the post-

independence era and beyond (Sharra and Silver, 2023). Missionaries established the first formal 

schools in the late 19th century, followed by the creation of a Department of Education by the 
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colonial government in 1926 which aimed to integrate missionary schools into a centralised system 

and develop a more structured curriculum (Tembo, 2021). Both pre-independence and early post-

independence education faced challenges in as far as parental involvement is concerned, partly 

because very few Malawians had gone through formal education at that time. According to 

Musopole (2018), formal education remained inaccessible to the majority of Malawian population, 

with secondary schools being rare and primary education was mainly for boys. 

To date, the National Education Standards (NES) (2015) advocates for sustainable parental 

participation beyond provision of bricks. It aims to create enabling environment and coordinated 

support mechanisms for parental involvement in provision and management of educational services 

for their children. Within the same NES, Education standard (19:2) clearly stipulates that the 

school communicates regularly with parents and the community about its activities, challenges and 

achievements. It further demands parents to show a high level of interest in their children’s 

education, safety and care, and that they receive feedback on their children’s progress and practical 

advice on how they can support their learning and keep them in school (Education standard19.10).  

Over the last decade, educational literature has actively examined the level of parental involvement 

and the context of quality learning outcomes for children in Malawi. While many of these studies 

have provided robust evidence of effective school inputs (Buckler, 2015, Conn, 2017, Evans and 

Acosta, 2021), others have also recognised the importance of knowledge base and experience 

children bring from home to school. For example, a study conducted by Lee, (2022) in Zomba 

found that parental involvement has profound impact on children performance in urban and semi-

urban compared to rural areas. The study concludes that the challenges faced by children in Malawi 

require holistic support through policies and programming models; and parental involvement is 

increasingly becoming an integrated part of holistic child support. 
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 According to Marphatia, Legault & Archer (2019), overall, some parents in both urban and rural 

areas are actively participating in the education of their children in Malawi. However, majority of 

rural population are not actively involved. This means that there is a need to sensitise parents about 

their roles in the education of their children through the provision of learning support, both at home 

and school. In most instances, parents tend to visit schools when they are invited to attend and/or 

to discuss specific issues (ActionAid Malawi, 2018). For example, and according to ActionAid 

Malawi study findings, parents discuss disciplinary actions and disputes during their visits; only 

very rarely do they seek to find out how children are learning.   

 2.6. The Role of Parents in the Education of a Child  

Parental involvement is a paradigm shift from the belief that teachers alone are the custodians of 

knowledge that is expected to be passed on to the youth. Parents can be involved in their children’s 

learning through a number of ways. Becoming part of school boards, showing dedication in their 

children’s learning as well as being concerned about their children’s academic performance are 

some of the ways. In addition, “parents are involved by means of follow-ups with their children’s 

subject teachers in order to identify areas where the children are facing challenges” (Clinton & 

Hattie, 2013: 324).  

 Amponsah et.al. (2018) reveal in their study that parents encourage and track their children’s 

studies at home that are at the top of the line. In the event that a child fails, a caring parent goes to 

the extent of contacting the teacher responsible, thus cementing the teacher-parent bond or 

relationship. Hawkins (2016) adds that communication and trust help to lay the foundation for 

successful students. Scharton (2019) opines that the value of clear and consistent communication 

is threaded through each of those parents’ behaviours. Therefore, open communication lines 
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between parents and teachers are crucial to the success of the students. According to Nucum (2018), 

whether your child is living in a dorm or staying with the family, keeping in touch with teachers is 

one of the best ways to let the learners know that they are not alone.  

According to Hornby and Lafaele (2011: 37), “parental involvement is a significant element in 

education and can also be achieved through home-based parental involvement like listening to the 

children as they read, helping in completing their homework as well as school-based activities.” 

Further, parents should help in the provision of instructional material. In extreme cases, and 

according to Hilton (2014), parents should also be involved in children’s sports activities, as this 

would improve achievements and serve as a motivation. 

2.7. An overview of Migration and Left-Behind Children (LBC)  

A review by Bryant (2005), focusing on three Southeast Asian countries, estimated that there were 

three to six million children in the Philippines left behind by parents working overseas, 

approximately one million such children in Indonesia, and half a million in Thailand. Enormous 

immigration flows from Latin America to the United States also resulted in great challenges of the 

left behind families. Nobles (2013) reported that more than 20 per cent of children in Mexico 

experience a father’s migration by the age of 15 years. 

 A UNICEF (2007) report suggested that in Ecuador, between 1990 and 2005, the number of LBC 

has risen from 17,000 to 218,000. Eastern Europe is another high out-migration area, both from 

within and outside of the European Union, to the Western high-income countries. In Romania, a 

study by Botezat & Pfeiffer, 2014) reported an estimated 350,000 children (over 8 per cent of the 

child population) were living in a migrant family, and nearly 400,000 children had at some point 
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one or both parents working abroad. In Moldova, it was estimated that 22 per cent of all children 

aged 0-14 had one or both parents abroad (UNICEF, 2011).  

The World Bank’s (2016) report indicated that international migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa 

totaled 23.2 million, of whom 26 per cent were living in OECD countries and 65.6 per cent were 

living within the region, which inevitably lead to a large number of children left behind at home. 

While overseas migration is now a common phenomenon in many parts of the world, there are 

more people migrating within their own countries, primarily from rural to urban areas (UN, 2014). 

 In China, uneven socio-economic development is encouraging migration flows to the cities for 

better job opportunities; the massive rural-urban migration has driven the number of children left 

behind in rural China up to 61 million, accounting for 38 per cent of children in rural areas and 22 

per cent of all children in the country (Zhao, 2017). An estimated 29 million left behind children 

live with neither parent, and over 2 million live alone (Ibid).  

Despite lack of reports from African countries on the number of LBC, the scale of migration to 

western countries and within the continent has also been significant. In Malawi, a good number of 

parents in some districts such as Mangochi, Nkhata-Bay, Machinga and Mzimba are migrating to 

other neighbouring countries in search of greener pastures; leaving their children behind either 

under the care of a close relative or a housemaid. 

2.8. Parental Out-Migration and its impact on the Education of LBC: A contested view 

There is a growing literature on the impacts of parental migration on the outcomes of children left 

behind, mainly focusing on the children’s educational attainment. Studies have been carried out in 

some parts of the world with the aim of trying to find out if parental out-migration has an impact 
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on the schooling of children left-behind. Some scholars strongly claim that remittances to the home 

country have a potential of promoting schooling of left-behind learners due to the possibility of 

parental provision of learning materials.  Two separate studies done in Mexico had contrasting 

findings. A study carried out by Hanson and Woodruff (2003) in Mexico reveals that parental 

migration to the United States increases schooling among Mexican girls. In contrast, studies by 

Antman (2011) and McKenzie & Rapoport (2011) show that parental migration increases work 

and reduce schooling in the short run among Mexican boys, and provide option to migrate that 

reduces secondary schooling among male youth in Mexico. 

A notable phenomenon facing China is that migration for off-farm employment has increasingly 

become one of the most common types of employment (Zhang et al. 2018). In 2005, the number 

of migrant workers from rural China to urban cities for off-farm employment reached 125 million, 

and in 2015 it further increased to 169 million (National Bureau of Statistics of People’s Republic 

of China, 2016). Although some migrants do bring their children with them, there is still a large 

number of left-behind children (Zhang, 2021). There is little doubt that parental migration plays an 

important role in the reduction of poverty and increases income for rural families (Zhao et al., 2012, 

Li et al., 2021). In general, it brings with it large income growth potential for the parents involved. 

However, it is unclear whether parental migration for off-farm employment in China reduces the 

human capital accumulation of the younger generation. According to Zhang, (2021), the human 

capital accumulation is likely to be affected in two ways; on one hand, the lack of parental care has 

a negative effect on child development. On the other hand, income increase due to parental 

migration may in turn increase educational investment in one’s children. As such the net impact of 

parental migration depends on the gross effect of these two forces (Meng and Yamauchi, 2017).  
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The educational performance of left-behind children has attracted the attention of many scholars 

in China. However, the results of their studies are, to a large extent, mixed (Zhang, 2021). Among 

them, some studies found that parental migration for off-farm employment has a positive effect on 

child educational performance (Lee, 2011; Lu, 2012; Bai et al. 2018). The main impact path may 

be that parental migration for off-farm employment would help to relax family budget constraints; 

the resultant improvement in education investment for the children may be helpful to their 

educational performance (Yang, 2008; Antman, 2012; Malik, 2015).  

Despite growing literature, the circumstances under which children benefit or suffer from parental 

out-migration are not well understood. Scholars worldwide (Zhang, 2021; Malik, 2015; Yao Lu, 

2014) have begun to examine the impact of parental out-migration on families left behind. On one 

hand, a large fraction of migrants’ incomes is devoted to remittances, which reduce the economic 

vulnerability of original families (Semyonov & Gorodzeisky, 2008). On the other hand, while it is 

true that migration offers pathways for escaping poverty, it also exposes others to higher levels of 

vulnerability. 

Among other bottlenecks, it is claimed that parental out-migration can lead to a reduction in 

educational aspirations on the part of a child. It is also claimed that parental out-migration can lead 

to a reduction in parental involvement as migration may provide an alternative route to economic 

mobility and reduce the motivation to invest in additional years of schooling (Kandel & Kao, 2001). 

Consequently, migration of family members may increase the likelihood that children will forego 

school and migrate in search of employment.  

As if that is not enough, in anticipation of migration to obtain low-skilled work in the future, 

children may also decrease the effort they invest in school (Kandel, 2003). In African culture, 
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mothers are charged with being the main caregivers of their children, and fatherhood is linked with 

authority and protection. In the context of migration, the out-migration of fathers lead to lack of a 

male role model and disciplinarian figure. 

 In Malawi, in the later period between April 1974 and 1977, migrants were repatriated to rural 

Malawi. With returning male migrants, children would no longer need to substitute for missing 

male labor. And, given the size of the earnings payouts to returning migrants, the labor ban also 

implied a large positive shock to current income, which would serve to increase investments in 

education (Dinkelman and Mariotti, 2016). This indicate increased school enrolment after the end 

of the migration shock; children going to school stayed in school for longer, and there were more 

kids going to school overall (ibid) due to increased payout after the migration ban.  

In modern Malawian context, especially in Mzimba district, labour migration rates keep rising as 

many people continue to leave for South Africa seeking employment or better paying jobs (Niboye, 

2018). It is generally acknowledged that the use of remittances is dominated by expenditure on 

land, housing, basic staples and other consumables, but in Mzimba district, the remittances were 

used to buy household assets, agricultural inputs and machinery (Ibid). Furthermore, remittances 

are also commonly used to settle loans incurred especially for monies borrowed to finance the cost 

of migration. It has been established that remittances contribute to albeit in a small way, to the 

development of human capital (Dinkelman and Mariotti, 2016). The paradigm shifts in migration 

patterns in Mzimba district, especially the joining of female parents has led to younger children 

being left alone or in the hands of a caregiver, stressed and distressed. These negative feelings and 

experiences may likely result in emotional and behavioural repercussions that are not easily 

reparable (Lahaie et al. 2009). 
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To enhance academic performance, parents and educators should have mutual sensitivity and 

empathy for the daily problems, frustrations, challenges and expectations that are part of the 

teaching situations. Parenting has been demonstrated to impact children’s educational attainment 

in several ways. Prior research indicates a positive association between parental involvement in 

education and children’s educational achievement (Lara & Saracostti 2019, Tárraga et al., 2017). 

A number of meta-analyses across different countries and educational levels (Castro et al., 2015; 

Ma et al., 2016; Wilder 2014) have demonstrated the positive impact of parental presence and 

involvement on a child’s academic achievement. In contrast, parental absence accompanies worse 

academic achievement in most studies (Fu et al., 2014; Mao et al., 2020). According to Henderson 

& Mapp (2002), positive parental involvement leads to learners improved academic performance 

and socio-emotional development.  

Some other studies have reached the conclusion that parental migration has a negative impact on 

children’s educational performance (Wang, 2014; Zhao et al., 2014). The mechanism for these 

results is due to the absence of parental guardianship and thus a lack of appropriate type of care for 

children (Zhang et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2016). It is clear, therefore, that in general, there is no 

consensus as to whether parental out-migration has a positive or negative effect on left-behind 

children’s education.  

2.9. Parental Involvement versus Students’ Performance 

As already discussed in the preceding paragraphs, parental involvement has a fathomable impact 

on children’s education. “Parents become comfortable when the education system requires their 

involvement in school activities” (Tuazon, 2016: 59). The strong collaboration of parents with 

school authorities can lead to increased improvement in academic performance of the school. Kemp 
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(2017) states that schools and the community are one unit, and collaboration with all sectors of the 

community is critical to assisting children in reaching their full potential. This is in line with the 

mesosystem level of Ecological Systems Theory which describes children’s development as 

occurring within series of linking systems and the systems influence each other in complex ways. 

In this regard, teachers and parents, who are from autonomous microsystems, must always work 

hand in hand for the child to perform better in class. 

 It is strongly believed that collaboration between the community and schools enhances and 

strengthens the values, culture, and learning experiences that schools should have for their students. 

Therefore, it is imperative that “school administrators have to encourage parents to get involved 

and make contribution towards helping the school achieve its mission and goals” (Sapungan & 

Sapungan, 2014: 45). Seeing that parents are committed in their education, “learners become more 

focused in their school work” (Kwatubana & Makhalemele, 2015: 315). As a result, such learners 

do not easily give up when they encounter challenges in school because they know that their parents 

are always monitoring their school attendance. 

Some scholars claim that learners whose parents are involved are active and ready to learn, they 

learn to be punctual from young age, they learn to endure as parents would be enquiring about their 

progress and would not want to disappoint them. “Taking responsibility is part of the nature of 

such children as they plan ahead and are able to do their work according to their schedule, which 

is the quality of being organised” (Sapungan & Sapungan, 2014: 45). Through this, parents can be 

able to make sure that their children succeed in school (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). In this regard, 

parental involvement helps to deter lazy children who come up with meaningless excuses in order 

to avoid doing their school work. 
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 In addition, according to Ocampo (2015), young students whose parents read to them tend to have 

better language acquisition, literacy progress, later reading comprehension performance and higher 

overall success in school programmes. In the same manner, Kiser (2020) says that children’s 

imagination and critical-thinking skills are enhanced when their parents are involved. Further, 

Bicknell (2014) posits that parents play vital roles as motivators, resource providers, monitors, 

content advisers, and learning advisers in a child’s education at home.   

 “In learning at home and communicating, the more intense the participation of parents, the greater 

the positive impact on academic performance” (Salac & Florida (2022: 383). According to Chen 

(2018), reading aloud with a kid makes a significant difference to the child’s ability to 

communicate. Erol & Turham (2018) found that the commitment of parents to the education and 

support of their children enhances the participation of students at school level.  

Separate studies on parental involvement conducted by Mahuro and Hungi (2016) show that 

consistent form of parental involvement contact, such as providing a supportive home environment, 

reviewing progress records for students and occasional school visits, significantly increases the 

numeracy and literacy scores for students. This is similar to the findings of Mapigano (2018) who 

postulates that coordination between home and school fosters good academic outcomes.  

Furthermore, Chepsiror et. al., (2014), found in their study that parents have critical roles which 

are instrumental in children’s academic success. A study by Lara & Saracostti (2019) shows 

differences in academic performance scores between parents’ involvement profiles, where parents 

with high and medium involvement had children with higher academic performance than parents 

with low involvement. 
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Although most scholars such as Zhang (2021), who investigated on the cumulative impact of 

parental migration on schooling of left-behind children in rural China, Malik (2015), who examined 

the relationship between received remittances and education in Malawi and Naboye (2018) who 

investigated reasons for the persistence of International Labour Out-Migration in Mzimba District 

have looked at parental migration and its effect on education of children left-behind form different 

perspectives, there is no evidence of a previous study on parental migration in Mzimba South 

District and its impact on children’s education. This study, therefore, was intended to conduct 

research on parental out-migration in Mzimba District and its effects on children’s education, 

employing a qualitative research approach. The study has presented practical answers to questions 

that education stakeholders had, and still have, as regards to poor performance in the district at 

PSLC Examination level. 

2.10. Chapter Summary  

This chapter has highlighted the historical perspective of migration from Malawi to South Africa; 

international labour migration from Malawi to South Africa is more than a century old. It has 

further delineated the roles of parents in the education of their children. An overview of Migration 

and left-behind children in Africa and beyond has been provided. The chapter has also highlighted 

the impact of parental out-migration on the education of left-behind children. Finally, the benefits 

of parental involvement in overall educational attainment of a child, and specifically performance, 

has been incorporated. The next chapter deals with the research methodology that was used in 

collecting and analysing data to address the objective of the study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Introduction 

The main aim of this study was to explore parental labour migration in Mzimba District and its 

impact on left-behind children’s education. This chapter was aimed at selecting the appropriate 

methodological perspectives to the study. The information collected guided in understanding how 

parental labour migration in Mzimba impacts the education of their children with specific interest 

in primary schools.  

The choice of methodology was based on research objectives of this study. The aspects covered 

include: research paradigm, the research approach, research design, data collection methods and 

the targeted population and sampling techniques. Finally, the chapter discusses research ethics that 

were employed in the course of the study. 

3.2. Research Paradigm 

Research philosophy is defined as “systems of beliefs and assumptions about the development of 

knowledge” (Saunders et al., 2016: 150). Since research is about developing knowledge, it is 

important to discuss the philosophical approach for a research study. Philosophical approach 

influences the type of data to be collected as well as the data collection methods and interpretation 

of results to be used (Gray, 2013).   

This study employed constructivist worldview. To constructivists, the social sciences should not 

be understood the same way as natural sciences. They argue that the social world’s subject matter 

“people, and the physical and social artifacts that they create, are fundamentally different from the 
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physical reality examined in the natural science” ((Lee, 1991: 374, in Rahman, 2016). Therefore, 

the constructivists aim at obtaining subjective knowledge. Put it differently, unlike the positivists 

who employ objectivism, the constructivists employ the subjective ontology which views reality 

as socially constructed by people as they interact with objects in the world and that reality can be 

changed and is subjective. That is, people attach meaning to their world and hence constructivists 

believe in multiple realities. As such, studying the social sciences is done using different methods 

from those applied in the natural sciences. 

When carrying out research using constructivism, the researcher makes sure that they engage 

people who are involved in the activities under study, with an aim of understanding the phenomena 

through stories about their experiences, opinions and attitudes (Ahmed, 2008). Further, the 

researcher and participants mutually construct meaning and knowledge through the interaction 

between them (Trauth & Jessup, 2000) whereby the researcher is able to take the emotions and 

meanings of the subjects seriously during the interaction (Smith & Elger, 2014). Sometimes, the 

researcher may also take part in the phenomena they are studying by engaging in participant 

observation with an aim to deeply understand the phenomena.  

When the researcher is involved, their emotions and understanding of the phenomena are set aside 

to allow direct experiences to speak to them (Gray, 2013). This makes the researcher who is 

adopting this approach to be regarded as an insider other than outsider; and that there exists 

participative relationship between the subject and the researcher. As such, constructivists may 

employ qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews and observation which help in 

understanding the topic in a holistic way (Artioli et al., 2017). The approach also helps in guiding 

theory (Crowe et al. 2011) which is arrived at, at the end of data analysis (Dudovskiy, 2017).  
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Constructivists challenge the objectivist ontological position that realities such as culture and 

organisations are pre-given, implying that they do exist independent of the researchers (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). For social constructivists, realities do not exist independent of themselves as 

researchers, but are “artificial creations that come into existence through our talk or discourse” 

(Cassell, 2015: 10). For example, during focus group discussions (FGDs), the researcher and 

participants are considered as co-producers of a text or knowledge and not giving an account of the 

already existing knowledge. That is, a chunk of ideas from the FGD are ‘sieved’ and meaning is 

constructed out of it. Furthermore, the constructionists focus on meaningful reality. To them, 

meaningful reality is constructed by people as they interact with their social world and the 

meaningful reality is transmitted within social contexts (Ahmed, 2008). Unlike the objectivists, 

constructionists claim that “there is no true or valid interpretation and that there is no ‘pure’ data 

as all data are mediated by our own reasoning as well as that of participants” (Johnson & Duberley, 

2000: 59). Therefore, constructionism allows collaboration between the researcher and participants 

in which participants are allowed to tell their stories. 

Adopting constructivist’s ontology assisted the researcher to enable participants to indicate their 

experiences and knowledge. In addition, the study adopted constructivism because it focused on 

experiences, a concept that is understood differently by different people. Simply put, instead of a 

single truth that would be investigated using positivism, there exists multiple truths, hence adoption 

of constructivism which helped the researcher to discover multiple realities. Furthermore, the 

approach helped the researcher to derive meaning depending on how people interpreted situations, 

and effort was made to understand these different interpretations based on what participants shared 

concerning what they do on the ground rather than going in the field with predetermined responses. 
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Finally, constructivism was adopted because the study was aimed at developing an in-depth 

understanding of how migrant parents strike a balance in their involvement in the classroom work 

of their children in primary schools. Much as the results of this study were not generalised, the use 

of constructivism helped in generating data that would further the researcher’s understanding of 

the role of parental involvement in the education of their children in primary schools in Mzimba 

South. In other ways, though the results are context specific, they are valid for the concept 

examined. 

The social phenomenon under this study, that is, how out-migrant parents perceive their 

involvement in their children’s education tasks, was created based on the actions and perceptions 

of the social actors concerned with their existence. The social actors in this case were Primary 

Education Advisors (PEAs), teachers and students. Thus, as a researcher, I interacted with the 

social actors to understand the phenomenon. In the course of their participation in this study, 

participants told their stories and experiences. Such stories and experiences helped to understand 

how parental out-migration affects overall performance of left-behind children in primary schools. 

3.3. Research Approach 

There are two main research approaches; quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research 

approach, on the one hand, is about quantification during data collection as well as analysis 

(Bryman, 2012; Hussein, 2015). The approach is concerned with quantity of things and statistical 

patterns in the data. The main research questions answered using this research are those concerned 

with “how many, how much, to what extent?” (Rahman, 2016: 105). As such, quantitative research 

gathers data that is numerical, gathered using structured instruments such as questionnaires or 

structured interviews (USC Libraries, 2018).  
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Qualitative research, on the other hand, is interpretive and anthropological in nature and studies 

the whole phenomenon to evaluate its complexity. Mark et al., (2005) opine that qualitative 

research is a type of research whose aim is to understand the research problem from peoples’ words 

and perceptions. According to Mark et al. (2005), qualitative research approach brings about in-

depth understanding of the phenomenon under study. This may be attributed to the fact that, among 

others, qualitative research approach involves the use of open-ended questions which allow 

participants to explain in details. Further, qualitative research helps to understand the problem 

under study from the way the participants experience it. It also allows flexibility during data 

collection (Rahman, 2016). 

This study adopted a qualitative research approach in which qualitative data collection methods 

and data analysis techniques were employed. Some guiding questions were asked and there were 

also follow-up questions which were based on participants’ experiences and knowledge. As already 

stated, qualitative research approach helped in developing an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon under study. For the researcher to understand how parental out-migration to South 

Africa impacts on the education of left-behind children, schools in communities where the research 

was carried out were visited. The researcher allowed participants to speak and tell their stories the 

way they experienced it. This, no doubt, helped in understanding and seeing the problem under 

study in the eyes of the participants. 

3.4. Research Design 

The study employed a case study and phenomenological design because the two could complement 

each other. To a greater extent, the study employed a case study design which helped the researcher 

to develop an in-depth analysis of a case, that is, experiences of LBC in the four selected schools. 
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According to Cohen et al., (2007: 253), case study “provides a unique example of real people in 

real situations, enabling readers to understand ideas more clearly than simply by presenting them 

with abstract theories.”  The main focus of this study was to gain insights into the experiences of 

left-behind learners as a result of parental out-migration. 

The study used four selected primary schools in Mzimba South District as cases and the goal was 

to arrive at a detailed description and understanding of the entity. The study facilitated an 

examination of parental out-migration and its effect on students’ education within its context using 

semi-structured interviews and Focus Group Discussion (FGD) as well as document analysis. Case 

study design was selected because (a) it is concerned with a rich and vivid description of events 

relevant to the case; (b) it focuses on individual actors or groups of actors and seeks to understand 

their perceptions of events; and (c) it highlights specific events that are applicable to the case under 

study. 

Phenomenological research on the other hand is based on the view that our knowledge of the world 

is rooted in our (immediate) experiences, and the task of the researcher is to describe, understand, 

interpret and explain these experiences (Hammersley, 2013; Denscombe, 2014). This type of 

research aims to describe, explain and interpret a phenomenon, situation or experience by 

identifying the meaning of these as understood by the participants, often at an individual as well as 

a group level (Marshall and Rossman, 2016). This study sought to understand the phenomenon 

under study by focusing on a holistic picture and in-depth understanding which is more than a 

numeric analysis of data. Indeed, the design penetrated situations in ways that are not always prone 

to numerical analysis.   
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3.5. Study Site 

The study was carried out in four (4) Primary Schools in Northern Education Division, in particular, 

Mzimba South Education District. The main concern for targeting children in primary schools was 

because academic performance of children at this stage, to some extent, is influenced by their 

parents. Parents play a relatively weaker role in children’s academic performance when they are in 

secondary school since most parents of rural learners have not attended secondary education. 

Mzimba is the largest district in Malawi with a total area of 10,382 square kilometrers (Banda, et 

al., 2020). It borders Zambia to the West, Rumphi District to the North, Nkhata-Bay District to the 

East, Kasungu District to the South and Nkhota-Kota District to the South East.  

In the education sector, the district is administratively divided into Mzimba North, Mzimba South 

and Mzuzu City. The setting, Mzimba South, is generally one of the areas where labour migration 

to South Africa is very high. Thus, the targeted schools were chosen purposively because of the 

perceived existence of parental out-migration from the area to South Africa. Again, the area has a 

long history of international labour migration and remains the major labour migration hub in the 

district.  
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Figure 3.1: Map of Malawi showing Mzimba South 

 

Source: International Journal of Agriculture and Environmental Research 

3.6. Study Participants 

The study targeted Primary Education Advisors (PEAs), head teachers, teachers and above all, 

students (standards 6-8). The researcher believed that PEAs, head teachers, teachers and students 

were ‘information rich’ respondents who would provide the much-needed information as regards 

the research topic under study and the initial plan was to have 38 participants.  

In this study, the researcher focused on PEAs, head teachers, teachers and learners to explore the 

interaction between out-migrant parents/caregivers at home and teachers at school. Data were 

collected from the aforementioned participants. Parents were not involved in this study; the 

researcher chose to focus on learners and educators simply because the study was interested in 

exploring the subjective meaning of the lived experiences of learners and academic fraternity on 
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biological or proxy parental involvement in the education of left-behind children. Standard 

qualitative methods of data collection – interviews and focus-group discussions were selected as 

the means of obtaining information (See appendices 1-3). 

Table 3.1: Number of participants in the study 

 

School School A School B School C School D TOTAL 

P.E. A 1 O 1 0 2 

Head teachers 1 1 1 1 4 

Teachers 2 2 2 2 8 

Students 6 6 6 6 24 

Total 10 9 10 9 38 

 

3.7. Study Period 

This study took a period of ten months, starting from February to November 2024. During this 

period, data were collected, transcribed, analysed and findings interpreted and presented. The time 

frame was sufficient for all research activities from data collection to interpretation of findings.  

3.8. Sampling Techniques and Sample Size 

“A sample in research refers to any group on which information is obtained while sampling is the 

process of selecting a few from a big group as a basis for estimating or predicting the prevalence 

of an unknown piece of information, situation or outcome regarding a big group” (Kumar, 2014: 

229). According to Cohen et al. (2018), a sample is a set of respondents or smaller group of the 

total population selected from a larger population under study for the purpose of the investigation. 

For the purpose of this study, the researcher targeted four schools and a sample of 38 participants 
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was to be recruited. Simple random sampling was used to come up with four schools and teachers. 

This sample was adequate because Swain (2017) postulates that qualitative research sampling 

typically focuses in depth on relatively small samples selected purposefully. The type of non-

probability sampling chosen for this study was purposive or judgmental sampling, which according 

to Kumar, (2014), is suitable for qualitative research because it seeks not to be representative in a 

statistical sense, but to select units of study such as the individual that are theoretically and 

meaningfully related back to the original research questions. 

“In purposive sampling, often (but by no means exclusively) a feature of qualitative research, 

researchers handpick the cases to be included in the sample on the basis of their judgment of their 

typicality or possession of the particular characteristic(s) being sought” (Cohen et. al 2018: 218). 

That is, the researcher selects ‘information rich’ respondents who will provide him or her with the 

information he/she needs. Purposive sampling is based on the understanding that it is up to the 

researcher’s judgment as to who can provide the best information to achieve the objectives of the 

study (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2008).  In this regard, purposive sampling technique was used to pick 

children of out-migrants, head teachers and Peas. Thus, the researcher believed the aforementioned 

groups of respondents had the likely data needed in this study. However, to come up with 24 

students, 6 from each school, the researcher used convenient sampling procedure or technique in 

which participants were selected because they were willing and were available to be studied. 

Since the number of students willing to be included in the study was more than the required target; 

systematic sampling technique was employed. It ensured that each unit had an equal probability of 

inclusion in the sample. In this method of sampling, the first unit was selected with the help of 

random numbers, and the remaining units were selected automatically according to a 



43 

predetermined pattern. For instance, at school ‘B’ every 4th number of those willing to take part in 

the study was picked. 

3.9. Data Collection Methods 

Data were generated through document analysis in order to check the performance of left-behind 

learners, and two other methods were used:  semi-structured interviews and focus group discussion 

(FGD). The three methods were chosen to complement each other and provide methodological 

triangulation (Cohen et al., 2007) in the study. The interview and FGD guides are presented in the 

appendices, while the methods of data generation that were employed in this study are described 

below. 

3.9.1. Document Analysis 

The decision to undertake document analysis was largely determined by the conviction that the 

analysis of documents could help the researcher to obtain data objectively without requiring the 

presence of the research participants. Document analysis was conducted in all the four primary 

schools, and the documents analysed include mark books, scholastic records and attendance 

registers which helped to check whether children of out-migrant parents performed poorly and 

attended classes regularly or not. 

3.9.2. Semi-structured Interviews (PEAs, Head teachers and Teachers) 

The study used semi-structured interviews with two PEAs, four Head teachers and ten teachers as 

the first primary data collection method. I administered the interview myself to minimise risks 

associated with hired interviewers such as the need for training and an extra cost for them. One 

interview session could take not less than thirty minutes. The number of participants in the 
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proposal, especially teachers, was raised from eight to ten because, in essence, data generation 

ended when saturation was achieved, that is, when interviews would no longer provide any new or 

additional insights because the information gathered was repetitive. Thus, data saturation was 

reached at ten and not eight. 

The decision to favour semi-structured interviews was premised on the fact that such interviews 

are effective in providing reasons for participants’ responses.  According to McCombes (2023), 

interviews can provide rich and detailed data on the participants’ perspectives, motivations, 

feelings and experiences. To this effect, the study adopted face-to-face interviews because the 

researcher intended to give the interviewees more freedom to express their thoughts or perceptions 

on sensitive issues in the study. In addition, face-to-face interviews provided an opportunity to 

understand individual perspectives of research participants, probe for clarity of concepts expressed, 

and deepen understanding from the participants’ point of view. In this regard, I generated rich 

descriptive data and learnt more about the context in which the research took place. 

Semi-structured interviews in this study were conducted using an interview guide as a tool. 

Marshall & Rossman (2006: 101) observe that “a degree of systematisation in questioning is 

necessary on the conduct of interview; when many participants are interviewed, the interview guide 

provides a basis for that systematization.” Thus, the researcher found the use of semi-structured 

interview appropriate because there was need to get the participants’ interpretations on the issues 

under study. 

All interview responses were recorded using a voice recorder with prior approval of the research 

participants and were later transcribed. Cohen et al (2018) affirm that replaying audio several times 
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assists the researcher to transcribe the right information and maintain its accuracy.  This allows for 

the inclusion of direct quotes in the final reports to support themes and results from the entire study. 

3.9.3. Focus Group Discussions with Learners 

Data were also generated through FGDs with six learners per school. I adopted the FGD method 

because it is a cost-effective technique for eliciting views and perceptions of prospective 

participants and also provides a fast way to learn from the large targeted audience. FGD also helps 

the researcher to understand complex social phenomena and generate ideas about it (Stewart & 

Shamdasani, 2014).  So, the decision to use focus group discussion was informed, not only by the 

importance of triangulation but also the realisation that it is difficult and time consuming to 

interview twenty-four learners individually. 

To keep the sessions on track while allowing respondents to talk freely and spontaneously, I used 

a focus group discussion guide. Open-ended questions were appropriately posed at the start of the 

discussion to allow participants to answer from different angles based on their specific situations. 

3.10. Data Management Methods 

Data management or data stewardship ensures that the researcher’s data collection process is 

organised, understandable, and transparent (University of Edinburgh, 2014). With proper data 

management, it becomes easier and possible for the researcher to produce the raw data that is used 

to create a published document if called upon to do so. In this study, the researcher used descriptive 

names of files and folders that communicate what they represent, make it clear what is contained 

therein, used unique identifiers for study participants that will allow different types of data to be 

matched up and saved study workflows that noticeably describe the analysis methodology.  
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Further, audio recordings, without mentioning names of participants, and soft copies were stored 

in USB stick after publication of results for future referencing. It is worth noting that data 

management is essential to making data discoverable, accessible, and understandable. If the data is 

understandable, it can be used by other researchers to test the validity of the original results or to 

reanalyse the original data in an entirely different way. 

3.11. Data Analysis Methods 

Data collected through interviews and focus group discussions were analysed using thematic and 

comparative data analysis. The use of multiple data collection methods (document analysis, semi-

structured interviews, FGDs) helped the researcher to mitigate the impact of any single bias and 

provided a more comprehensive understanding of the problem. As indicated in data collection 

techniques, the responses were voice recorded, transcribed and finally coded. Coding has been 

defined by Charmaz (2006: 43) as “naming segments of a data with a label that simultaneously 

categorises, summarises and accounts for each piece of data.” All audio recordings were 

transcribed verbatim, and irrespective of how intelligible the transcript was, it was read back. Each 

theme was analysed to gain a deeper understanding of the participant’s perceptions and opinions.  

While narrative and discourse analysis delve deeper into structure and context of language and 

stories, thematic analysis excels at identifying overarching patterns and meanings across datasets, 

making it suitable for understanding shared experiences. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), 

rigorous thematic analysis can produce reliable and insightful findings for examining the 

perspectives of different research participants, highlighting similarities and differences, and 

generating unanticipated insights. Following transcription of the data, the researcher utilised 

qualitative thematic analysis to extract common themes, patterns and relationships. During the data 
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analysis process, interview transcripts were hand-coded to identify conceptual themes that are clear 

within both the research literature and the data collected. Thus, segments of the material or 

information collected were assigned to the categories of a coding frame. Coding therefore was a 

preparatory step for accessing the data and making them ready for interpretation.  

3.12. Trustworthiness 

Qualitative validity, according to Gibbs (2007), means that the researcher checks for the accuracy 

of the findings by employing certain procedures, while qualitative reliability indicates that the 

researcher’s approach is consistent across different researchers and different projects. According 

to Cohen et al (2018), validity of research instruments refers to the extent to which the instrument 

measures what it is supposed to measure. If a piece of research is invalid, then it is worthless. 

Therefore, validity is one of the strengths of qualitative research, and it is based on determining 

whether the findings are accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, participants, or the readers 

of an account (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Thus, the researcher ensured credibility, transferability, 

confirmability and dependability of the research study findings.  

3.12.1. Credibility   

Credibility involves establishing that the result of qualitative research is credible or believable from 

the perspective of the participants in the research. “In this enterprise, emphasis is placed on the 

fully described subjective experiences, perceptions, interpretations, attitudes, beliefs, values, 

feelings and meanings of argentic individuals” (Denscombe, 2014: 94). As qualitative research 

studies explore people’s perception, experiences, feelings, and beliefs, it is believed that the 

respondents are the best judges of whether or not the research findings have been able to reflect 

their opinions and feelings accurately. Kumar (2014) furthermore states that, credibility is judged 
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by the extent of respondents’ concordance when you take your findings to those who participated 

in your research for confirmation, congruence, validation and approval.   

3.12.2. Transferability    

Transferability pertains to the degree to which the research findings can be extrapolated to 

alternative contexts or situations (Haq, et. al. 2023). It is a process of abstraction used to apply 

information drawn from specific persons, settings, and eras to others that have not been directly 

studied. It is often linked with generalisation, a similar process that is much more widely discussed 

in the social science literature. Though it is very difficult to establish transferability, primarily 

because of the approach you take in qualitative research, to some extent this can be achieved if you 

extensively and thoroughly describe the process you adapted for others to follow and replicate. In 

this study, this was done by providing a thorough description of the findings of the study and 

presenting a descriptive analysis which includes use of actual words spoken by the participants 

during interviews. By providing detailed and comprehensive explanations, the researcher enables 

readers to evaluate how applicable the findings are to similar situations, thus improving the study's 

transferability.   

3.12.3. Confirmability   

 Confirmability pertains to the impartiality and objectivity of the findings, guaranteeing that they 

remain unaffected by any biases or preferences of the researchers (Haq et. al., 

2023).  Confirmability is concerned with establishing that data and interpretations of the findings 

are not figments of the researcher’s imagination, but clearly derived from data. Simply put, it 

implies that the data accurately represents the information that the participants provided. This is 

attainable if researchers follow the research process in an identical manner for the results to be 
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processed. In this study, voice-recording was done in order to capture the actual experience and 

ideas of the participants. The said data was transcribed and made available both in hard and soft 

copy. Examples of quotations from as many participants as possible were used in chapter four 

which helped in confirming the connection between the results and the richness of data. 

3.12.4. Dependability  

Dependability refers to the enduring and unwavering nature of the research findings across time; 

showing that the findings are consistent, study procedures are documented and distinguishable 

(Padgett, 2017). According to Amin, (2020), to assure reliability, researchers rigorously document 

their approaches, techniques for data gathering, and procedures for analysis. Creating and 

preserving an audit trail, which consists of a comprehensive log documenting the decisions made 

throughout the research process allows other researchers to reproduce the study, thereby 

guaranteeing the dependability of the results (Eryılmaz 2022). In this study, the approaches and 

techniques for data gathering as well as procedures for data analysis have been well documented.  

In accordance with the four aforementioned pillars of trustworthiness namely: transferability, 

confirmability, credibility and dependability, the researcher did the following:   

3.13. Pilot Testing   

According to Turner (2010) a pilot test should be conducted with participants that have similar 

interests as the would-be participants in the implemented study. In this study, data generation 

techniques were pilot-tested to see how effective they were to generate the required data. Kvale 

(2007) posits that pilot testing assists the researcher in determining if there are flaws, limitations, 

or other weaknesses within the interview design and which would allow him or her to make 
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necessary revisions prior to the implementation of the study. For instance, in this study, the 

interview guide was discovered to have a gap on challenges faced by LBC in the teaching and 

learning process which was included later.  

The face-to-face interview as an instrument was pilot-tested on three respondents; PEA, head 

teacher and a teacher. However, it was also noted that some questions were seen to be ambiguous 

and were, therefore, revised. The FDG method was pilot-tested on four leaners at one school. The 

pilot test assisted greatly as it allowed the researcher to refine the questions in order to get the 

necessary data. 

3.14. Member Checking 

Member checking determined the accuracy of the research findings through taking the final report 

or themes back to participants and determining whether the participants felt that they were accurate. 

This does not mean that the researcher took back the raw transcripts to the four selected schools; 

instead, the researcher took back part of the refined work. Member checking offered participants 

the opportunity to add further information, provide summaries and check the adequacy of the data 

analysis. 

3.15. Use of Peer Debriefing  

Peer debriefing involved identifying and locating an individual who reviewed and asked questions 

about the findings of the study in question so that the account resonates with participants as well 

as readers, and not the researcher. According to Creswell (2009), this strategy-involving an 

interpretation beyond the researcher and invested in another person adds validity to an account. 
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3.16. Use of External Investigator  

An independent investigator looked over many facets of the study ranging from accuracy of 

transcription, the relationship between research objectives and data generated up to the level of 

data analysis from the raw data through interpretation. The researcher believes that this enhanced 

the validity of the study. 

3.17. Methodological Triangulation  

Triangulation, according to Cohen et al. (2007), is defined as the use of two or more methods of 

data collection in the study of some aspects of human behaviour. The researcher used document 

analysis, interviews and focus group discussions. It is also worth to mention that triangulation is a 

powerful technique that facilitates data validation through cross verification from more than two 

sources.  At its core, triangulating data increases the confidence and validity of the study results.  

By combining multiple perspectives and methods, researchers can hope to overcome the weakness 

or biases and the problems that come from single method or a single observer perspective – thereby 

increasing the credibility and validity of results. In this study, different data sources of information 

(PEAs, head teachers, teachers and learners) were engaged by examining evidence from such 

sources and using it to build a coherent justification for themes. 

3.18. Research Dissemination Methods 

Dissemination refers to the process of sharing research findings with stakeholders and wider 

audiences (AHRQ, 2014). Similarly, Creswell (2014) defines research data dissemination as the 

process of sharing research findings with a wider audience. Ideally, research dissemination is 

essential for endorsement; and uptake and use of research findings for the success of practice-based 
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research networks in the long term. To ensure that the project results will be used, research projects 

must develop a dissemination plan that explains how the outcomes of the project will be shared 

with stakeholders, relevant institutions, organizations, and individuals. The number of qualitative 

projects increases year by year, yet the implications of this work appear to remain on shelves and 

have little impact on practice, research, policy or citizens (Finfgeld 2003; Troman 2001). 

Qualitative research, done well, is worth disseminating and implementing in order to change the 

behaviour of the people in a specific setting. Therefore, the researcher intends to give a hard copy 

to the DES in Mzimba District. The two educational zones and the four schools that participated in 

the study will receive soft copies of the findings for them to take action where necessary.  

3.19. Ethical Consideration 

According to Creswell (2014), ethical consideration is concerned with the creation of a trusting 

relationship between the subjects and the researcher. Rallis and Rossman (2017) define research 

ethics as gaining the informed consent by the participant, understanding what their agreement 

entails; participants give that consent willingly and the participant understands that they may 

withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice. They further state that this means that the 

participants are not deceived about the study and their participation is voluntary.  In this study, the 

researcher sought clearance from Mzuzu University Research Ethics Committee (MZUNIREC). 

The MZUNIREC clearance certificate enabled the researcher to write to the Department of 

Education requesting permission to conduct research, which in turn provided the researcher with 

an introductory letter. In addition, the researcher sought permission from Director of Educatin and 

Sports (DES) in Mzimba South, PEAs, and head teachers of the selected schools and teachers (see 

appendixes) 
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 The participants were informed of the purpose of the research and how their participation was 

necessary in the study. Furthermore, the participants were assured of anonymity as well as 

confidentiality and that they were participating on voluntary basis. Participants were also informed 

that they were free to cease as participants in the research study at any time or any stage if they 

decided to do so. Consent forms signed by participants is evidence enough indicating that they 

voluntarily agreed to participate in the study (see appendixes). 

3.20. Conclusion    

The focus in this chapter was to clarify the research design and the methodology for the study. The 

key aspects discussed in the chapter are phenomenological case study design and qualitative 

approach, the data collection methods, the sampling procedures, data collection methods, data 

analysis and ethical consideration. 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

4.1. Introduction   

This chapter covers data analysis, presentation and discussion of the findings. These findings and 

the discussion thereof are in line with the purpose of this study. The section is guided by specific 

research objectives and data was presented and analysed in accordance with the four objectives of 

the study. According to Cohen et. al., (2018), this is a very useful way of organising data, as it 

draws together all the relevant data for the study, preserves the coherence of the material and 
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ensures focus on the key issues of the study. In this study, the objectives discussed include: firstly, 

examining the role of migrant parents and caregivers in the education of left-behind children; 

secondly, finding out the impact of parental out-migration on school retention rate of left-behind 

children; thirdly, exploring challenges faced in the process of teaching and learning of left-behind 

children; and finally, analysing the performance of left-behind children in school-based 

assessments. 

The chapter is divided into three subsections. It starts with how generated data was analysed before 

presenting the themes that emerged from the findings. The final subsection is a discussion of the 

findings. However, before tackling these subsets, the chapter presents socio-demographic details 

of the participants. 

4.1.1. Socio-demographics of Participants 

The total number of participants in this study was thirty-two (32). The initial plan was to have 

thirty-eight (38) participants but due to data saturation on FGDs, the number was reduced to 32; 

that is, eighteen (18) learners from migrating parents, two (2) Primary Education Advisors, four 

(4) head teachers and eight (8) teachers. In terms of gender, twenty (20) males and twelve (12) 

females were included in the study. Regarding the length of separation from out-migrant parents, 

12 of the 18 children who participated had been separated for more than three years. The rest of 

the members (6) were separated for more than two years. By design, the investigator wanted those 

that were separated for more than three years. However, due to fear of the unknown, some of those 

who were eligible were not willing to participate, hence the flexibility to include those that had 

been separated for more than two years. It was discovered that some of those who had been 

separated for less than two years did not have the much needed information on the matter.   
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Again, as it was evident during data collection, it was found that some of the teachers who 

participated were just recruited and had little experience on the topic under study. Such revelations 

were critical as they helped in the analysis and subsequent interpretation of the study findings. It 

must be mentioned that the analysis of the socio-demographic details of the participants provided 

some immense insights into the study findings. The two Primary Education Advisors (PEAs) 

played a vital role in the generation of data as they provided an overall assessment of the situation 

in their areas of jurisdiction. As stated in the methodology section, the initial plan was to interview 

38 participants; but due to data saturation, the researcher did not have a focus group discussion 

with learners at school D, reducing the total number of participants to thirty-two. It is worth 

mentioning that when it came to document analysis, the six (6) learners at school D were included. 

 

 

 

Table 4.1: Socio-demographic characteristics of participants 

 

Gender PEAs Head teachers Teachers Learners Total 

Males 1 4 6 9 20 

Females 1 0 2 9 12 

Total 2 4 8 18 32 
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 4.2. Data Analysis  

Qualitative research data can be analysed using different approaches and through different steps. 

This view is also shared by Ndengu (2012) who further argues that the steps used in qualitative 

data analysis are not linear but fluid. Thematic data analysis was employed, that is, data was 

analysed by themes. This type of analysis is highly inductive because the themes emerge from the 

data and are not imposed upon it by the researcher. It emphasises identifying, analysing and 

interpreting qualitative data patterns or characteristics.  

The study also employed comparative data analysis. Using this approach, data from different 

people were compared and contrasted and the process continued until the researcher was satisfied 

that no new issues were arising. According to Byrne (2021), comparative and thematic analyses 

are often used in the same project, with the researcher moving backwards and forwards between 

transcripts, memos, notes and the research literature. The objective of data analysis is to bring 

order, structure and meaning out of the large volume of the generated data. In this regard, analysis 

of the generated data in the study went through four steps which were not linear but fluid. 

4.2.1. Getting to Know the Data   

The first step in data analysis involved reading and re-reading the data in order to clearly 

understand, find the way through and make meaning of that data. This step was important in order 

to stay as close to the data as possible from initial data collection right through to the drawing of 

final conclusions.  During this step, data from each source was reviewed. The audio recordings 

were re-played and listened to carefully before transcribing them. As argued by different authors 

on qualitative research methodology, analysis shoguld be done on data which is in textual format 

(Ndengu, 2012). This is why the recordings were transcribed. Then the transcripts were diligently 
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compared with the recordings to ensure they were in tandem with each other. The field notes and 

memos were read thoroughly to have a fuller understanding of the data.  

4.2.2. Content Analysis   

Upon being acquainted with the data, the next step involved content analysis. This involved 

identifying from, or in, the data consistencies and differences in participants’ responses to the 

interview guide questions, and the field notes. All the data were subjected to the content analysis 

and as the consistencies and differences were being identified, it helped in coming up with codes 

and categories.  

 4.2.3. Coding and Categorisation   

A code is simply a name or label that the researcher gives to a piece of text which contains an idea 

or a piece of information (Gläser and Laudel, 2013). Coding is the ascription of a category label to 

a piece of data, decided in advance or in response to the data that have been collected (Cohen et. 

al. 2018). From the content analysis, data-driven coding, also known as inductive coding approach 

was employed, that is, the researcher did not have pre-developed system of codes. The researcher 

had to let the words “speak for themselves,” and then construct coding structure based on review.  

Each data set was coded using selective coding in which integration of all categories was grouped 

around a core category. Selective coding helps to decide a “story line” or form a theory that 

describes the interrelationships of the categories (Williams & Moser, 2019). According to Ndengu 

(2012) coding encompasses categorising the raw data into descriptive categories. In this study, 

descriptive codes were provided to each data set. This was done by making sense of the direct 

utterances from the participants. Similar data were then grouped together to form data categories. 

It was from these categories, that preliminary themes began to emerge.  
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Table 4.2: The Coding Frame 

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE CODE DESCRIPTION THEME 

Examining current practices of 

out-migrant parents and 

caregivers’ involvement in the 

education of LBC. 

academic support  

Extent of involvement  

 

Communication 

care and guidance 

collaboration  

Finding out the impact of 

parental out-migration on 

student retention rate of left-

behind children. 

low motivation levels  Reasons for low retention 

rate  
Mammoth remittances 

 

Exploring challenges faced in 

the process of teaching and 

learning of left-behind children. 

Chronic absenteeism  

 

Collective challenges  

Lack of parental care and 

guidance 

Household responsibilities 

Disruptive behaviour 

 

Analysing the performance of 

left-behind children in school-

based assessments. 

Lack of commitment  

Causes of poor 

performance  

Indiscipline 

Prolonged absenteeism 

 

The coding frame allowed the researcher to dissect complex data, transforming raw information 

into themes and categories that could easily be understood and analysed. It offered a consistent 

organisation, allowing the investigator to sort data based on specific characteristics. This 

standardisation made it easier to compare and contrast different data segments and draw 

meaningful insights.    

4.2.4. Thematic Data Analysis   

The final step involved subjecting the data to comparative and thematic analysis where common 

themes emerging from the categories of the data sets were arrived at. Themes are outcomes of the 
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coding and categorisation process (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 282, as cited in Saldana, 2013). 

A critical look at the categories of the data revealed that they were interrelated. This 

interrelationship in the data categories meant that the emerging themes were also intertwined.  

4.3. Discussion of Findings 

As already indicated in the introductory part to this chapter, the presentation of the findings is 

objective-based. One research objective was fully discussed before embarking upon the subsequent 

one.   

4.3.1.    The role of out-migrant parents and caregivers in the education of LBC 

The results of the study had two fronts: some participants stressed that the study area had 

exceptional out-migrant parents who played a vital role in the education of left-behind children. 

For example, they could provide remittances for paying contribution towards termly district 

examinations as well as buying school related-materials such as notebooks. Nonetheless, in as far 

as learners’ take-home assignments and parental guidance in education is concerned, parental 

absence brought more harm than good. Twenty-one out of thirty-two participants indicated that 

most caregivers lacked the necessary command needed in the nurturing of children; as a result, 

most and not all, LBC did not dedicate themselves fully to classroom work, rendering the all-

inclusive process of teaching and learning a daunting task. The researcher intended to find out how 

the parents and caregivers got involved by focusing on four areas namely: provision of academic 

support, communication, provision of care, guidance and counselling and collaboration with the 

teachers.  
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4.3.1.1. Provision of Academic Support 

As already stated, the results revealed mixed experiences; there were some, especially learner 

participants, who stated that parental out-migration had positive impact to some extent due to the 

economic growth brought about by migration, which improves children’s educational conditions. 

On the other hand, to a larger extent, the findings reveal a significant and negative influence of 

parental absence on the academic achievements of learners and the overall education of left behind 

children. It was indicated that the migration of parents is not conducive to LBC progress, leading 

to lower academic test scores and declined school attendance rates. 

As demonstrated in the data collected, it has been established that most out-migrant parents, apart 

from providing remittances for the purchase of school related-materials, are not very much 

involved in the education of their children. Very few make follow-ups (using phone calls) through 

the offices of the head teachers as regards to how their children are faring in their education. This 

view was shared by one of the teachers at school D. 

“Mmmmmmm! Some are involved through provision of financial resources for the 

purchase of learning materials. In some circumstances, they are involved in disciplining 

their children by talking directly to head teachers through phone calls, especially those 

parents that are interested in the education of their children, though very few.” (STTT 1). 

 As for caregivers, especially housemaids, educational support given to LBC was immaterial. The 

findings suggest that relations such as grandparents and uncles are a good substitute for parents in 

terms of meeting children’s basic needs and providing emotional support. However, some children 

raised by grandparents suffer educationally in the long term. Grandparents are dedicated caregivers, 
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but are not necessarily good at providing the much needed educational support to LBC. The 

following account by a teacher at School C sheds light on this:  

“Honestly speaking, caregivers do not provide the much-needed educational support; they 

don’t help them with homework and they don’t force their children go to school. This is due 

to the fact that most of them are being cared for by grandparents and housemaids who treat 

them with kid’s groves” (MUTET 1).  

Four out of six learners in a Focus Group Discussion at school A acknowledged that parental 

migration to South Africa is beneficial when it comes to provision of learning materials as a result 

of remittances flowing in. However, they said it is spiteful when it comes to their education 

pursuits, especially for those living with their grandparents. 13 out of 18 learners who participated 

in the Focus Group Discussions in all the three schools confirmed that they were not being provided 

with the expected assistance from caregivers.  CHISEFGD 6, one of the informants and a left-

behind child from school A, attests to the inconsequential nature of assistance received from 

caregivers. 

“Pankhani ya masambiro wakutivwira yayi, mwachiyezgerero, agogo wakumanya 

yayi kulemba na kuwerenga sono walije umanyi na nyengo yakuti wawovwirepo pa 

masambiro ghithu.” (We are not being assisted in our education pursuit. My 

grandparents, for instance, are illiterate, they don’t know how to read and write 

and therefore they don’t have time and skill to help us in classroom related 

activities)  

The findings are in support of some reviewed literature. For instance, Kandel and Kao, (2001), 

claim that parental out-migration leads to a reduction in parental involvement as migration provides 
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an alternative route to economic mobility and reduces the motivation to invest in additional years 

of schooling. This means that parental migration disrupts the microsystem level of EST by 

changing family dynamics, introducing stress and impacting parental involvement in education.  

4.3.1.2. Communication 

The study found that parents, as a result of their absence, were not communicating vital information 

such as children’s health, academic performance and educational history to school authorities or 

teachers from time to time. Most of the caregivers were also not providing the much-needed 

information. The researcher believes that this information would help teachers and other agents in 

the school to effectively and efficiently relate with left-behind children. Several remarks from 

participants relating to communication indicate a chasm in parental communication of vital 

information about their children to school authorities including teachers. To improve the rate of 

communication, CHISET 2, a teacher from school A, had this suggestion:  

“School administration should create a forum such as WhatsApp group where teachers and 

migrant parents should be discussing challenges faced in the teaching of children left 

behind. The idea behind is that indigenous problems have indigenous solutions; the use of 

Indigenous Technical Knowledge (ITK) can be of great help. Let the parents themselves 

give a solution to the problem. On the other hand, caregivers and learners should be 

sensitised on the benefit of all-inclusive education through parental bodies.”  

Previous researchers such as Epstein (2011) contend that in the upbringing and education of 

children, the communication between educators and parents plays a significant role. Meaning to 

say that the regularity and effectiveness of communication between the two parties allow for 

effective support of the child’s development. Therefore, parents are to furnish educational 
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authorities with the status of their children from time to time, especially when the child has some 

psychological challenges. This information helps school authority to teach better based on the pace 

of the learning abilities of the children.  

Since communication with parents is of paramount importance, the researcher proposes that school 

management teams in the study area find common ground with everyone and employ suitable 

communication strategies to ensure successful co-operation. The researcher suggests that use of 

electronic communication, which has become a regular and mutual means of interaction involving 

individual and group messaging on various digital platforms that facilitate continuous information 

flow and feedback, can be of great benefit. The advancement of information and communication 

technologies can offer opportunities through communication tools like school websites, online 

forums, meetings, and more, enabling quick and efficient discussions and information sharing 

between out-migrant parents and teachers. However, the potential shortfalls to this suggestion 

remain the educational levels of out-migrant parents (some are technophobic, and not technophiles) 

and the erratic networks especially in the utmost rural areas. 

4.3.1.3. Provision of Care, Guidance and Counselling  

The interview and FGD results of this study showed that left-behind children faced behavioural 

problems following the absence of their parents. It was a common response that out-migrant parents 

and caregivers could not provide the indispensable moral support for LBC to behave accordingly. 

Hence, it has been stressed that: 

“Left-behind children underrate the grandparents and other caregivers they stay with. 

Generally, they lack moral support from proxy parents. A child who is not morally built 

brings a lot of challenges in school. Late coming is also one of the discipline cases we often 
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face because you find that some of the learners are bosses in their families. For example, 

when both parents are away, they employ a house maid, so a maid cannot force left-behind 

children to go to school for fear of being misinterpreted as violating children’s rights.” 

(PEA 2). 

Consistent with these findings, previous studies also mentioned that LBC were found to be more 

exposed to psychological problems, and violent attitudes compared to other children (Pissin, 2013; 

Mazzucato et al. 2014). A similar finding was also reported in the Philippines by Parreñas, (2005) 

who found that the out-migration of fathers lead to lack of a male role model and disciplinarian 

figure, and the absence of the mother tends to incur substantial disruptions in everyday life and 

may be more detrimental for children. Thus, if the bar of education standards is to be raised in 

Mzimba South, ample care should be taken on the psychosocial well-being of children following 

the out-migration of parents. 

4.3.1.4. Collaboration with the Teachers 

The results of the study revealed that out-migrant parents provided learning materials, requested 

extra classes for their children and were involved in sourcing of notebooks for their children. Some 

migrant parents are particularly interested in having their children pass examinations; hence they 

go the extra mile to have teachers teach their children outside school hours. However, the findings 

show that most caregivers fail to show up when invited to discuss how to improve children’s 

learning; they do not show up due to time constraints and incapacitation on the part of grandparents.   

“Nyengo zinyake pala wapapi wachemeka kuno ku sukulu, agogo wakukana kuti 

wangayenda yayi chifukwa cha uchekulu. Pala asambizi wakutikakamizga kwiza na 

wapapi, tikuchemanga munthu waliyose kuti wayimirire ngati mupapi withu.” 
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(CHISEFGD 2) (Sometimes when parents have been summoned by the school authorities 

to go to school, my grandparents do not take heed of the call citing old age as an excuse. If 

teachers insist that I come with my parents, more often, I just request any adult person to 

masquerade himself as my parent.).   

It is an obvious fact, based on the research findings, that failure to collaborate among teachers and 

parents affects the mesosystem which refers to the interactions between different autonomous 

microsystems; in this case, the home and school. According to Donkor, et. al. (2024), collaboration 

components of parental involvement in education and academic achievement are significantly 

positively correlated. Inversely, the study concludes that out-migrant and proxy parents do not 

actively collaborate with teachers and school authorities in support of the teaching and learning 

process. The researcher suggests that in the absence of biological parents, caregivers should 

participate fully in school activities. The participation should centre on collaboration, and decision 

making on issues affecting teaching and learning of left-behind children. 

4.3.2. Impact of parental out-migration on student retention rate of left-behind children 

Student retention rate is an important piece of data reflective of the quality of education and 

assistance that students receive. The student retention rate refers to a percentage of students who 

enroll in a school and successfully complete their studies through to graduation (EMIS report 

2023). A high retention rate would mean a large percentage of students who enroll end up 

graduating, and a low retention rate would mean only a small fraction of students completes their 

programmes. 

https://study.com/academy/lesson/the-differences-between-high-school-subjects-college-subjects.html
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4.3.2.1. Survival rate to Standard 8  

The survival rate to standard 8 is in reference to the percentage of learners who complete primary 

education. Survival rates approaching one hundred per cent indicate a high level of retention and 

low incidence of dropouts (EMIS Report. 2023). An increase in the survival rate indicates 

efficiency in the education system as more students of a particular regiment are able to reach 

standard 8 (Ibid).  

The results of the study have revealed that survival rate to standard 8 in the study area is to the 

lower elbow. Worse still, the survival rate for boys had, more often, been lower than that of girls. 

For instance, at school D, out of 14 learners who registered for PSLC examinations in 2023/24 

academic year, only 6 managed to write and they were all girls. Some boys may drop out of school 

due to perceptions that migration offers a more direct route to economic emancipation than 

education. Girls on the other hand may have some sort of resilience; they may reach standard 8, 

but sooner or later, some become victims of early marriages, hoodwinked by those boys who come 

back home and promise to take them to South Africa.   

“Parents who are in South Africa, most of the times, invite boys to join them there while 

they are in standards 5, 6, 7 and 8. This reduces their energy, motivation and positive 

attitude towards education; consequently, they don’t take school with the seriousness it 

deserves. As stated already, parents give money to their children that make them feel a 

sense of maturity and they don’t see the need to go ahead with education. All these make 

learners dropout of school prematurely” (PEA 2).  
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4.3.2.2. Reasons for low retention rate 

It was disclosed that an interplay of factors influenced increased dropout among left-behind 

children in the area. Two of the frequently revealed factors have been discussed below. 

4.3.2.2.1. Low Motivation Levels 

Motivation levels play a significant role in determining whether learning is successful or 

unsuccessful. Learners who are motivated have a greater desire to study and, therefore, set more 

and higher learning objectives for themselves. They are also more persistent in their learning (Koca, 

2016). However, based on the responses from participants, it appears that some LBC lack 

motivation mostly, due to educational levels of their parents and economic disparities between 

some labour migrants and those working in Malawi. 

“It is very true that most of the children left behind, especially boys, do not go as far as 

standard eight. The main reason is lack of motivation from parents. Most parents did not 

go as far as standard eight but are doing better economically in South Africa. To them, 

education is about knowing how to read and write and nothing more than that.” 

(CHISET2).  

The above account show that learners are lacking the driving force to pursue their studies further. 

It is common knowledge that motivation is used to describe the beginning, direction, intensity, and 

persistence of conduct, especially behaviour that is goal-directed. According to Dislen, (2013), the 

idea of student motivation is used to explain how much time and effort students devote to different 

activities in the classroom. With low motivation levels, LBC were not willing to transition to 
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secondary school hence increased dropouts.  KMT 1, a teacher at school B had the same view and 

did not miss words in trying to describe the state of mind of left-behind children. 

“Today, due to employment crisis in Malawi, learners, especially in this area, see no value 

in education and therefore have no interest in it. Through observation, they see that those 

who had gone up to JCE or MSCE level are doing nothing that people can point a finger 

at. They see that people who have not gone as far as standard eight and have migrated to 

South Africa have better houses than the so called educated such as teachers and health 

workers working in Malawi and this decreases learners’ interest and attitude towards 

education.”  

Self-determination theorists contend that children start to value activities that are rewarding, 

including both their own and those of important people in their social settings, for example, 

teachers and families. Students start to choose activities that are compatible with their own feelings 

once they internalise these values as being their own (Koca, 2016). Thus, LBC’s willingness to 

learn is hindered by parents' lack of support and their own negative attitudes toward education. 

Convincingly, lack of parents' encouragement and approval of their children had a detrimental 

impact on their enthusiasm to learn. Some LBC may lack motivation to learn due to perceptions 

that migration offers a more direct path to economic success than education. 

4.3.2.2.2. Remittances Versus School Completion 

Much of the evidence in the literature supports the existence of potentially opposing effects of 

migration and remittances on education (Bargain and Boutin 2015; Koska et al. 2013). Some find 

that migration might raise parental academic aspirations for their children (Böhme 2015), others 

find detrimental effects of migration on education (Bouoiyour and Miftah 2015).  Similarly, in this 
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section, the results suggest the existence of the two opposing effects. While remittances can provide 

financial support, they may also be misused, potentially leading to negative consequences for 

children’s education.   

In this study, the findings indicate that the remittances, in cash or in kind, lead to a of decrease in 

the number of children going to secondary school in the study area, as some LBC take on household 

responsibilities such as being overseers in construction works for the family as well as taking care 

of their parent’s livestock bought using remittances. Over and above, the negative effects were 

driven by children having to compensate for the missing parent, by joining the labour force, or by 

taking over domestic responsibilities.    

 “The adult responsibilities they have, such as taking care of their parents’ livestock also 

disturbs learners a lot. Some parents have been in South Africa for more than ten years but 

they do not realise the need for them to be close to their children, take over family 

responsibilities and educate them.” (PEA 1). 

With this kind of environment, LBC are faced with the dilemma of whether to continue with their 

schooling or drop out completely in order to pave way for the house-hold responsibilities assigned 

to them by parents. Additionally, the remittances convey a wrong impression of themselves; 

believing that they are economically sound as compared to their teachers and other community 

members. As a result, they tend to be boisterous and irrepressible, and ultimately drop out of school.  

“Mbunenesko kuti tikulekera panthowa sukulu chifukwa chakuti kupulikira wasambizi 

kukutisuzgirapo chifukwa cha chuma icho wapapapi wakutipa.Maghanoghano ghithu 

ghakuwa kunyumba m’malo mwakuti tipulike ivo asambizi wakusambizga mukalasi.” (It is 

true that we drop out of school due to remittances parents send to us. Though physically 
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present in class, our minds are already home and, more often, we don’t get anything from 

what the teachers are teaching” (MUTELFGD 2). 

From the preceding discussion, the researcher concluded that remittances assist families in the 

study area in escaping the poverty trap, and helping some learners in acquisition of school 

provisions, but most left-behind children, basing on the study results, drop out of school in Mzimba 

South and enter into the labour market in South Africa at a school-going age. While remittances 

have potential benefits, findings from this study suggest that their effects on education in this region 

may be more negative than positive due to psychological immaturity of the recipients.     

4.3.3. Challenges faced in the process of teaching and learning of LBC 

The findings of the study revealed that with the migration of parents, all the participants; that is, 

school managers, teachers and learners are facing enormous challenges in the process of teaching 

and learning of left-behind children. Below are some of the challenges highlighted by research 

participants.  

4.3.3.1. Chronic Absenteeism 

Consistent learner attendance and participation in school is critical to learning and educational 

attainment, however, the study revealed that chronic absenteeism was on the rise in labour 

exporting areas. Chronically absent learners were not only missing out on school days and 

opportunities to learn, but they were at the greatest risk of falling behind and dropping out of school. 

Chronic absenteeism has been linked to reduced student achievement, social disengagement, and 

feelings of alienation (Gottfried, 2014; Gottfried, 2015).  Though widespread throughout the 
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district, chronic absenteeism disproportionally affected learners whose parents migrated to South 

Africa. When interviewed, PEA 2 said:  

“The major challenge is prolonged or chronic absenteeism coupled by perpetual dropout, 

especially on the part of boys. If you go by numbers, the number of boys and girls is almost 

at par in junior classes; when they reach senior classes, the trend is that there are more 

girls than boys because most boys join their parents in South Africa. For instance, there is 

one school in this zone where only six girls will potentially sit for the 2024 PSLCE after the 

rest of the girls and all boys failed to report in term three.” 

These observations were resounded by head teachers, teachers and learners themselves. KMT 2, a 

teacher from the same zone, concurred with PEA 2 and had this to say: 

“There are numerous challenges; chimozachake nkhukhalakhala kusukulu (one of them is 

prolonged absenteeism). Grandparents do not have the energy to force the children to 

school. Besides, they are being underrated by such children”  

Going through the school attendance registers, it was evident that absenteeism was on the rise in 

all the four schools that were part of the study. 

Figure 4.1: A page of the school attendance registers for standard 6 at School D 
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(Photo by the author) 

The names of the leaners (picked from the page above) who could regularly absent themselves 

were presented to the head teacher for confirmation that they had their parents migrated or not. To 

avoid contravening confidentiality tenet and ethical consideration of the study, the names could not 

be shown on the page.  It was discovered that out of eighteen (18) learners who were repeatedly 

absent, thirteen (13) had both parents and one (1) had only the father migrated to South Africa.  

Deductively, one can conclude that parental out-migration had a bearing in the absenteeism of 

children left-behind. According to Schoeneberger, (2012), chronic absence in elementary school is 

linked to an increased likelihood of dropout even if attendance improves over time. 

From the findings, it is clear that there is no silver bullet or any one intervention—rather, the 

research is beginning to show that chronic absenteeism in the study area can most effectively be 

addressed not by punitive measures, but when schools, stakeholders, community members, and 
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families, as guided by Ecological Systems Theory, collaborate to identify locally determined 

solutions to the underlying challenges. 

A comprehensive body of research on chronic absenteeism among students unpacks the negative 

short-term impacts and long-term outcomes, as well as the importance of early intervention. 

Chronic absence, especially in the elementary years, sets the stage for academic achievement, 

future absences, and, ultimately, graduation rates (Attendance Works & Healthy Schools 

Campaign, 2015). Tracking chronic absenteeism in schools within Mzimba South is a critical step 

for stakeholders in education to bring awareness to a silent crisis impacting learners, especially 

children left behind by out-migrant parents.  

4.3.3.2. Lack of Parental Care and Guidance 

This is another challenge that participants pointed out. Both teachers and left-behind children, 21 

out of 32, bewailed lack of the necessary parental care and guidance as a cause for worry. The 

migration of parents in the study area exposes children to spiteful experiences as they are separated 

from their parents and forced to be reared by themselves or by other caregivers. This view was also 

shared by KMT 1, a teacher at school B who corroborated with other participants; he said: 

“The greatest challenge is stubbornness of some of the left behind children. They are 

boastful and disrespectful. In short, they are difficult to handle because they lack parental 

care and guidance.” (KMT 1). 

The most important finding from the point of view of the participants is that parental guidance in 

the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ has a significant positive effect on learners’ achievement and 

adjustment even after all other factors shaping attainment have been taken out of the equation. This 



74 

view has been supported, and reaffirmed, by numerous studies that have shown that good home 

environments and daily interactions with household members are associated with positive 

outcomes across multiple contexts (Black et al., 2017; Jeong et al., 2018; Bartoli, Joshi & Wolf, 

2022).   

It is widely accepted that childhood is a critical period in which children acquire physical, 

psychological, and social assistance from their parents to develop accordingly (Tesfaw, 2022). 

Psycho-social theories and research also confirm that the help of parents is a strong predictor of 

the child’s ability to manage anxiety, stress, and different social and psychological problems in 

life.  

Many researchers recognise the important role that a strong positive bond between parents and 

schools, plays in the development and education of children. Garcia and Thornton’s (2014) 

research, for example, shows that the involvement of parents in education helps to improve 

students’ performance, reduce absenteeism and restore parents' confidence in their children’s 

education.  It is a fact, therefore, that a child who is psychologically affected cannot concentrate in 

class and produce good results. Unless the migration trend is reversed, it is not easy for authorities 

in Mzimba South to harness the youth and improve educational outcomes. 

4.3.3.3. Household Chores 

From the data collected, a revelation was made that some of the children left behind had to deal 

with age-inappropriate responsibilities, such as fulfilling parental roles to junior family members 

in the absence of the parents which resulted in compromised academic achievement and a spectrum 

of other behavioural and developmental issues.  Additionally, results from the study conducted 
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indicate that the absence of fathers often results in increased household responsibilities for children 

left behind.  

“As a result of family responsibilities given to children left-behind by their migrant 

parents, prolonged absenteeism, which disrupts continued learning, is high. At times, most 

learners whose parents are in South Africa are absent-minded; thinking about the situation 

at home. Family responsibilities have a great bearing on their academic performance” 

(PEA 1).  

These findings are in tandem with recent studies which have shown that parental migration often 

leads to the deterioration of the physical and psychological health of left-behind children as a result 

of household responsibilities. For example, in Sri Lanka, parental migration resulted in children’s 

increased vulnerability to mental, emotional, psychiatric, and hyperactive disorders (Wickramage 

et al., 2015). In Romania, left-behind children were more likely to suffer from depression, 

especially in rural areas (Botezat and Pfeiffer, 2014). This argument is also supported by Cortes 

(2015), who finds robust evidence that the mothers’ migration, in contrast to fathers’, has a negative 

effect on the educational outcomes of Filipino children.                            

4.3.3.4. Disruptive Behaviour 

Much as some LBC could behave accordingly, to a larger extent, the study revealed that parental 

out-migration had a significant negative impact on children’s life satisfaction compared to children 

whose parents lived with them and had never migrated. LBC experienced depression and feelings 

of abandonment at different stages, which had significant negative behavioural consequences for 

children transitioning to adolescence. As a result, some, and not all, could not adhere to any 

constructive advice, guidance and admonition from both teachers and caregivers. Most 
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participants, including PEAs, head teachers and teachers, pointed out that left-behind children were 

wayward and irrepressible. This is what KMHT, the head teacher at school B said:  

“In fact, most left-behind children underrate the grandparents they stay with. Generally, 

they lack moral support from caregivers. A child who is not morally built brings a lot of 

challenges in school. Some of the learners are bosses in their families and they focus much 

on the wealth of their parents. Sometimes their parents buy Bluetooth devices for them 

which they bring to school premises even if they were absent from school, and they 

deafeningly play music around the school just to disturb lessons.” (KMHT). 

Some left behind children were also in agreement with this reflection and admitted that they were 

indeed portraying unbecoming behaviours, CHISEFGD 2, a left-behind child and a participant at 

school A echoed the statement, she said:  

“Ndalama izo wapapi wakutuma nazo zikuwatangwaniska wana wanyake.Wana wakunjira 

mu maluzokozoko agho ghakutangwaniska masambiro. Kusazgirapo apo, chingawa 

chiwemi kuti wapapi walekerethu kuwatumira ma smart phones wana wawo 

wakutangwaniska sukulu chifukwa cha facebook. Vakuchita vawo vikuwa vambula 

kwenerera.” (Monies that parents send to their children disturb some learners. They 

engage in rebellious behaviours that end up hindering their access to education. Besides, 

parents should desist from giving their children smart phones because they breed disorder 

through the use of Facebook.”   

Based on the findings, it was evident that head teachers and teachers had enormous challenges 

when it came to instilling discipline in schools within labour exporting areas.  
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4.3.3.5. Suggested Solutions to the Challenges   

During interviews, participants were asked to suggest solutions to the aforementioned problems 

encountered by both teachers and learners in the teaching and learning process as a result of 

parental out-migration. Among others, 8 out of 14 educators who participated in the study proposed 

that M’mbelwa District Council, in collaboration with other education stakeholders in the district, 

should come up with deliberate policies or by-laws such as restricting the tendency of both parents 

migrating to South Africa. 

“I believe having by-laws that can be implemented and enforced can help solve the 

problem. Let Traditional Authorities and other stakeholders come up with a lasting 

resolution such as allowing the migration of only one parent and not both” (PEA 2). 

 Nevertheless, the head teacher at school B revealed that, at zonal level, the PEA, teachers and 

School Management Committees from all the 14 schools came up with by-laws which, 

unfortunately, could not be implemented. 

“I think by-laws can help a lot. In the past two years, we formulated by-laws in our zone, 

but the problem was that chiefs didn’t approve them for authentic implementation. For 

example, we had a by-law which stated that when a child is absent from school without 

valid reasons, parents must pay a five-thousand-kwacha (K5,000) fine” (KMHT). 

The researcher is in total agreement with the participants and strongly believes that if such by-laws 

are not formulated and enforced at district level for the common good of every citizen in the district, 

much of the resources that the Malawi Government is investing in basic education in Mzimba South 

will, for a long time, be going to the drain.  



78 

In addition, participants suggested that educational stakeholders, including DES, the CEO and 

chiefs, ought to be organising regular interface meetings with parents available, caregivers and 

above all, learners in the district where left-behind children must be made to understand that 

currently the South African government is grappling with unemployment crisis. This is what a 

teacher at school D had to say. 

“Uuuuuh, though difficult and costly, there ought to be regular sensitisation of both parents 

and school-going children in Mzimba District on the need for learners to transit to 

secondary schools so that they gain written and speech skills requisite for the job market 

in the world, in general, and South Africa, in particular” (CHISEHT). 

Finally, considering the fact that most of the LBC who were under the care of housemaids or aged 

grandparents were not fully committed to their education due to lack of parental guidance, some 

participants proposed that parents should consider sending their children to boarding primary 

schools or schools in the study area should promote self-boarding initiatives and out-migrant 

parents should be encouraged to utilise this option. 

 Much as this option would need more financial resources on the part of the family, it would be a 

necessary evil if the goal is to ensure that LBC dedicate themselves fully to their academic work 

and have more study time. When asked to suggest a solution to the problem, STTT 2, a teacher at 

school D said: 

“Hahaha! Apa kwene solution yake njakusuzga (It is difficult to find a working solution to 

this problem). At first, we thought having a local boarding facility could solve the problem 

but the absence of both parents worsens the situation. For instance, as a school, in 

2023/2024 academic year, we planned to have self-boarding for standard eight learners 
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but most of the parents who were in South Africa were not interested, citing absence of 

housekeepers in their homes as an excuse and this plan did not work.” 

Since change is gradual, the findings indicate that the suggestions were workable if there could be 

teamwork among community members. Stakeholders are obliged to find a lasting solution to the 

problem so that the youth in labour-exporting areas in the district could gain the indispensable 

knowledge and skills before migrating to South Africa. On a human right perspective, as parents 

continue to accumulate wealth in South Africa, they must always work towards creating a fair and 

just society by not violating LBC’s right to education.  

4.3.4. Performance of left-behind children in school-based assessments 

In order to ascertain whether the migration of parents has any influence on the academic 

performance of LBC, data was collected from school-based assessment record books on children's 

performance in terms one and two, during the 2023/2024 academic year. In general, the academic 

performance of left-behind children leaves a lot to be desired.  

Nevertheless, there were a few exceptional children in this category who could take school 

seriously and do better in class. For instance, one learner in standard 6 at school B whose parents 

were in South Africa scooped position one in both terms 1 and 2 of the 2023/24 academic year. 

When asked, he said the motivation to work hard comes from his parents who could invest dearly 

in his education and could always encouraged him. It was also disclosed that the said parent had a 

sound educational background (M.S.C.E) and had been brought up by his uncle who lived in 

Lilongwe. By and large, most of LBC could not perform well in school-based assessments. 

CHISEFGD 1, one of LBC learners at School A bewailed poor performance among such category 

of learners, she said: 
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“Yayi, awo wana mahara kale wakukwera makola waka, kwene ise tilije mahara kufumapo 

kwawapapi kukusazgirapo waka masuzgo mbwenu mukalasi vikutitonda. Pempho lingawa 

lakuti munthu uyo wapapi wakumuleka panyumba kuti watipwerererenge wawenge 

wankhongono kuti wamanye kutivwira pa masambiro na ntchito zapakhomo. Pala apo yayi, 

mupapi yumoza, makamaka amama wakhalengeko kuno kukaya kusamala tawana wawo.”  

(LBC who have a high intelligent quotient (IQ), despite living an independent life, do better 

in gclass. But for us whose IQ is low, the absence of parents is negatively affecting our 

performance. A plea to the parents is that the caregiver must be someone who is energetic 

and literate so that he/she can be of help in school-related activities and household chores. 

If not, one of them, preferably the mother, should stay home and provide ample care and 

support.) 

These results augment the findings of Li’s research group studies in China which reveal a 

significant and negative influence of parental absence on the academic achievements of students 

in middle schools. According to the group, owing to the lack of parental presence, school-age 

children are forced to shoulder the burden of living independently which adversely affect their 

academic performance.   

In all the three schools where the researcher conducted FGDs, the performance of LBC (research 

participants) was compared to that of non-migrant parents. Six names of learners from non-migrant 

parents’ families were provided by school managers at each school. The researcher, using progress 

record books analysed the performance of both groups in second term of the 2023/24 academic 

year. The table below summarises the findings. 

   Table 4.3: Performance in term 2, 23/24 academic year 



81 

Category  Term School A School B School C Total Percentage 

Migrant Parents  Passed 3 1 2 6 33% 

Failed 3 5 4 12 67% 

Non-migrant 

parents  

Passed 4 2 5 11 61% 

Failed 2 4 1 7 39% 

Source: Mark books/Progress record books. 

Table 4.3 clearly indicates that, to a larger extent, learners of non-migrant parents could do better 

in school based assessments compared to those of migrant parents. The researcher further analysed 

results for the same group of learners in term one of 2023/2024 academic year; the trend of their 

performance did not divert much from that of second term, a clear signal that left-behind children 

perform poorly in school-based examinations. 

4.3.4.1 Causes of Poor Performance 

From the study, through both interviews and FGDs, multiple reasons emerged for LBC poor 

performance. Most common among them were lack of commitment, indiscipline or unbecoming 

behaviours and prolonged absenteeism.   

4.3.4.1.1. Lack of Commitment and Dedication 

Results reveal that the detrimental effects of remittances from migrated parents, in as far as 

education is concerned, seem to outweigh the positive effects of living in a family where parents 

have migrated. A revelation was made that LBC are not motivated to learn, knowing that parents 

have gone abroad to work in order to provide them additional materials, and sooner or later they 

would be following them in the job market in South Africa. 
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“Kwa wana awo wakulekeka kuno kukaya (to left-behind children), learning in class is a 

waste of time and their belief is that monies are in South Africa and upon reaching a certain 

age; they will likely follow their parents. Worse still, some school-going-age children are 

taking care of their younger siblings and the whole house is left in their hands. This makes 

them not to have the motivation to learn and, therefore, perform poorly.” (CHISEHT)  

On the contrary, similar studies done by Chen et. Al., (2023) in China discovered that parental 

migration is positively correlated with the academic performance of LBC; it has a positive impact 

to some extent. They hold the view that this may be due to the economic growth brought about by 

migration, which improves students’ educational conditions. But this is not the case in the labour 

exporting areas in Mzimba South Education District. 

Additionally, the study revealed that LBC lack role models because most of the people who are 

doing better economically did not go far with education; the only source of their wealth is the 

export of unskilled labour to South Africa, yet they outshine those who have been in the corridors 

of a university or college and are civil servants in the area. To them, having a degree or diploma is 

just for prestige; it does not guarantee financial and economic freedom at an individual or family 

level. 

4.3.4.1.2. Indiscipline  

In this study, results have pointed out the seriousness of indiscipline in schools in labour migration 

areas in the district. MUTET 2, a teacher at School C, observed that indiscipline among LBC in 

the area was high and was experienced at all levels including Community Day Secondary Schools 

and affects the overall educational outcomes in the district. This is what he had to say: 
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“Left-behind children perform poorly because of ill behaviours. You can’t expect a child 

who is involved much in disruptive behaviours such as beer drinking and smoking to do 

better in class. It is disheartening that some grandparents, who are believed to be gate-

keepers for Left-behind children, allow their children to have a test of the beer and 

encourage school girls to accept marriage proposals from men who are in South Africa. 

Worse still, when lucky few LBC graduate to secondary section, this ill behaviour spills 

over, consequently, affecting JCE and MSCE outcomes.” (MUTET 2). 

CHISEFGD 5, one of the pupils, a participant in the Focus Group Discussion (FGD) at school D 

explained that ill behaviour led to poor performance, which were also applicable to other left-

behind children:  

“Tikuchita makola yayi pa mayeso chifukwa tina mphuvya panji nkhalo yiheni chifukwa 

chakuti tikuwona kuti wakumuwopa kunyumba kulije. Mwachiyezgerero, pala tananga 

kuno ku sukulu, ndipo asambizi wati tikacheme wapapi, tikuwaphaliranga yayi agogo. 

Kunyumba tikunyamukanga nganipala tikwiza ku sukulu kwene kuti tikunjiranga mu kalasi 

yayi chifukwa chakuti wapapi wandize. Wapapi wawengepo nthena wakupanga 

kalondolondo nakumanya unenesko.” (We fail to do better in examinations because we are 

unruly since we are not afraid of anyone at home. For instance, in the event that we have 

committed a crime at school, we do not tell our grandparents even if the teachers have 

summoned them. We usually leave our homes for school but we are not allowed to attend 

classes due to the fact that parents have not reported to the teachers. If our biological 

parents were present, they would be making follow-ups and find out the truth of the matter). 
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STTT 2, a teacher, corroborated CHISEFGD 5 on the need for either the father or the mother to be 

present at home in the schooling years of their children, she said: 

“Mwana kuti wachite makola mukalasi nintchito ya msambizi, plus a big part is to be 

played by the parent or guardian. Kwithu kuno wapapi wakukhutukura ku Joni, ndipo wana 

wakulekera agogo. Mwana wakopa awiske panji anyina, agogo wake wakuwadereranga.” 

(For a child to perform better in class, the teacher plays a role; plus, a big part is to be 

played by the parent or guardian. In this area, parents are flocking to South Africa, leaving 

their children under the care of grandparents. Such children, more often, underrate their 

grandparents)   

Data collected strongly indicate that most participants, teachers and pupils alike, could agree that 

parental absence due to transnational migration leads to indiscipline among LBC. Moreover, out-

migration leads to the absence of the father, an authority figure and traditional disciplinarian in the 

family. Indiscipline makes students to lose focus on educational goals which are achieved through 

hard-work, time management, respect for others and self-determination (Gitome et al., 2013).  

This implies that disciplined pupils are likely to remain focused on their educational goals and 

aspirations, manage their time well, work harder in academics, and show determination to succeed 

academically. This is probably because disciplined pupils are less likely to be involved in 

disciplinary cases which may divert their attention from academic work.  Therefore, the pupils are 

more likely to be psychologically settled and ready for academic work. This enhances their striving 

for academic success and eventually boosts their academic performance. 

According to one strand of the migration literature; teachers reward and praise students for good 

behaviour (Rahimi & Karkami, 2015).  This suggests that disciplined pupils may be more 
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appreciated and accepted by teachers. They may also be more appreciated and accepted by their 

peers at school and by caregivers and other relatives at home. The appreciation and acceptance 

might make the pupils to develop positive self-concept which might then enhance pupils’ 

achievement. Therefore, it is believed that the achievement and motivation associated with 

discipline among LBC can, undoubtedly, enhance the pupils’ academic performance in Mzimba 

South. 

Researchers appreciate that discipline is an important component of human behaviour and assert 

that without it an organisation cannot function well towards the achievement of its goals (Ouma, 

Simatwa, & Serem, 2013). In the context of a school system, a disciplined student is that student 

whose behaviours, actions and inactions conform to the predetermined rules and regulations of the 

school (Ali, Dada, Isiaka, & Salmon, 2014). Discipline is widely acknowledged to be a basic 

requirement for successful teaching and learning in schools and a subject of concern for teachers 

(Eshetu, 2014). According to Gitome et al., where there is good discipline, there is improved 

academic performance. In other words, discipline is vital for students’ academic performance. 

4.3.4.1.3. Prolonged Absenteeism  

As already alluded to in objective 3; on the challenges that LBC had to face, it was clear that 

absenteeism among them is on the upsurge. The results indicate that absenteeism denies learners 

chances to engage in class activities. It was stressed that missing class content, discussion, and 

explanation of subject content disadvantages left-behind children when sitting for examinations. 

Due to poor or inconsistent attendance, the findings reveal that some LBC were unable to give 

correct responses to test items during examinations.  
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“Most of them perform poorly due to prolonged absenteeism which make them miss 

important information in class.  Classmates and teachers are less willing to support 

learners who miss classes due to unexcused absenteeism which derails efforts from 

administration to support learners who absent themselves to catch up on missed lesson 

content.” (STTHT). 

KMLFGD 6, a pupil at school B also confirmed that LBC are performing poorly in school-based 

examinations due to prolonged absenteeism. 

“Unenesko ulipo, wanandi wa ise wakutondeka chifukwa cha ivo tayowoya kale. Pala 

munthu wakukhalakhala ku sukulu, obviously wangakwera yayi chifukwa chakuti vinandi 

ivo asambizi wakusambizga iye vikumujumphanga.” (As stated above, it is true, most of us 

fail because of perpetual absenteeism. If one habitually absents himself or herself from 

school, obviously he or she cannot perform well because of missing most of the lessons). 

The researcher believes that learner attendance is potentially important, yet relatively miscalculated 

input in the educational process in the study area: absences disrupt learning, weaken school 

achievement and reduce learners’ exposure to classroom instruction. By reducing learners’ 

instructional time, the trend also undermines investments in school and teaching quality. 

Overall, these findings demonstrate how absent learners receive fewer hours of instruction, miss 

out on student-teacher, peer-to-peer and any other relevant interactions and activities that could 

stimulate their academic and psycho-social development, leading to negative consequences on the 

short and long term. According to Faucet theory, students improve their skills through frequent 

exposure to schooling, and stop making educational gains once the exposure is turned off (Kirksey, 

2019).  
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 A large body of research demonstrates that school absenteeism is detrimental to learning, academic 

achievement, and educational outcomes. For instance, several studies have shown that missing 

school, even for a limited number of days and regardless of the reasons, negatively affects students' 

academic achievement (Ershenson et. al., 2017; Kirksey, 2019; Klein et. al., 2022).   

On the standpoint of the researcher, these findings establish that schools should work continuously 

on the underlying dynamics of school absenteeism as well as on protective mechanisms rather than 

focusing on the absent behaviour itself through several interventions. Schools’ leadership should 

inform and discuss with parents and caregivers on mechanisms to reduce LBC absenteeism. 

Previous research has shown that non-punitive school-based interventions like tutoring and peer 

support are effective strategies to intervene among absent youth (Keppens & Spruyt, 2020). 

Therefore, these research findings suggest that pupils’ learning in Mzimba South can be increased 

and performance improved by reducing the frequency or the venomous effects of left-behind 

children’s absences.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1. Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand international parental out-migration and its impact on 

the education of left-behind children in primary schools in Mzimba South Education District. In 

this chapter, the context of the problem presented in chapter one is given. Thereafter, the chapter 

presents the summary of findings, a link of the study results to theoretical framework, the final 

conclusion and recommendations based on the findings and in sync with the stated research 

objectives. These are then followed by suggestions for areas of further studies. 

5.2. Summary of the Findings  

Upon subjecting the data to a thematic analysis with the purpose of identifying themes and 

interrelationships within the data, the following is the summary of the findings emanating from 

each of the research objectives. 

 Some out-migrant parents play a vital role in the provision of remittances for buying school-

related materials. Nevertheless, to a larger extent, and in as far as teaching and learning is 

concerned, parental absence has detrimental effects on the education of LBC as they are 

not provided with the essential academic support. On the other hand, surrogate parents or 
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caregivers lack the necessary expertise and dynamism needed in fostering positive attitude 

towards education among left behind children. 

 Most out-migrant parents are not very much involved in the education of their children. 

Very few make follow-ups as regards how their children are faring in their education. In 

essence, parents are regarded as the first and foremost teachers of their children. They guide 

their children towards the right path. Furthermore, they make provision of information to 

them, which would render an important contribution in augmenting their knowledge, skills 

and abilities, achieving desired goals and objectives, and promoting enrichment of their 

personality traits and overall quality of lives. In the absence of parents, one of the most 

critical disadvantages is that LBC are unable to provide solutions to various types of 

problems they face in an efficient manner as they pursue their studies. 

 Survival rate to standard 8 in the study area is low, and the survival rate for boys had, more 

often, been lower than that of girls. The major reasons for this trend are increased household 

responsibilities, inflow of mammoth remittances from parents and low motivation. As a 

result of household responsibilities, in child-headed families, elder siblings are 

overwhelmed in terms of ways of taking care of needs and requirements of other family 

members. In this regard, some left-behind children are discouraged from getting enrolled 

in senior primary education classes, let alone, continuing with their education. 

 Some children who live in areas more prone to international migration receive mammoth 

remittances that make some of LBC consider themselves wealthier and, therefore, lose their 

track and commitment towards their education, and eventually drop out of school. 

Additionally, they lacked the driving force (motivation) that could propel them further in 

pursuit of their education since most of the people in the area were economically sound; 
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yet, they did not go far with their education. The major source of their income is unskilled 

labour export to South Africa. 

 LBC face some challenges which have grave repercussions on the quality of teaching and 

learning in Mzimba South Education District. Among them are; lack of parental guidance, 

disruptive behaviour, adult responsibilities and, above all, chronic absenteeism.  

 Parental out-migration negatively impacts on academic performance of LBC. Among 

others, research participants attributed the low performance to the fact that left-behind 

children spend more time on household chores due to insufficient amount of human capital 

at home while the parents are off seeking employment, hence they are frequently absent 

from school.  

5.3. Linking the Findings to Theoretical Framework     

The use of Ecological Systems Theory (EST) by Bronfenbrenner provided a good platform on 

which to assess the aim of the study. As noted in the study, there are a variety of factors affecting 

LBC’s education. These factors fall within the five levels of EST namely: micro-system, meso-

system, exo-system, macro-system and chrono-system. As advanced by Bronfenbrenner, the 

presence of parents enhances children’s attitude towards education, level of responsibility as well 

as commitment and motivation. 

The findings of this study have implications for both theory and practice. The main theoretical 

contribution that this study offers regards issues of teacher-parent collaboration in the education of 

left behind children. The issue of LBC retention in primary schools in the area need not only be 

looked at from a macro perspective, but also from a micro standpoint. As the findings suggest, the 
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DES, CEO, head teachers as well as chiefs at a micro level have a critical role to play in order to 

promote LBC retention and performance in primary schools. 

Besides, there is also need for organising interface meetings for all stakeholders and, in particular, 

teachers and caregivers for improved educational support for LBC which can be achieved through 

efficient and effective coordination, effective school leadership, and fostering collegiality with 

community members. Through creating an enabling environment that enriches coordination 

between teachers and out-migrant parents and caregivers, at micro managerial level, head teachers 

can raise and gain the commitment of LBC to their education and, therefore, promote learner-

retention. Such an approach can put to practice the Ecological Systems Theory which postulates 

that individuals develop through reciprocal interactions and relationships within the community 

and broader society. In this study, the home and school represent autonomous microsystems (first 

level of EST) that ought to be in constant interaction in the development of any child, including 

those left behind by out-migrant parents.  

It is the painstaking opinion of the researcher that the findings and recommendations of this study 

provide a practical guide to District Education Managers in labour migration areas and other 

concerned stakeholders in the education sector to enable them recognise and initiate strategies at 

micro level that will make LBC school experience in such areas friendlier, enjoying and satisfying. 

By addressing challenges encountered by teachers and LBC, and initiating effective strategies that 

instill motivation and improve learning conditions for left-behind children, it would raise their 

commitment to education, and so weaken their intent to drop out of school. 
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5.4. Recommendations  

 Upon recognition of the challenges faced by LBC, the M’mbelwa District Council should 

establish policy guidelines to address the potential issues that LBC experience in their 

education pursuit in all labour exporting areas. At the societal level, the policy should 

outline the need to build a comprehensive care and service system and facilitate the 

establishment of a robust mechanism to assist LBC. With better supervision and guidance 

on family guardianship, it can be guaranteed that LBC receive proper care, affection, and a 

warm family environment which can help in boosting education standards. 

 The office of the Education Division Manager (NED) and the District Education Manager 

(Mzimba South) should organize sensitisation or awareness campaign meetings with both 

parents and learners on the need for LBC to remain in schools.   

 To avert the trend of parents flocking to South Africa and other designated areas for 

unskilled employment, the government should establish Special Economic Zones (SEZ) or 

Industrial Parks in almost all the cities which would lead to migration within, with higher 

prospects of parents taking their children along. This, undoubtedly, would lead to increased 

parental educational support towards their children.  

  In light of the fact that LBC who are under the care of housemaids or aged grandparents 

are not committed to their education, stakeholders should consider establishing boarding 

primary schools and parents of left-behind children should be encouraged to utilise this 

option. Much as this option would need more financial resources on the part of the family 

and would take more fiscal planning and input from the higher levels of the educational 

administration, such investment would benefit LBC in the long run.  
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5.5. Areas for Further Study 

 This study has focused on impact of parental out-migration on the education of LBC in 

Mzimba South District of northern Malawi, thus further studies could be done on the same 

in other labour exporting districts in Malawi such as Nkhata-Bay, Mangochi and Machinga, 

among others, since these too are migration hubs to South Africa and Tanzania to have a 

comparative analysis of the findings. 

 This study was conducted in primary schools in the area. A similar study can be done in 

secondary schools in the same area to find out if the results can be replicated. 

 The research examined impact of international parental out-migration on the education of 

LBC. There is no trace of scholars attempting to investigate the impact of national migration 

for farm-employment on the education of children in Malawi. Unlike transnational 

migration where children are left behind, in national migration, most parents carry with 

them their children. Therefore, further studies could be done to explore the impact of such 

migration trend on the education of left-behind children.  

 5.6. Conclusion  

Even though this topic has been previously explored by several scholars outside Malawi, the 

heterogeneity of results across studies warrants a new look. Using the same data collected, the 

researcher finds both positive and negative effects across different subgroups. While opening up 

educational opportunities for left-behind children through remittances, parental out-migration 

exposes them to immense harmful care situation that impede their academic quest. It is clear that 

Human Capital Development, one of the enablers of Malawi 2063 agenda, envisions a Malawi 

where every citizen, regardless of background or circumstances, is equipped with the knowledge 
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and skills to contribute meaningfully to national development. The LBC of Mzimba District 

represent a direct threat to this vision. Their premature departure from the education system 

constitutes a haemorrhage of human potential, a loss that will reverberate across generations, 

undermining the very workforce Malawi 2063 depends upon.  Therefore, the study recommends 

enhanced parental involvement from a distance, community and guardian engagement as well as 

policy and governance intervention.Chronic absenteeism, low retention rate and poor performance 

among LBC were evident in the study. 

The findings also indicate that there is variation in the results, mainly driven by two effects. First, 

the additional income received in the form of remittances relaxes the households’ budget 

constraints, which increases the probability of investing in left-behind children’s education. 

Second, the evidence indicates that the increase in family income effect gets offset by the 

absenteeism and low retention effect of LBC. The findings suggest that boys living in the area are 

the most disadvantaged as they dropout earlier than girls with the hope of joining their parents in 

South Africa. Formulating by-laws targeting them would not only contribute to human capital 

formation, but would also contribute to the empowerment of this academically-victimised group. 

The onus, therefore, rests upon the M’mbelwa District Council, in particular, the education office 

to do a systematic situational analysis on issues of parental out-migration and its impact on the 

education of left-behind children. Such an analysis will give the council insights that will prompt 

formulation of by-laws to improve on LBC motivation as well as their retention, thereby reducing 

prolonged absenteeism in schools. Otherwise, without such interventions, the improvement in 

performance at PSLCE level in Mzimba South Education District, will be a far-fetched dream. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide for PEAs 

 

1. What is your understanding of parental involvement in the education of a child? 

2. Do you agree that parental involvement can enhance education outcomes for learners? If yes, 

in what way? 

3. How are parents involved in the education of learners in this zone so as to improve performance 

in schools? 

4. Is there any support that out-migrant parents offer to children left-behind that help them in the 

learning process? If yes, what kind of support? 

5. What challenges do teachers in this zone face in their daily work as regards to children whose 

parents have migrated to South Africa? 

6. Is it true that learners whose parents have migrated to South Africa perform poorly in 

examinations? If yes, what do you think are the reasons? 

7. Some authorities allege that retention rate for most primary school learners whose parents are 

in South Africa is very low. What is your take on this? 

8. Which students’ gender seems to be impacted most, and how? 

9. What should be done so that out-migrant parents can have a positive contribution towards the 

education of left behind children?  
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide for the Head teachers 

 

1. How do you involve your learners’ parents in the teaching and learning process, and what is 

the contribution of out-migrant parents on the same? 

2. Do you think the out-migration of parents to South Africa has any impact in the schooling of 

children left behind at this school? Please explain. 

3. In the absence of biological parents, do surrogate parents fulfill their obligation of assisting 

such learners through home work as well as moral support? Please explain. 

4. What challenges, if any, do you encounter when dealing with learners whose parents have 

migrated to South Africa in as far as teaching, learning and discipline are concerned? 

5. Is it true that learners whose parents have migrated to South Africa perform poorly in school 

based and national examinations?  If yes, what do you think are the reasons? 

6. What is the retention and completion rate of left behind children in as far as transition to 

secondary is concerned? 

7. Which students’ gender seems to be impacted most as a result of parental migration, and how? 

8. What mechanisms can authorities put in place to ensure active involvement of 

caregivers/parents themselves so as to have a greater impact on teaching and learning of left 

behind children? 
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Appendix 3: Interview Guide for Teachers 

 

1. What is your understanding of parental involvement in the teaching and learning process? 

2. Do you think parental involvement can enhance academic performance of learners? If yes, in 

what way? 

3. How do you involve your learners’ out-migrant parents to enhance academic performance of 

their children? 

4. Is there any support that caregivers/out-migrant parents offer to children left-behind that help 

them in the learning process? If yes, what kind of support? 

5. What challenges do you face in your daily work in relation to teaching and learning as regards 

to teaching and learning as regards to children whose parents have migrated to South Africa? 

6. Is it true that learners whose parents have migrated to South Africa perform poorly in 

examinations? If yes, what do you think are the reasons? 

7. Some authorities allege that most learners whose parents are in South Africa do not complete 

their primary education. What is your take on this?   

8. What should be done so that out migrant parents can have a positive contribution towards 

teaching and learning of children left-behind? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 4: Focus Group Discussion Guide for Leaners 
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1. Do you think parental involvement in your education can have any value in facilitating 

improvements in your academic performance? (Kasi pala wapapi wangatolapo luwande pa 

masambiro ghinu, mukughanaghana kuti vingamuwovwirani kuti muchite makola?) 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What impact, if any, does parental migration to South Africa have in your learning process? 

(Kuluta, kwa wapapi ku South Africa kukapenja mchere, kunachandulo uli pa masambiro 

ghinu?) 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

3. In the absence of your biological parents, do caregivers assist you with homework and other 

school related activities? If yes, how often? (Wapapi awo mukukhalanawo kuno kukaya 

wakumuwovwirani makola waka pa masambiro ghinu, makamaka homework?) 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What challenges do you face in your schooling as a result of parental migration to South 

Africa? (Pali masuzgo uli agho mukukumana nawo pa masambiro ghinu umo wapapi 

walikulutira ku Joni?) 
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________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

5. To what extent does parental migration to South Africa affect you positively or negatively 

in your education? Please explain. (Mwachisanisani, pala tingati tilawiske pa ulendo winu  

wamasambiro, kufumapo kwawapapi kukuwovwira panji kukutangwaniska masambiro?) 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Is it true that most learners whose parents have migrated do not complete their primary 

education? (Mbunesko kuti wana wanandi awo wapapi wawo wali ku Joni wakulekera pa 

nthowa sukulu?) 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 6: Letter of Introduction from the EDM-NED 
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Appendix 7: Consent from Director of Education and Sports-Mzimba District 
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Appendix 8: Consent form for Primary Education Advisor (P.E.A) 
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Appendix 9: Sampled Consent Forms for Head teachers, Teachers and Learners (FGDs) 
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