
Malawi
Partnership-Building and Cultural Immersion in Malawi 

In my experience, teaching elementary school students about Africa, while fascinating, has often been tricky; it is difficult to study Africa without 

addressing the issue of extreme poverty. And, despite the enormous variety of cultures and people there, Africa, to my students, at least, has 

often become synonymous with extreme poverty, and reducing its people to one dimension. I have long wanted to highlight for my students the 

rich, complex lives of people there, the important similarities that connect us as people, and, most importantly, their unique cultures from which 

we can learn so much. I spent much of this summer in Malawi, working at a school with which we had been corresponding this year. There, I 

taught students to use photography to document their lives for their American friends. We also created a book that featured each student in 

depth, so as to paint a more vivid picture of typical kids there. Through this trip, I was able to forge connections that will allow my students to 

build real relationships with some of the people they learn about, and I was able to deepen my own understanding of one African country’s 

culture, traditions, and current challenges.

“The results of my trip will 
allow my students to see 
beyond poverty and come to 
view their Malawian friends 
as kids, similar to themselves. 
In the end, they will learn 
about each other, from 
each other.”

Dana Dillon, July 2008 / New York City, NY

Dana Dillon, July 2008

The tea plantations near Mulanje mountain.

A student tests out her camera 
"viewfinder."

A wood-carved mask. Girls playing the same playground game my 
own students play...

A baobab tree, after a visit from a 
thirsty elephant.



Personal and Professional Growth
Traveling to a foreign country alone to complete an itinerary and 

project of my own creation—not one of a group’s or 

organization’s—was challenging. Problem-solving typical to complet-

ing any project was that much more difficult, and even just getting 

around was an education on a daily basis. Professionally, I was able to 

collaborate with other teachers, who differed from me in experience 

and pedagogical philosophy, to envision and implement an on-going 

partnership. I have a better understanding of the challenges that face 

students and teachers there, and how we can more effectively frame 

our students’ partnerships. Working with a group of students of a 

different culture solidified my own belief that kids across the world are 

so very similar. Finally, I have a deeper understanding and admiration 

for the culture there, which will only translate to my students through 

my teaching.

Benefits to Students and School Community
I established a personal connection with the administrators, teachers, 

and students there, so as to give the partnership some context for them. I 

am returning to school with Malawian students’ photographs, which they 

took specifically to teach my students about important aspects of their 

culture, and a book we created that features students in depth. These 

artifacts will be shared with my students, their families, and the school 

community at large. My class and the school with which I worked 

(Chichiri Primary School) will use blogs to communicate with each other 

on a frequent basis, so that we can have a more immediate sense of each 

other’s lives at school. Students will continue to exchange pen pal letters, 

too, but with a better sense of their partners as people and an apprecia-

tion for their culture. I have also brought back paintings, wood carvings 

typical of traditional Malawian culture, and hundreds of photographs to 

share with my students. My trip, too, will create a deeper sensitivity 

toward and heightened curiosity about the people with whom I worked.

Works in Progress
The students I will teach this year have known all summer long about 

my summer adventure, and I will open the school year by sharing the 

artifacts I have collected and the Malawian students’ photographs with 

my students and school community. We will create a framework for the 

blog we’ll keep for our partners in Malawi, and will begin immediately 

with envisioning how we’d like to report about our school lives via the 

blog. I am sure, too, that these questions and ideas will be pursued 

further, not just in our social studies curriculum, but across all subject 

areas. We will study the Malawian students’ photographs, and then 

replicate the project so that we may share with our partners a visual 

documentation of various aspects of our lives and culture. We will also 

create a similar book that will feature each student in depth. Through 

the exchange of these two projects and the on-going communication via 

blogs and pen pal letters, I hope that the two sets of students will learn 

about each other in an authentic, meaningful way.

A student surveys his photographs.

A vegetable stand at a traditional town market.

A hippo
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