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Position Statement: 


“Students in developing countries require teachers who are skilled  in a variety of teaching strategies in order to effectively absorb knowledge of the subject matter.”

As a secondary school science teacher in the small African nation of Malawi for two years, I was able to witness firsthand the way an education system in a poor, developing country works.  Malawi’s educational problems unfortunately are not unique, but rather typical of many of the world’s countries.  I feel that in order for young citizens of the developing world to rise themselves out of their situations, they must be exposed to skilled teachers who are proficient with a variety of different teaching styles and models.


Education systems in the developing world have an astounding array of barriers to success on virtually every level.  Both students and teachers often live in poverty and diseases such as AIDS and malaria are ravaging populations.  The educational infrastructure is often inadequate to deal with the number of students, and there are acute teacher shortages.  Add to this the fact that teachers are often not paid for months and many educational systems (like the governments they operate under) are corrupt, and the situation becomes daunting.  Still, the educational system in Malawi works.  Students graduate from secondary school and go on to college and decent careers, although the percentage of students who are so fortunate is miniscule.  Students there are well-behaved in the classroom and genuinely interested in learning precisely because they realize it is a privilege to be in school in a country where education is truly the key to success.  

Most developing countries have education systems which are characterized by the ‘teach for the exam’ philosophy, and Malawi is no exception.  Students must endure two exams in secondary school.  One exam is to continue on from tenth to eleventh grade, and the other is to graduate from secondary school.  If a student fails an exam, they are finished with their educational career, with no opportunity to retake the exam.  Thus, enormous pressure is put on the students to pass, and that is the absolute focus of every class.  School grades are inconsequential there – it is a matter of simply passing the national exams.  In my opinion, these are just the educational systems that would benefit most from having skilled teachers who are able to implement a variety of teaching strategies.


In such countries the most common teaching model is that of simple Memorization (in the Information-Processing Family of models).  This is a main reason why passing rates for the national exams are so low; the exams are passable only to students who are either exposed to a variety of teaching styles, or are so motivated that they study endlessly on their own (the more common scenario).  It would be foolish to deny the fact that passing the national exams in such countries is unimportant; it is everything.


For a teacher to build a repertoire of teaching models in a developing country is a challenge.  It is human nature to shy away from learning a new teaching method, because it involves greater effort, risk, and awkwardness.  I think a big issue in developing countries is teachers overcoming this discomfort, because there is an even stronger tendency to avoid this in foreign cultures, especially for men.  Along with this comes the tendency for teachers to fail to acknowledge problems in their teaching, admitting them, and wanting to work towards overcoming these problems.  Again, culture plays a role in making this problem more acute in developing countries, especially in Africa.


Since the challenges facing teachers in developing countries are so different from those facing teachers in the United States, the range of appropriate and realistic teaching models is much more limited.  For example, a cooperative learning group activity would not work in a tightly packed classroom of 150 students with no desks.  In my opinion, and based on my experience, a teacher in a developing country can have at least the following models in his or her teaching repertoire:

Social Family of Models:
Jurisprudential Inquiry





Personality & Learning Styles

Information-Processing Family of Models:

Inductive Model








Attaining Concepts








Scientific Inquiry

The Social Family of models is especially appropriate because cultures in developing countries are strongly based on social interaction.  Models in this family help to develop a community of learners and are designed to address issues of public policy, resolution of conflict, and social values in general.  A teacher could use the Jurisprudential Inquiry model with a variety of activities to get students thinking about social issues and values, elements of society that are rarely addressed in schools in Malawi.  Individual differences (another issue rarely confronted in Malawian society) can be addressed with the Personality & Learning Styles model.  A teacher can make these models as ‘active’ as he or she desires.  However, group models are impossible to implement in a typical classroom in a country like Malawi, due to the physical nature of classrooms there.   

The Information-Processing Family of models is the other most appropriate family, because it is easily implemented regardless of the size of the class.  Assignments can be given to allow students to collect, organize, manipulate, and use scientific data in the Inductive Model.  The Scientific Inquiry model is a flexible model that can be incorporated into any classroom activity (or even outside the classroom).  Again, the Information-Processing Family of models can be used as actively as the teachers wants.

I have not mentioned the other two families of models (the Personality Family and the Behavioral Systems Family) because I am suggesting an initial repertoire that a teacher might want to develop.  These are important families of models, but are not as immediately appropriate in a developing-world classroom as the other two.  Also, the suggested models emphasize the development of cognitive skills and active teaching, two elements of teaching that are completely missing from developing-world curricula.  As research has shown in this country, active teaching is essential in getting students to engage in and understand a subject matter, and can be done in a typical Malawian classroom with a little practice.  If a teacher correctly implements at least the models suggested above, cognitive skills such as interpretation, comparison, synthesizing, and deducing will naturally follow.

I believe a major problem with developing countries’ education systems is that students in them suffer greatly because different learning styles are not accommodated at all.  We have as much reason to think that all students in developing countries have the same needs in the classroom as we do students here; that is to say, within any classroom anywhere, students learn differently regardless of culture.  If teachers could develop a variety of teaching methods (incorporating, at a minimum, those mentioned above), then all types of learners would be accommodated which would be a huge step towards improving their educational lot.  Though I personally do not advocate the ‘teach for the exam’ approach, I believe the passing rate for national exams would be greatly increased if teachers exposed their students to a variety of teaching models.  Only by training teachers in a variety of models and strategies can the standards of developing world education be lifted to those of the developed world.
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