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Structure of the Presentation

• PART I: Introduction 
• higher education (HE) and HE in Malawi
• focus of this presentation 

• PART II: Regulation of HE in Malawi – Provisions from the NCHE Act 
A. Registration of Private HEIs (Section 19 – 23) 

• provisional  and final registration
• award and revocation of a Charter 

B. Public HEIs (Sections 24 – 26; 36)
• Duly registered higher education  institutions (section 36);
• Establishment of public higher education institutions (section 24 – 25); and
• Closure, merger, split and repeal of enactment of public higher education 

institutions (section 26)

C. Accreditation of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) (section 27 – 28)
D. Other mechanisms for regulating higher education in Malawi

• PART III Closing reflections 
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PART I: Introduction – Higher 
Education (HE)

 HE - all learning programmes leading to qualifications registered under
the National Qualifications Framework but may not include vocational
training by the vocational training centre under the Technical,
Entrepreneurial and Vocational Education Act’ (NCHE Act)

 HE - learning and training beyond the secondary level; associated with
colleges, institutes of higher learning and universities;

 It includes and may not include other forms of tertiary education.
 Higher education institutions (HEIs) [colleges, institutes of higher

learning and universities] are unique in that they educate and certify
(warrant) and also contribute to creation, adaptation, preservation and
diffusion of knowledge, skills and innovations.

 Hence, their triple mandate involving the seamless integration of 
teaching and learning; research, innovation and consultancy services; 
and community outreach and industry engagement.

 Further, HE produces professionals:- graduate teachers, doctors, nurses,
scientists, engineers, lawyers etc.
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Introduction: Higher Education (HE)
 In economic terms, HE anchors economic competitiveness through the generation of 

knowledge and technology development and skills transfer.
 HE is critical to overall socio-economic transformation- advancement and betterment of

humanity- formation of knowledge society, just to mention some:

 At the level of an individual, HE offers avenue for rewarding socio-economic 
transformation;

 better-paying, more prestigious, and rewarding careers.
 Shifts in power relations e.g. gender relations
 formation of well informed citizens, who are capable of understanding 

complex issues and making informed decisions – e.g. religious, economic, 
political, etc. 

 Higher education exists for the production, preservation, and dissemination of
knowledge and for the advancement and betterment of humanity’(Thiaw 2007)
[Challenges Facing the University in Africa, Social Dynamics 33 (1), pp. 232–237]

 Higher education investments generate external benefits important for economic
development, such as long-term returns on basic research and on technology
development and transfer [World Bank (1994) Higher Education: The lessons of
experience]
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Introduction: HE in Malawi (I)
 In Malawi, universities are the face of higher education, though this is a

very narrow perception as it excludes sector specific tertiary education
and training (colleges of education, health, agriculture, transport and
others).

 Until the early 1990s, Malawi had one university only.
 To date public sector players in HE include:

 Mzuzu University
 Lilongwe University of Agriculture and Natural Resources (LUANAR).
 Malawi University of Science and Technology (MUST)
 Various tertiary training institutions; though with a limited focus on teaching

and learning.

 Following the liberalization of higher education in the 1990s; Malawi has
a growing private higher education sector comprising:
– Locally registered private HE providers (faith-based non-profit and for

profit);
– Foreign HE providers;
– Cross-border providers offering open and distance learning and face

to face training through other local institutions.
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Introduction: HE in Malawi (II)

 Yet, overall participation rate in higher education is 0.4 % of the eligible

population, which is very low in comparison to sub-Saharan Africa (5%),

the developing countries (17%) and the world (24%) (ESIP II; UNIMA

Strategic Plan 2012 -17)

 Low access is a serious challenge to HE in Malawi. Others are quality and

relevance and governance and management (NESP 2008 – 2017)

 Major concern in this presentation is assuring quality higher education

through quality assurance systems
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Focus of this presentation (1)
 Quality assurance (QA)-

‘systematic management and assessment procedures adopted by higher
education institutions and systems in order to monitor performance
against objectives, and to ensure achievement of quality outputs and
quality improvements.’ [Harman G. (2000) Quality Assurancein Higher
Education].

 Quality assurance systems – respond to a need that HE provision is
fit for purpose.

 NCHE QA systems focus on availability and effectiveness of
mechanisms for maintenance of a desired level of performance.

 In principle, increasing access should not be at the expense of quality
and relevance of higher education.

 Paradox of quality in HE: Quality is relative to stakeholder
perspectives- proprietors and managers of HEIs, teaching and
support staff, students, policymakers and employers.

 Need to appreciate and focus on multi-stakeholder perspective of
quality
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Focus of this presentation (II)

Multi-stakeholder perspective  will ensure that HEIs:
 have adequate infrastructure – lecture rooms, laboratories and libraries;
 are recruiting, training and retaining qualified staff;
 offer quality and relevant programmes;
 programmes are properly benchmarked and accredited;
 are conducting regular curriculum reviews to align educational programmes with

labour market demand;
 are conducting self-evaluations and academic audits and results are being used to

support continuous improvement;
 are offering quality instruction: good fit between content and pedagogy

complemented with internship and peer tutoring and supplemental instruction;
 are carrying out and producing quality research, especially at postgraduate level;
 have effective governance and management systems:

 reduce inefficiencies that drain scarce resources away from the fundamental
objectives of increasing access, quality and relevance.

 check underperformance, including underutilization of facilities, high drop out
and repetition rates, uneconomical procurement and misallocation of a large
share of budgeted resources to non-educational expenditures.
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PART II: NCHE Approach to Quality Assurance in HEIs

• Major quality assurance processes are registration and accreditation of
HEIs and programmes

– Registered versus duly registered institutions

– Provisions on registration (sections 19 & 20) of HEIs which apply to
private higher education institutions only.

– Accreditation of both public and private HEIs

• To ensure quality and relevance of HE as we register and accredit HEIs:
 Predefined standards – Minimum Standards for HE
 Standardized assessment tools & methodology
 Competent assessors or reviewers – [PEER REVIEWERS]
 Credible self-assessments
 Credible external assessments for registration and accreditation
 Collaboration with professional regulators and industry
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Registration of Private HEIs (I)

• Regulatory requirement for those seeking to invest in higher education;
• Assures the general public, the HE community, the government and 

other government agencies, private sector and students, locally and 
internationally, of the credibility of institutions (Minimum standards);

• Ensures standardisation of HE provision; and
• Protects and promotes the standing of higher education in Malawi.

Section 19 (1) of the NCHE Act provides that:

‘No person other than a public higher education institution or organ of
state shall provide higher education unless that person is registered or
provisionally registered as a private higher education institution in terms
of this act’.

Thereare penalties for Fundamentalprinciple: Offering HEbefore being registered is an
offence–liable to prosecutionand on convictionto a penalty and imprisonment(section
34)
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Conditions for Registering Private HEIs (I)
Section 20 lists the following seven conditions:

a) that the institution is a body corporate;

b) that the institution or the facilities to be provided by that institution are suitable and
meet the minimum standards for higher education set by the Council.

c) that the institution is financially capable of satisfying its obligations to prospective
students.

d) that the teaching staff to be employed by the institution is sufficiently qualified.

e) that the higher education to be provided by the institution is of a quality that will
enable the institution to provide a standard of education no less than the minimum
standards by the Council.

f) that the institution shall ensure that no person is discriminated against on account of
race, ethnic origin, political affiliation or opinion, religion, sex, or Human Immune
Deficiency Virus or Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome status, gender, physical
disability or other status in respect of

i) the admission of students

ii) the recruitment of staff; and

g) that the establishment of a higher education institution is in the interest of higher
education in Malawi
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Provisional/Final Registration
• Authorize an institution to [section 20 (3)]:

– set up a governing body for the proposed institution;
– commence or continue to develop physical facilities and mobilize financial 

and human resources;
– commence or continue to assemble academic resources; and
– publicise the programmes of instruction expected to be offered at the 

institution.
• Valid for one year cycle from the date is it issued or as the Council may 

determine  [section 20 (6)]
• Students shall not be admitted while a higher education institution holds a 

provisional certificate [section 20 (4)].
• Provisional registration is an important step towards final registration, which is

granted upon carrying out an inspection;
• A Charter is granted if the Minister is satisfied that the establishment of an

institution will further the development of higher education in Malawi (section
21 of NCHE Act);

• A Charter can be amended or revoked if an institution is failing to maintain
standards (Section 22 and 23 of NCHE Act)
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Registration Process - Step by step 

• Submission and Initial Review of the Application for Provisional 
Registration

• Consideration of the application by the Council

• Provisional Certification/Registration

• Application for Final Registration

• Institutional Review (Expert peer review)

• Consideration of the assessment report by QAAC

• Decision by Council: Final Registration

• Approval of final registration and grant of Charter by the Minister
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Revocation of a Charter for Private HEI
(section 23)

• A Charter can be revoked  if the Council is satisfied that 
a private higher education institution-
– has failed to carry out its objects; or

– has breached its Charter in any material respect; or

– is not carrying out its functions properly; and

– that it is in the interest of higher education in Malawi 
generally for the Charter of a higher education institution 
concerned to be revoked.

• The procedure would involve engaging the institution 
and the approval of the Minister responsible for higher 
education.
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PART II (B): Establishment of Public 
HEIs

• Duly registered institutions (Section 36): HEIs that were in existence at the
commencement of the NCHE Act are covered in section 36 which reads:
1. Any public or private higher education institution in existence at the
commencement of this Act shall be deemed to be duly registered with the Council.
2. A higher education institution shall be deemed to be in existence if it –

(a) has been established by an Act of Parliament;
(b) holds a Charter granted by the Minister; or
(c) is otherwise registered with the Ministry responsible for higher
education.

• Establishment of new Public HEIs (section 24 and 25): The Minister may, with the
advice of the Council and by notice in the Gazette, declare as a public higher
education institution any-

a) public education institution operating under the Education Act; or
b) statutory body, offering degrees.
Closure, merger and slitting of higher education institutions is provided for in
section 26.
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PART II (C)

ACCREDITATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
INSTITUTIONS
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Accreditation defined

• “Accreditation” is a process of recognizing higher education
institution’s programmes (section 27 of NCHE Act).

• It involves assessment of existing institutions and programmes- to
check how institutions are managing the business of HE- teaching
& learning, research and community service/consultancy

• Accreditation is required given:
– Privatization of HE
– Massification of HE
– Globalisation of HE- facilitate mobility of students
– Public concerns about accountability of HEIs

• Accreditation certificate:- evidence that the accredited institution
or course/programme has undergone evaluation and
improvement.

• Forms of accreditation: Institutional and Programme



Accreditation of HEIs in Malawi 
1. Accreditation of institution: achievement of acceptable standards (section 28 (1)
: -

a) Physical, human, financial, teaching and learning resources;

b) Management and operational procedures; and

c) An acceptable standard of academic life focusing on teaching, research, 
community service and expert service. 

2. Accreditation of programmes (section 28 (2):–

a) The academic qualifications of all members of staff employed by a higher
education institution during the period of assessment including those expected
to be employed by the higher education institution;

b) The total number of students enrolled in each programme of instruction offered
at a higher education institution and the standards attained by those that have
graduated during the period of assessment;

c) Information and communication technology infrastructure and the provision for
training;

d) The size and quality of the library and other teaching and learning resources;



Programme accreditation (cont’ed)

e) The financial resources available for the exclusive use by a higher education

institution, certified by its auditors; the physical facilities including land , land

available for the exclusive use by a higher education institution;

f) Student-staff ratio of a higher education institution; and

g) The currency, relevance and frequency of review of the curriculum for each

programme for comparability nationally and internationally.



Design of Accreditation and Evaluation 
Framework

A. The Accreditation tool
• Conforms to the provisions in the Act for both institutional and programme

accreditation;
• Draws on good practices in Africa (Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Namibia, Nigeria, South

Africa, Tanzania, Uganda;
• Modeled on the African Union Commission’s African Quality Rating Mechanism (AQRM)
• Also informed by practices in the European Higher Education Area and some

accreditation bodies in the United States of America.

B. The Process of accreditation

• Application/ decision requiring institutional/programme accreditation: Mandatory or
Voluntary.

• Self-evaluation: internal assessment or self-examination focusing on institutional and
programme activities and standards.

• External evaluation (peer review)

• Decision by the Council



The Process of accreditation (I)

1. Self-assessment

Internal review of QA and Quality Control systems and procedures

a) Leads to a better-informed, more objective external evaluation;

b) Serves as an aid to learning, improvement & development;

c) Serves as a vehicle for gathering evidence & disseminating good practices;

d) Raises awareness of quality issues and assists team-building through institution-
wide staff involvement; and

e) Brings service areas into the main stream of the academic institution;

Obstacles to self-assessment

a) Anxiety about external scrutiny, leading to biased self-assessment reports

b) Absence of adequate mechanisms to carry out self-assessments effectively (information 
systems, participation mechanisms, adequate staff members)

c) Undeveloped/underdeveloped culture of self-evaluation

d) Cost – time and financial

e) Time constraints (reviewers and reviewees)

f) Absence of guidelines 



The process of accreditation (II)

2. External evaluation: A team of PEER reviewers identified by NCHE

(academic staff, administrators and specialists in the areas of

curriculum, infrastructure and student support ) to conduct:

i) review of an institution’s self-evaluation report;

ii) verify and evaluate the institution’s situation; and

iii) prepare a report for consideration by the Council.

3. Council’s decision.

– Accreditation Certificate

– Publication of the results of the accreditation process in the

Gazette or any other media



NECESSARY INSTRUMENTS 

a)NCHE Act (legal basis)

b)Minimum Standards for Higher Education

Institutions in Malawi (technical basis)

c) Evaluation Form for Accreditation of Institutions

and Programmes (modelled on AQRM) (practical

basis)

d)Database of reviewers (hands to do it)



The Process of accreditation

Evaluation Form for Accreditation

1. Institutional

• Institutional information: name, contact details, campuses,
thematic areas

• Student profile – enrolment by programme, fees,

• Infrastructure – lecture theatres, labs, classrooms etc

• Academic and support staff profile

• Governance and management

• Policies

• Rating of infrastructure, governance, and finances



Academic Programmes (I)

• Programme design
• Teaching & Learning strategy
• Policies, structures, procedures for maintaining internal and 

external quality standards
• Physical resources & infrastructure specific for each programme

– Financial resources
– Library resources & ICT support

• Sufficient level of teaching staff 
• Admission criteria
• Assessment of learners’ attainment
• Student support services
• Research & Innovation
• Community outreach /Industry engagement
• Benchmarking of a programme
• Open & distance learning requirements



Rating system

• Qualitative assessment- strengths, challenges and areas requiring
improvement

• Assign numerical value : 0, 1, 2, 3, & 4
• Where: 0 = POOR, 1 = INSUFFICIENT, 2 = SATISFACTORY, 3 = GOOD, 4 =

EXCELLENT
• Aggregate scores: 1 – 1.99 = Not Satisfactory; 2 – 2.99 = Satisfactory; 3 – 4

= Excellent
• Not satisfactory – institution /programme does not meet (minimum)

requirements = DO NOT ACCREDIT
• Satisfactory – institution /programme meet (minimum) requirements. The

decision may sometimes include recommendations for eliminating minor
shortcomings and for further improvements. Accreditwith conditions

• Excellent – institution /programme meet (minimum)
requirements and on aggregate attains good/excellent scores.
Accredit



ACCREDITATION DECISIONS

a) Accreditation of institution/programme: institution
/programme meets (minimum) requirements. The decision
may sometimes include recommendations for eliminating
minor shortcomings and for further improvements.

b) Denial of Accreditation: Where the institution/
programme has not satisfied requirements (does not
comply with) or has serious shortcomings.

c) Withdrawal of Accreditation: Where a previously
accredited programme fails to maintain requirements upon
another round of assessment for accreditation.

NOTE: For decisions (b) & (c) the Council is required to indicate
in writing specific steps to be undertaken by the higher
education institution concerned towards the attainment of the
standards [section 27 (5)].



EFFECT OF ACCREDITATION (I)

• Accreditation has prospective effect

“Effect of accreditation” (section 29 of NCHE Act): “The
qualifications awarded in respect of programmes of instruction by an
accredited higher education institutions shall be recognized as
comparable and of equivalent merit to similar qualifications awarded
in respect of programmes offered by other accredited higher
education institutions in Malawi and internationally”.

• It is valid for a duration of the programme (academic cycle).

• NCHE retains the right to withdraw, for any reason, including one or 
more of the following reasons:

– Significant changes to content

– Failure to disclose conflict of interests on the part of the institution 



Other Instruments: Annual / Self-assessment 

Reports/Audits/Improvement plans 

1. Annual Report

 Regulatory requirement – both registered/accredited institutions;

 due six months after the end of each academic year; and

 The Act requires presentation of such reports  in a format prescribed by the Council.

2. Self assessment reports

• Also a regulatory requirement just like annual reports. 

 Achievements

 Steps towards achievement of aims and objectives of an institution

• The self-assessment should in a way inform the preparation of an annual report and 
preparations towards accreditation

3. Institutional audits: One of the functions of the Quality Assurance and Accreditation
Committee of the Council (section 11 b)

4. Improvement plans: Following assessments for registration/accreditation HEIs are
required to develop improvement plans.
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IMPROVEMENT PLAN
Action to 

be 

undertake

n 

Expected 

outcome

Resources Person 

accountabl

e

Person 

responsible 

Timeline

Recruitment 
of new staff

New staff 
recruited

Budget line 
for staff 
recruitment 

Vice 
Chancellor

University 
Registrar

Jan –
April/First 
Quarter of 
2016

Review of 
the 
Curriculum

Revised 
curriculum

Budget line 
for 
curriculum 
development

Deputy- Vice 
Chancellor/ 
Pro-VC

Dean of 
Faculty/ 
Director of
QA

July – Dec 
2016

Developmen
t of a Gender
Parity Policy 

Policy 
developed

Budget line/ 
expertise

Vice 
Chancellor

University
Registrar

March –
August 2016
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PART III
Closing reflections (1)

 Quality assurance in higher education is not only an institutional or
national issue, but also a global one.

 There is urgent need to ensure that students receive quality and relevant
education and that degrees and diplomas awarded are widely recognised.

 Such recognition is essential not only to national governments and
employers but also to other universities and employers internationally.

 Quality assurance is particularly important in the age of globalisation:

 Globalisation has brought numerousbenefits especiallyfor countries that
havebeenable to take advantageof liberalisationof trade and technological
breakthroughs. At the sametime, globalisationdemandsgreater mobility of
professionaland skilledlabour aswell as increasedefforts to achievemutual
recognition of university and college awards. In the modern world, more
effective cooperation between higher education institutions and nations is
essential. (Herman,2000)
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Closing reflections (II)

 As part of NCHE QA processes, all private higher education
institutions are required to register with NCHE.

 All higher education institutions have to be accredited by NCHE.

 NCHE has developed minimum standards that are comparable to
prevailing standards in the region- governance systems, physical
infrastructure, curricula, staff complement, teaching and learning
conditions, assessment criteria, research, among others.

 NCHE has been conducting institutional audits.

 HEIs are expected to submit to NCHE annual reports and annual
self-assessments.

 NCHE receives and processes stakeholder feedback on QA systems
in higher education.



Closing reflections (III)

 NCHE strives to ensure an informed citizenry on matters of registration
and accreditation of HEIs–lists of registered institutions and programmes
are released quarterly to inform the public.

 NCHE has a programme of capacity development for the Secretariat and is
in process of extending the same to all higher education institutions.

 NCHE has completed the first round of assessment for accreditation of all
private higher education institutions in existence as at 30 June 2016 and
thereafter re-accreditation will follow programme cycle.

 NCHE is also finalising the assessment of public HEIs for accreditation.

 For purposes of benchmarking and in order to overcome internal capacity
constraints, the Council has from time to time engaged foreign experts to
support accreditation of some programmes, especially fields of study in
which internal capacity is limited.



Closing reflections (III)

The processes and steps mentioned above will :

• enable key stakeholders to have confidence about the management
of quality and outcomes achieved;

• serve to protect student and employer interests;

• facilitate international recognition of the standards of awards;

• help inform student choice, especially in the light of a growing
diversity of course offerings;

• contribute to improved teaching and administrative processes;

• help disseminate good practice, leading to overall system
improvement; and

• ensure public accountability, by ensuring that there is value for
money and that government subvention is supporting education
activities of an appropriate standard.



Closing reflections (IV)
• Registration/accreditation – which of the two processes is more important?

For private HEIs, registration provides for Ex-ante assessment where as accreditation
provides for Ex-post assessment. Both levels of assessment are important for quality
assurance purposes.
– Registration – licensure or issuance of a Charter by the Minister
– Accreditation – accreditation certificate

• Can registration/accreditation be granted retrospectively? Both have prospective effect,
therefore, they cannot be granted retrospectively.

• What happens between registration and accreditation or between accreditations? All
registered/accredited HEIs are required to submit annual reports and self-assessment
reports to the Council. NCHE is mandated to conduct institutional audits and spot checks
from time to time.

• Accountability and responsibility for quality assurance issues in HEIs? The head of each 
institution is accountable. NCHE is responsible for quality assurance but the primary 
responsibility lies within the HEIs. Therefore, there is a need for each HEI to develop a 
‘culture of quality’
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• END OF PRESENTATION
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