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Verah Nkosi didn’t dream of becoming a health worker. 
“It wasn’t always my passion,” admits the 21-year-old 
student of nursing-midwifery in Malawi. But she was 
assigned to the Kamuzu College of Nursing, and her 
education is supported by the government.

The skills she is acquiring are in high demand, especially 
in rural and remote areas. The vacancy rate for nursing 
and midwifery positions in Malawi’s public sector is 
65%, according to the US President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), and while 85% of the population 
lives in rural areas, only 29% of Malawi’s nursing 
professionals provide services there—the rest work in 
urban areas, according to Ministry of Health data.

Malawi has been working hard to train more students that can go on to fill these gaps. 
It’s no easy task, though. 

In Nkosi’s class, for example, not all of the 106 students will graduate. “Some of the 
factors that result in the dropout of the students are pregnancy, sickness, and poor 
academic performance,” she explains. “The school has a regulation that requires the 
pregnant student to withdraw.” And those who do graduate are not likely to work in 
remote areas where the need is highest. Nkosi, like many health 
workers around the world, prefers employment in or near the 
capital city in a well-resourced facility. She hopes for a post 
“where there is not too much improvising, where I am able to 
adjust […]. I would look at availability of resources in the hospital 
such as electricity, drugs, equipment, and supplies.”

Barriers to progress

Her situation points to some of the challenges in current systems 
for health worker education and training. Nkosi was assigned 
to the College of Nursing rather than selecting it herself, many 
of her classmates are having trouble staying in school, and she 
and many of her fellow graduates will limit their job search to 
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http://www.unima.mw/college.php?col=35
http://www.pepfar.gov/initiatives/nepi/programs/malawi/
http://www.pepfar.gov/initiatives/nepi/programs/malawi/
http://www.hrh-observatory.afro.who.int/images/Document_Centre/Malawi_HRH_Country_Profile_2010.pdf


CapacityPlus
IntraHealth International, Inc.

1776 I Street, NW, Suite 650
Washington, DC 20006 
T +1.202.407.9425

6340 Quadrangle Drive
Suite 200
Chapel Hill, NC 27517
T +1.919.313.9100

info@capacityplus.org
www.capacityplus.org

Associate Partners
African Population & Health Research Center (APHRC)
Asia-Pacific Action Alliance on Human Resources  
for Health (AAAH)

West African Institute of Post-Graduate Management 
Studies (CESAG)
Partners in Population and Development (PPD)

The CapacityPlus Partnership

CapacityPlus is the USAID-funded global project uniquely focused on the health workforce needed to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. 
The views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States Agency for International Development or the United States Government.

facilities near the capital 
with electricity and other 
resources. 

Other challenges facing 
Malawi’s nursing and 
midwifery education 
system include a shortage 
of tutors and preceptors at 
clinical sites, insufficient 
teaching equipment, and 
lack of classroom space, 

according to the country’s human resources for health 
profile.

Partnering to improve the system

To move toward a more effective system of health worker 
training, Malawi is participating in the Nursing Education 
Partnership Initiative (NEPI), along with the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, Lesotho, and 
Zambia. NEPI is the US Government’s unified program, 
led by PEPFAR, to address the underproduction of 
nursing professionals in developing countries. 

As a NEPI partner, CapacityPlus is surveying nursing 
schools in a number of countries in sub-Saharan Africa, 
including the DRC, to assess the education capacity and 
identify bottlenecks and gaps to increasing the number of 
qualified and competent graduates who will work where 
needed in both urban and rural settings, and at all levels 
of health services. In addition, CapacityPlus is conducting 
costing studies to estimate the current unit cost of 
producing a nurse or midwife graduate, and to estimate 
the incremental additional costs of increasing the quantity 
and quality of the graduates. 

“I started loving being a nurse”

Fortunately for Verah Nkosi, as she began her training 
“the passion started growing in me—I started loving 
being a nurse.” Now in her final year of school, Nkosi 
sounds like a young woman who has found her path in 
life. “It brings satisfaction in my heart that I am serving 
people and my country,” she says. In the next few years 
she plans to get a master’s degree in neonatology and 
child health and looks forward to being “a recognized 
member of the society working for the public sector.” For 
now, she says, “I have the internal feeling of happiness 
that I am doing something to help others.” 

Special thanks to Verah Nkosi, and to Mesrak Belatchew for 
interviewing her in Malawi.

Common Challenges for Increasing the Quantity 
and Quality of Graduates from Health Professional 
Schools

Inadequate leadership and governance structures of 
health professional schools

Weak management structure and protocols

Insufficient numbers and/or inadequate qualifications of 
classroom and clinical teachers 

Curricula that do not adequately reflect or respond to 
health service delivery needs

Insufficient infrastructure (living space, library, lab 
facilities)
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