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Despite their reputation for upholding high moral and spiritual standards, mission 
schools in Malawi are paradoxically experiencing alarming rates of vandalism. This study 
explores the paradox of learner-perpetrated vandalism within these specific educational 
contexts, with a focus on their nature, causes, and consequences. Adopting a qualitative, 
phenomenological research design, this study engaged 26 participants – including 
teachers, former students, and education officials – through semi-structured interviews. 
Thematic analysis revealed that vandalism manifests as destruction of school, teacher, 
and church property. Key causes include student frustration with exclusionary school 
policies, peer pressure, substance abuse, and harsh disciplinary measures that provoke 
retaliatory actions. The consequences are severe, imposing significant financial burdens 
on parents and schools, disrupting learning activities, damaging institutional reputations, 
and leading to punitive legal ramifications for students. Our study concludes that 
vandalism in mission schools is a symptom of a deep disconnect between institutional 
ideals and the lived realities of students, requiring a systemic shift towards more inclusive 
and restorative practices.  

 
Unfolding the paradox 
 
In Malawi, a nation striving for socio-economic advancement, schools are far more than 
mere educational institutions; they are vital community resources and critical lifelines for 
development (Chimowa et al., 2024). Serving as centres for social interaction, local 
governance, and cultural identity, they represent a collective hope for a more prosperous 
future. However, the Malawian education system is beset by formidable challenges, 
including severely overcrowded classrooms, a chronic lack of teaching materials, 
inadequate infrastructure, and a persistent shortage of qualified teachers, particularly in 
rural areas where access to quality education is limited by economic and geographical 
barriers (Mhlanga, 2024; Phiri, 2021). Amid these pre-existing vulnerabilities, school 
vandalism has emerged as a destructive and pervasive issue that exacerbates existing 
problems. Defined as the intentional destruction or defacement of property (Goldstein, 
1996), vandalism undermines the very foundation of the education system. Recent data 
paint a grim picture: the 2019 Malawi Education Sector Performance Report revealed that 
approximately 60% of schools have experienced some form of vandalism, from broken 
windows to damaged furniture (Ministry of Education [Malawi], 2021). This destructive 
trend not only imposes immense financial strain on an already underfunded system but 
also poses significant barriers to teaching and learning. 
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While school vandalism is a recognised global issue, its prevalence in Malawi presents a 
unique and troubling paradox, particularly within the context of mission schools. 
Operated by various Christian and Muslim denominations, these institutions are 
historically perceived as bastions of moral and ethical integrity, expected to foster holistic 
development – mentally, physically, and spiritually. They are, in essence, assumed to be 
environments where discipline, respect, and pro-social values are paramount. Yet, 
counter-intuitively, alarming reports suggest that many mission schools have become 
epicentres of vandalism. This profound contradiction between the expected ethos of these 
institutions and the reality of destructive student behaviour raises urgent and essential 
questions. It challenges the assumption that a faith-based educational framework 
automatically insulates an institution from the social and behavioural problems plaguing 
the wider education system. This paradox forms the central inquiry of this study. 
 
Despite a wealth of international literature on school vandalism, there is a significant 
research gap concerning mission secondary schools in Malawi. Existing studies on 
Malawian education have predominantly focused on broader systemic issues like funding, 
infrastructure, and teacher shortages, often treating acts of vandalism as isolated 
disciplinary incidents rather than symptoms of deeper socio-cultural and institutional 
challenges (Bostain et al., 2024; Mtika & Sosu, 2025; Nyasulu et al., 2025; Szeremley, 
2025). The specific dynamics within mission schools – where a perceived moral 
framework coexists with destructive behaviour – remain critically underexplored. This 
study, therefore, seeks to fill this crucial gap. By focusing specifically on learner-
perpetrated vandalism in Malawian mission secondary schools, it aims to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the complexities driving this phenomenon. The research 
explores the specific forms vandalism takes, analyses its underlying causes from the 
perspectives of diverse stakeholders, and assesses its far-reaching consequences on the 
educational environment. The goal is to move beyond simplistic explanations and offer 
evidence-based insights that can inform targeted interventions, improve school climates, 
and guide policy decisions by the Ministry of Education and other relevant organisations. 
 
Literature review 
 
Vandalism within educational institutions is a global phenomenon that consistently 
impedes educational progress. Across the world, it results in the destruction of physical 
infrastructure, disrupts instructional delivery, and erodes the morale of both teachers and 
students (UNESCO, 2025). In high-income countries, research often links vandalism to 
socio-economic disparities and urban stress. Studies in the United Kingdom, for example, 
have connected destructive acts to a diminished sense of community responsibility among 
students (Giulietti & McConnell, 2022). Similarly, research in the United States and 
Türkiye highlight a strong correlation between the prevalence of vandalism and negative 
school climates, characterised by a lack of student engagement, insufficient support, and 
poor parent-school communication (Irwin et al., 2023; Kabaklı Çimen, 2025). In low and 
middle-income countries, particularly in Africa, the drivers of vandalism often reflect 
more fundamental systemic challenges. Inadequate funding, minimal community 
involvement, and poor infrastructural development are consistently cited as significant 
contributing factors (Otukho & Amunga, 2024; UNESCO, 2023). Overcrowded 
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classrooms, dilapidated facilities, and the absence of effective behavioural intervention 
programs are also identified as pivotal drivers of student frustration that can manifest as 
vandalism (Likuru & Mwila, 2022; Mashamba et al., 2022). These international 
perspectives underscore that while the specific contexts may vary, school vandalism is 
universally recognised as a major barrier to creating safe and effective learning 
environments. 
 
Since gaining independence from British rule in 1964, Malawi’s educational landscape has 
undergone numerous reforms aimed at increasing access and inclusivity. Despite these 
efforts, challenges such as overcrowded classrooms, inadequate resources, and persistent 
infrastructural deficiencies remain pervasive (Altinyelken & Hoeksma, 2021). These 
conditions may inadvertently create an environment where respect for school property is 
diminished, and a culture of neglect normalises destructive behaviours. Socio-economic 
factors are a significant contributor to vandalism in the Malawian context. Research 
conducted in Blantyre emphasised the critical role of poverty in shaping negative attitudes 
towards schools in economically disadvantaged communities, where they may not be 
perceived as valuable community assets (Chikoko & Mthembu, 2021). This increases the 
likelihood of neglect and vandalism by both students and community members. 
Furthermore, underfunded and ill-equipped rural schools often experience higher rates of 
vandalism due to limited community engagement and oversight, which can foster a 
permissive atmosphere for destructive acts (Bostain et al., 2024). School climate is another 
crucial factor. A UNESCO (2019) report linked a negative school climate, characterised by 
bullying, a lack of teacher support, and general disrespect, to increased instances of 
vandalism. The absence of effective behavioural mentorship programs means that 
students often lack positive guidance and may resort to vandalism as an outlet for 
frustration or a misguided attempt to gain attention (Mwanza & Mwale, 2023). 
 
The consequences of vandalism in Malawi are severe and far-reaching. The Ministry of 
Education (2021) reported that over 60% of schools have experienced significant property 
damage, with half of all administrators identifying the theft of educational resources as a 
persistent problem. This has a direct impact on academic performance, with studies 
showing a strong correlation between high rates of vandalism and lower academic 
outcomes, including increased dropout rates and absenteeism (Achuo & Dinga, 2024). 
The psychological effects lead to heightened insecurity among students, while teachers 
experience diminished morale and increased burnout, contributing to high turnover rates 
that further strain the nation’s limited educational resources. 
 
Method 
 
Study approach and design 
 
The study adopted a qualitative research approach using a phenomenological research 
design, enabling the description of the complex and comprehensive factors contributing 
to school vandalism in Malawi. Qualitative research was particularly advantageous, as it 
provided rich, descriptive insights into the experiences and perceptions of participants, 
essential for comprehensively understanding the underlying issues related to vandalism. 
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Research design enabled a thorough analysis of the phenomenon. This method allowed 
for the collection of detailed accounts and perspectives regarding prevalent forms of 
vandalism, root causes, and the resultant consequences on educational environments. 
 
Setting 
 
The research was conducted across multiple schools in various education divisions of 
Malawi, encompassing both urban and rural settings, with a focus on mission schools in 
Malawi that have experienced vandalism. This geographical diversity was crucial for 
capturing the complexities of school vandalism in different community contexts. Schools 
were selected based on prior documentation of vandalism incidents, geographic 
accessibility, and the willingness of school administrations to engage in the study. 
Engaging schools and educational stakeholders across different divisions, the research 
provided a holistic view of vandalism’s forms, causes, and consequences. 
 
Sampling 
 
The participant sample comprised diverse educational stakeholders involved in Malawian 
schools. This included teachers, students, and educational officials. Purposive, 
convenience, and snowball sampling techniques were employed to ensure the inclusion of 
participants possessing relevant knowledge or experiences related to the study’s research 
objectives. This selection strategy facilitated a rich exploration of perspectives on school 
vandalism. The study engaged 26 participants, comprising 11 teachers, 9 former students, 
and 6 stakeholders. The number of participants was determined at the point of saturation 
during data collection through interviews. By saturation, we mean the point in data 
collection when no additional issues or insights are identified and data begin to repeat so 
that further data collection is redundant, signifying that an adequate sample size is reached 
(Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).  
 
Data collection 
 
The data for this study were collected through semi-structured interviews, which provided 
a flexible focused approach to gathering information. An interview guide (Appendix) was 
developed based on the study’s objectives, incorporating questions that addressed the 
forms of vandalism, perceived causes, and the resultant consequences on educational 
environments. The semi-structured nature of the interviews enabled effective capture of 
individual perspectives while also permitting follow-up questions that facilitated deeper 
probing into participants’ responses. The interviews were conducted in English, during 
March to May 2025. This was an iterative process of interviewing and member checking – 
a process where data transcripts are presented to some or all participants for feedback – 
which allowed for a seamless engagement with the participants. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Thematic analysis served as the primary analytical method for this study. This approach 
involved systematically coding the qualitative data to reveal recurring patterns and themes 
within participants’ responses. The analysis process encompassed several steps, including 
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familiarisation with the data through transcription, generating initial codes, searching for 
themes, reviewing and refining these themes, and ultimately producing the final write-up. 
Through thematic analysis, the study aimed to elucidate the underlying themes 
characterising reported forms of vandalism, the contributing factors identified by 
participants, and the consequences experienced within the educational environment. 
 
Trustworthiness of data 
 
It was necessary for us to ensure the trustworthiness of the study which is a sine qua non in 
establishing the credibility and reliability of the findings. In this study we ensured 
trustworthiness through several means – detailed journalling, member checking, and audit 
trail. First, a detailed reflexive journal was maintained throughout the research process, 
documenting personal assumptions, potential biases, and methodological decisions. After 
each interview, comprehensive field notes were recorded, capturing both observational 
data and personal reflections. We adopted a participant-led approach during interviews, 
using open-ended questions and following the natural flow of conversation while seeking 
clarification when needed. Second, member checking was employed, allowing participants 
to review their interview transcripts and provide feedback on the accuracy and 
authenticity of their narratives as well as the ensuing interpretations. This review process 
helped to balance our interpretation of the data with the original and undiluted accounts 
from the participants. Third, an external audit was conducted by an independent 
researcher to examine both the process and product of the research study, ensuring that 
the findings were supported by the data. 
 
Ethical considerations 
 
Before commencing data collection, ethical approval was secured from relevant 
authorities. Participants were provided with comprehensive information regarding the 
study’s purpose, their voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any time 
without repercussions. Informed consent was obtained before interviews were conducted. 
Participants were assured that their anonymity would be preserved in the reporting of 
findings, thus ensuring that no identifying information would be linked to their responses. 
Confidentiality was strictly maintained throughout the data analysis and publication processes. 
 
Results 
 
The findings are organised into three main themes: forms of vandalism, causes of 
vandalism, and consequences of vandalism. Each category includes various sub-themes 
that occur with differing frequency and intensity, highlighting the complex and 
multidimensional nature of the issue. For confidentiality, the respondents are identified by 
codes in the report of this study as follows: TR for teachers, FS for former students, and 
EO for education officials. 
 
Forms of vandalism in schools 
 
Drawing on qualitative data from former students, teachers, and education officials, we 
identified several predominant forms of vandalism. One of the most frequently reported 
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types of vandalism in mission schools involved destroying essential property, specifically, 
blackboards, head teachers` office, staff room, signposts, boarding masters` or mistress`s 
houses, and furniture, such as desks, chairs, and tables. Additionally, vandalism of school 
property included defacing school walls with graffiti. In relation to destruction of school 
property, the study found that theft of school property was also at the centre of 
vandalism. Teachers cited numerous incidents of missing textbooks, laboratory 
equipment, and sports gear. From several respondents: 
 

Our classrooms often feel more like battle zones, with furniture in disarray, which 
distracts from learning. (TR 9) 
 
Basically, students like burning administration offices, and other property like library, and 
teachers` assets (EO 4) 

 
Another highly reported form of vandalism was destroying church school-based icons like 
holy statues, and signposts, as noted by a substantial fraction of respondents. Teachers 
recounted numerous incidents involving smashed church-school based property. One 
teacher reflected on this, remarking: 
 

Typically, when students are unhappy with decisions made by school management, you'll 
often see broken windows at the chapel, destroyed church rosaries in classrooms, and 
even church signposts. (TR 10) 

 
The study also revealed vandalism targets destroying teacher’s property such as cars, 
gardens and domestic animals. Respondents reported frequent occurrences of such heavy 
losses on teachers. This is evidenced in the following quote: 
 

During vandalism, we made teachers pay for their harsh treatment on us. This was an 
opportunity to loot their property. (FS 2) 

 
Causes of vandalism in schools 
 
The study reveals that vandalism in Malawian mission secondary schools often stems from 
a complex interplay of factors, with frustration over school policies emerging as one of 
the prominently cited issue. Central to this frustration is a significant disconnect between 
students and school administration, which breeds a sense of exclusion. Many students feel 
their voices are frequently overlooked, leading to resentment and, in some cases retaliatory 
actions such as vandalism. One participant aptly noted:  
 

Many acts of vandalism stem from students feeling that they have no say in how their 
school is run. School administrators need to treat students with a human heart. There is a 
need to show love to them (TR 3) 

 
In addition to frustration with policies, the frequent identification of peer pressure 
highlights a significant social dynamic that shapes student behaviour. Many respondents 
emphasised that the desire to conform to the expectations or actions of peers often leads 
to engaging in vandalistic acts. One participant said, “When everyone else is doing it, it’s 
hard to stand back; we just want to fit in.” (FS 11). 
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Our study found that influence of drugs and substances also plays a significant role, with 
many respondents acknowledging as a catalyst for vandalism. This is evidenced by the 
following selected dominant quote from participants: 
 

During our time, vandalism was perpetuated by a group of students who were fond of 
smoking chamba (marijuana) and drinking beer excessively. Plans of vandalism were 
mainly executed in the hiding camps where they used to drink and smoke (FS 3) 

 
Furthermore, the study revealed that lack of respect for school property was one of the 
major factors leading to vandalism of school, as evidenced in the following quote: 
 

We had a bad culture indeed. We could not value the school property as were considered 
not ours. In most cases, the form fours in their last term could deliberately stir 
commotion and destroy property as a goodbye to school (FS 3) 

 
In addition to the aforementioned factors, harsh punishments were also cited by 
respondents as a contributing factor to vandalism. Students often perceive these 
punishments as disproportionate and unjust, which lead to acts of rebellion against what 
they view as an oppressive system. One of the teachers had this to say:  
 

Some teachers are bossy and cruel as they treat students as slaves rather than addressing 
the underlying issues in sober manner. When administering punishment, they forget that 
students are fellow human being. With time, the punitive style drive students to act out 
in destructive ways as a means of expressing their dissatisfaction with such disciplinary 
measures. (EO 5) 

 
The findings also showed that vandalism emerges from the impact of poor diets. 
Inadequately prepared meals, such as unappealing Nsima, relish, and porridge have led 
some students to express their frustrations through vandalism when their complaints go 
unaddressed. One student highlighted this dynamic by stating: 
 

After being served bad food multiple times, we felt unheard; breaking something felt like 
the only way to make them notice. (FS 6) 

 
The findings also revealed that delays in medical responses create feelings of helplessness 
and anger among students when urgent assistance is delayed. 
 

Lack of attention to our healthy needs always prompted into vandalism as an alert to the 
administration. (FS 6) 

 
Finally, we found that illegal admission of students was one of the key factors contributing 
to vandalism. Some participants focused on admission of expelled students from other 
schools, and illegal admission of wards of some notable figures such as church ministers, 
and government officials. One of participants said: 
 

The schools sometimes admit students who are not supposed to be in these schools. In 
most cases such students are the ones stirring commotions in schools. (TR 2) 
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Consequences of school vandalism 
 
One of the most pressing consequences of vandalism is the increased financial burden it 
imposes on various stakeholders, particularly parents/guardians, and school 
administrations. Multiple respondents highlighted that the cost of repairing vandalised 
property often falls disproportionately on these groups. As noted in the responses, the 
phrase “increased financial burden for repairs” emerges as a recurring theme, reflecting a 
shared frustration across the community. Some participants articulated the concerns 
touchingly, stating:  
 

Every time something gets vandalised, it's the parents who feel the pinch the most. They 
are the ones pressured to contribute to repair that should ideally come from school 
funding. (TR 7) 
 
The government loses a lot of money in replacing the vandalised property due to the 
irresponsibility of students. (EO 1) 

 
In addition, the study found disruption of learning activities as a critical consequence of 
vandalism, affecting both the teaching process and students’ academic experiences. An 
overwhelming majority of respondents underscored that vandalism directly interferes with 
educational activities, leading to loss of instructional time. One participant has this to say: 
 

When the campus is damaged, it's not just the physical spaces that are affected; the 
learning is disrupted for days, sometimes weeks or months as students await the day of 
return after being kicked out of the campus by the police or military following the 
directive of the Ministry of Education. (FS 8) 

 
Furthermore, a significant cause evident in the responses is the issue of accountability 
surrounding repairs following acts of vandalism. While parents often shoulder the brunt 
of financial responsibilities, there exists a collective frustration regarding the limited 
support provided by school administrations and government entities. As one former 
student voiced:  
 

We are often left to fend for ourselves; when vandalism occurs, the government is slow 
to respond, and we are left in limbo using dilapidated structures for some time. (FS 4) 

 
This sentiment underscores a systemic issue where the absence of reliable institutional 
support leaves schools ill-equipped to effectively address incidents of vandalism.  
 
We also found that vandalism experiences affect administrators and teachers through 
actions by educational officials. When vandalism occurs, some administrators and teachers 
are forced to shoulder the blame leading to demotion or posting to other schools 
unceremoniously. This is evidenced in this quote:  
 

Mostly, when school vandalism takes place, stakeholders including parents and the 
ministry rush to blame the school administration or teachers. During vandalism at my 
former school, I got posted to a remotest school though I did not have any hand on the 
causes of vandalism. (TR 5) 
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Besides the above, the impact of vandalism extends beyond immediate financial and educational 
concerns, as they also affect the school`s reputation within the community. Many 
respondents noted that incidents of vandalism can lead to a negative perception of the 
school, which may influence community support, student enrolment, and overall morale 
among some staff and students. Some of the participants uttered these sentiments: 
 
Observably, after vandalism saga some students did not return back as it was reported to 
have been moved to other schools by their parents. This might have been propagated by 
the discontent they had on school reputation emanated from vandalism. (TR 3) 
 

My family had a bad experience as were attacked and lost some family property. This 
prompted me to seek posting to another school. (TR 7) 

 
Lastly, the study also touched on the legal ramifications resulting from acts of vandalism, 
with many participants indicating that legal action may be taken against students involved 
in vandalism. This is evidenced by what one of the participants uttered:  
 

I recall very well the bad experience of vandalism at our school. I was one of the 
students apprehended by the police and being forced to be in the police cell for some 
days and nights. (FS 1) 

 
Discussion 
 
The findings of this study offer a granular and deeply troubling account of vandalism in 
Malawian mission schools, revealing a phenomenon that is far more complex than simple 
delinquency. By synthesising the perspectives of teachers, former students, and education 
officials, a clear picture emerges: vandalism is a symptom of a profound systemic disorder, 
a manifestation of the deep-seated frustrations and powerlessness experienced by students 
within environments that are paradoxically expected to be models of care and discipline. 
From the results, the prevalent forms of vandalism identified in this study include 
destruction of property, particularly focusing on schools, teachers' facilities, and church 
properties. Studies have shown that destroying of property is a common vandalistic act in 
schools (Achuo & Dinga, 2024; Mzenzi & Kang’ethe, 2025). Research supports the notion 
that acts of vandalism often stem from students expressing frustration or protesting 
administrative decisions. This correlation indicates that vandalism may serve not only as a 
rebellion against authority but also as a reflection of inadequate student engagement and 
poor communication between students and administration. This dynamic aligns with 
Bandura’s social learning theory, which suggests that students are likely to imitate 
behaviours they observe around them, particularly when those behaviours arise from 
strong emotional responses (Bandura, 1986). 
 
Graffiti serves as another prominent form of vandalism, frequently observed on school 
walls and planks through writings and engravings. Our study concurs with earlier studies 
that vandalism contributes to the presence of disrespectful language, gang symbols, and 
derogatory comments (Okon et al., 2023). Besides that, graffiti makes school 
environments look untidy. This adds economic pressure on school administrators to 
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secure materials for erasing such writings and engravings. Furthermore, theft of school 
property, including textbooks, laboratory equipment, and sports gear, emerged as a 
common form of vandalism that severely hampers students' ability to engage academically 
and participate in extracurricular activities. Such theft diverts limited financial resources 
from educational advancements to attempts at replacement, thereby adversely affecting 
the quality of education delivered (Otukho & Amunga, 2024; UNESCO, 2023, 2025). The 
psychological and economic implications of these thefts highlight the urgent need for 
schools to ensure adequate security measures while fostering a sense of communal 
responsibility towards school property an essential component of Malawi Vision 2063 
(NPC, 2020). 
 
The study identifies several significant drivers of vandalism, with frustration regarding 
school policies being particularly noteworthy. This disconnect between students and 
administrators underscores the importance of empathy and understanding in educational 
settings. When students perceive school rules as inflexible, their feelings of frustration and 
alienation intensify. These findings resonate with literature on school climate, emphasising 
the critical need for participatory frameworks where students feel their voices are heard in 
decision-making processes (Conner et al., 2024; Egan et al., 2024; Gillett-Swan et al., 
2025). By fostering dialogue and understanding, schools can mitigate feelings of 
discontent, potentially reducing the incidence of vandalism and aligning with Malawi 
Vision 2063’s call for inclusive and participatory governance in education (NPC, 2020). 
 
Peer pressure is identified as another pivotal factor influencing vandalism. The dynamics 
within the school environment heavily shape individual actions, highlighting the relevance 
of social learning theory in understanding why students engage in destructive behaviours 
(Bandura, 1986; Le et al., 2025). Research affirms that peer misbehaviour, including 
vandalism, often spreads through social impurity and demonstration in close-knit student 
groups (Ajibewa et al., 2025; Giletta et al., 2021). This suggests that initiatives aimed at 
building positive peer relationships may prove valuable in countering vandalism, 
underscoring the importance of cultivating a supportive educational community. 
 
Additionally, drug and substance abuse significantly contributes to the vandalism 
phenomenon. The literature establishes a clear link between drug and substance use and 
impulsive behaviours (Fantin et al., 2024; Mwanza & Mwale, 2023). Students under the 
influence of drug and substance abuse may engage in destructive activities as misguided 
forms of self-expression or excitement seeking. This situation calls for immediate 
implementation of preventive programs that focus not only on combating drug and 
substance abuse but also on promoting healthier coping strategies in line with broader 
educational health policies. 
 
Moreover, a lack of respect for school property signifies a troubling culture where 
educational resources are viewed as expendable. This disrespect is often rooted in a 
broader context of neglect, suggesting that students’ perceptions of school environment 
quality play a crucial role in their behaviour (Le et al., 2025; Otukho & Amunga, 2024). To 
combat this culture, it is imperative for schools to engage students in initiatives that foster 
ownership and pride in their environment. Such efforts are vital for encouraging 
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behaviours that protect and preserve shared resources, resonating with the objectives laid 
out in Malawi Vision 2063 (NPC, 2020). Our study also highlights that delays in medical 
responses exacerbate feelings of helplessness among students. Instances where urgent 
medical assistance is postponed can trigger extreme reactions, including vandalism, 
indicating a desperate attempt to regain control over their circumstances. This finding 
reinforces the need for schools to implement efficient health response systems, aligning 
with Malawi's health policy frameworks that emphasise timely intervention for improving 
student wellbeing (Bukuluki et al., 2021; Pulimeno et al., 2020). 
 
A concerning subset of the student body consists of those perceived as lacking passion for 
education, often entering the system through unofficial means. Emerging from privileged 
backgrounds, such students may feel they are above school rules, leading them to defy 
authority and engage in vandalism as a means of exerting their perceived superiority. The 
malpractice of admitting students through illegal or unofficial means significantly 
undermines the general operational of schools. Basically, it changes enrolment figures, 
overwhelms existing infrastructure, and creates discipline challenges by admitting learners 
who may not align with the school's academic and behavioural anticipations (Asiyai, 2020; 
Li et al., 2024). This behaviour aligns with social learning theory, where privileged students 
model negative behaviours learned from their environments, emphasising the need for 
schools to create equal expectations and accountability for all students (Bandura, 1986). 
Finally, perceptions of harsh punishments appear to worsen the problem, creating a cycle 
where students reactively engage in vandalism as a form of resistance against perceived 
oppression. This dynamic suggests that a punitive approach to discipline may 
inadvertently amplify the behaviours schools aim to reduce (Chang et al., 2025; Chikoko 
& Mthembu, 2021). A shift toward restorative practices could provide pathways to 
addressing behavioural issues constructively while fostering meaningful dialogue between 
students and staff. 
 
The consequences of school vandalism identified in this study extend far beyond the 
immediate acts of destruction, revealing a profound and troubling impact on various 
stakeholders within the educational community. The financial and emotional burdens that 
vandalism imposes on parents, teachers, students, and the broader community underscore 
the urgent need for comprehensive strategies aimed at mitigating its occurrence. One of 
the most pressing findings of this study is the financial burden related to vandalism, which 
disproportionately affects parents and school administrations. The expectation that 
necessary repairs must often be performed by students, with costs subsequently shifted to 
parents, creates significant distress among those already struggling with educational 
expenses (Achuo & Dinga, 2024; Le et al., 2025). The sentiment articulated by a teacher, 
highlighting the financial "pinch" felt by parents, reflects a systemic issue where the 
financial implications of vandalism affect those least equipped to absorb additional costs. 
Research shows that the financial strain on families can inhibit students' educational 
engagement and success, compounding the existing challenges faced by communities 
(Mistry & Elenbaas, 2021). 
 
In addition to the financial burden on parents, schools also shoulder substantial costs as 
they redirect funds originally allocated for educational resources toward repairs and 
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replacements, thus compromising the quality of education (Achuo & Dinga, 2024). The 
cycle created by this dynamic not only disrupts the immediate educational environment 
but also threatens long-term academic opportunities for students, aligning with Malawi 
Vision 2063’s goal of enhancing educational outcomes through sustainable investment 
and community engagement (NPC, 2020). The disruption of learning activities due to 
vandalism emerges as another significant concern. A remarkable majority of respondents 
noted that such acts directly interfere with educational processes. One student emphasised 
the detrimental impact of lost instructional time, highlighting that vandalism interrupts not 
only physical teaching spaces but also the cognitive and emotional environments necessary 
for effective learning (Achuo & Dinga, 2024). This ongoing chaos resulting from 
vandalised classrooms compromises lesson continuity and diminishes overall student 
engagement (Achuo & Dinga, 2024; Le et al., 2025; Otukho & Amunga, 2024). The 
academic setbacks stemming from such disruptions can lead to a pattern of 
disengagement, as students grapple with inconsistent learning experiences. Accumulated 
interruptions may negatively affect achievement rates, instilling a sense of futility among 
students who feel marginalised by the disruptive actions of a few (Achuo & Dinga, 2024; 
UNESCO, 2025). Consequently, the long-term implications of vandalism extend beyond 
immediate concerns regarding classroom management, challenging the institution's ability 
to serve the community effectively. 
 
Another significant observation within the findings pertains to misplaced accountability, 
as school administration or staff members are often unfairly targeted following incidents 
of vandalism, despite larger systemic factors at play. The pursuit may lead to environment 
of uncertainty and frustrations among the victims (Mosito & Sitoyi, 2024; Mzenzi & 
Kang’ethe, 2025). This situation highlights the urgent need for a comprehensive 
accountability framework that fosters collaboration among all parties involved in 
maintaining educational environments.  
 
By promoting open communication and shared responsibility, stakeholders can work 
towards a unified approach that prioritises both school safety and educational enrichment. 
Such an approach aligns with the principles articulated in Malawi Vision 2063, which 
advocates for shared responsibility and community engagement as fundamental drivers of 
sustainable educational improvement (NPC, 2020; Scribner, 2022). The findings suggest a 
tangible link between incidents of vandalism and the school's reputation within the 
community. Many respondents noted that annalistic behaviour fosters negative 
perceptions about schools, adversely affecting community support, student enrolment, 
and parental involvement. This underscores the necessity for schools to be viewed as safe 
and well-managed environments (Chikoko & Mthembu, 2021; Mosito & Sitoyi, 2024).  
 
A diminished reputation can result in a lack of trust and investment from the community, 
rendering schools vulnerable to further isolation and disengagement. Furthermore, a 
negative school reputation can instil a culture of fear among students and staff, 
emphasising how vandalism disrupts essential relational dynamics necessary for vibrant 
educational communities. Consequently, it is critical for schools to prioritise initiatives 
aimed at rehabilitating their image, emphasising safety, and fostering a collective sense of 
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responsibility among all community members, which is in accordance with the objectives 
of Malawi Vision 2063 (NPC, 2020). 
 
Lastly, the study’s findings regarding the legal implications of vandalism represent a crucial 
dimension in this conversation. While it is essential to hold students accountable for their 
actions, punitive measures can lead to lasting negative consequences for their academic 
and social lives (Le et al., 2025; Mosito & Sitoyi, 2024; Mzenzi & Kang’ethe, 2025). The 
emphasis placed on legal repercussions can foster an environment of fear and distrust, 
deterring authentic engagement in the educational process. Research suggests that punitive 
disciplinary measures, if not balanced with restorative practices, can exacerbate feelings of 
alienation and resentment among students (Le et al., 2025; Mzenzi & Kang’ethe, 2025). A 
shift from punitive discipline to more restorative approaches focusing on dialogue, 
understanding, and rehabilitation can help to address behavioural issues while promoting a 
more supportive school environment that enhances educational outcomes. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This study set out to investigate the paradoxical nature of school vandalism in Malawian 
mission schools, institutions expected to be exemplars of moral conduct. The findings 
reveal that, far from being immune to this problem, these schools are grappling with 
severe and multifaceted forms of vandalism that are deeply rooted in the students' social 
and institutional experiences. Vandalism in this context is not a random act of malice but 
a complex, learned behaviour and a form of desperate communication, driven by a potent 
mix of frustration with exclusionary policies, the powerful influence of peer pressure, the 
disinhibiting effects of substance abuse, and a reactive resistance to harsh disciplinary 
practices. The consequences are devastating, creating a vicious cycle of destruction and 
repair that places an immense financial burden on parents and an already fragile education 
system. It disrupts learning, damages institutional reputations, and thrusts students into 
the legal system, often with life-altering consequences. The paradox of vandalism in 
mission schools stems from a profound disconnect between the institutions' espoused 
ideals and the students' lived realities. When students feel their voices are unheard, their 
welfare neglected, and their dignity disrespected, the moral and religious framework of the 
school ceases to be a guiding influence and instead becomes a symbol of an oppressive 
authority against which to rebel. To address vandalism is, therefore, to address this 
fundamental disconnect. 
 
Our study presents a set of comprehensive recommendations, emphasising the need for a 
collaborative approach among policymakers, school administrations, teachers, parents, 
and community around the school. Key recommendations include fostering open 
communication channels to empower students and enhance their sense of ownership over 
their environments, promoting positive peer relationships through mentorship and 
community engagement, and implementing comprehensive substance abuse prevention 
programs. Additionally, the article advocates for initiatives that cultivate respect for school 
property, the adoption of restorative justice practices in disciplinary measures, and the 
establishment of collaborative frameworks for financial accountability in repair efforts. 
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These strategies aim to address the root causes of vandalism, mitigate its occurrence, and 
ultimately improve the overall educational environment. 
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Appendix: Interview guide 
 
The paradoxical nature of vandalism in Malawi’s mission secondary schools: 
Countering deep disconnects 
 
You are kindly invited to take part in a study aimed at exploring the nature, causes, and 
consequences of school vandalism in Malawian mission schools. Your insights are 
extremely valuable and will contribute significantly to understanding and addressing this 
issue. Please answer all questions honestly and thoughtfully. Your identity will be kept 
confidential. 
 
Bio-data 
i. Sex 
ii. Age 
iii. Role in school (teachers, former students, and education officials) 
1. What forms of vandalism are most commonly observed in this school? Please 

provide specific examples. 
2. In your opinion, why do learners engage in acts of vandalism in mission schools? 
3. Are there any cultural, social, or institutional factors you believe contribute to 

vandalism among learners? Please explain. 
4. Have you noticed any particular patterns or trends regarding when or how vandalism 

tends to occur? If so, please describe. 
5. What do you think are the short-term and long-term consequences of vandalism on 

the school environment and on learners themselves? 
6. How does vandalism affect the teaching and learning process in your school? 
7. What measures, if any, have been taken by your school to prevent or reduce 

vandalism? How effective have these been? 
8. What do you suggest could be done to address the problem of vandalism in mission 

schools? 
Thank you for participating in this study 
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