
Volunteering in ELA's educational centre for children with special needs 

 Location of ELA's CENTRE: Chifira village, Nkhata Bay district, Malawi, South-Eastern Africa 

 For extra information about Malawi see the document - Interesting facts about Malawi 

 

 How to get to us? Airways, departures, arrivals 

1. Option: World-Tanzania(plane) - Malawi(bus)  

Our experiences have shown us that direct flights to Malawi are really expensive. We always take 

flights from Europe/World to Tanzania. Cheapest and most reliable airways are Emirates (to Dar Es 

Salaam-Tanzania), Egypt Air, Qatar and Turkish Air. Costs also depends on season (high-low prices) 

and how prior you buy the ticket; Europe-Tanzania-Europe is around 650-1200€.  

After arriving to Tanzania these are additional costs to reach Malawi: Tanzanian visa: 50 $ (you can 

buy it at the airport, must be paid in dollars), Taxi hire to main bus station Ubungo in Dar Es 

Salaam(20.000tnz.shillings=10€), bus Dar Es Salaam-Mbeya (50.000tnz.shillings=25€); Mbeya to 

Malawian border Songwe (5000 tnz.shillings =2€, minibus);  

Malawi: Songwe to Karonga (500 Malawian kwacha=2€, taxi); Karonga to Nkhata Bay 

(2000Mkw=10€, minibus); Nkhata Bay to Chifira village(ELA’s centre) 800Mkw=4€, minibus  

Total: Dar Es Salaam-Chifira(=55€). This trip will take you around 2-3- days and you need to calculate 

costs for accommodation and food: So total costs: 80-100€. 

 

2. Option: direct flight to MALAWI 

If you fly directly to capital of Malawi Lilongwe, you will have to take taxi to bus station Old Town 

(this is the name of the station). When you are there ask to be taken to buses to Nkhata Bay (the 

boards in the buses will say Lilongwe-Lakeshore/Dwangwa). Price Lilongwe-Nkhata Bay is 

2000Mkw/2200Mkw, bus ride takes about 10 hours. If you don't catch direct connection to Nkhata 

Bay don't worry, go to town Mzuzu, which is about 2 hours from Nkhata Bay. Price for Lilongwe-

Mzuzu is 1800Mkw. From there you can take minibus to Nkhata Bay (600Mkw). If you reach Nkhata 

Bay before 5pm, you can continue your route or spend the night there (advisable). Go to Backpackers 

Big Blue Star (nearest hostel to Nkhata Bay depot, nice & safe hostel on the beach, cozy 

environment, 800Mkw for bed in dormitory). In the morning take any bus to Chifira village or Kande 

trading centre (prices 600-800Mkw, prices of petrol change daily because of the fuel crisis, afternoon 

rides tend to be more expensive). If you go to Chifira village ask conductor to drop you off by the 

board saying Mphatso children, this is the place where Yana or Bernarda will collect you (about 3km 

from our centre).  If you will go to Kande trading centre, we can collect you there too, which is 2 km 

from Chifira village. Kande has some cozy local restaurants, where we can drink welcoming Malawian 

milk tea, eat some roasted maize and groundnuts and then slowly continue to ELA's centre. 

 If you desire for Yana/Bernarda to collect you at the airport Lilongwe, we can arrange 

that too. But sadly, Malawi is getting more and more expensive in all aspects, so we will 

have to ask you for refund of costs for one of us to come. Our calculation: From our 

centre-Chifira village to Lilongwe and back (12 hours one way), taxi hire from Lilongwe to 

airport and back to the bus station, 2 nights in hostel (1 before your arrival date and 1 

when you come, because we will start our journey in the morning):100$   

 

 Advice: Always ask people for help, if you have any questions they will be more than 

happy to assist you, even escort you off their way (without payment).  



  Advice: Always board in minibuses in which already have some people inside, otherwise 

you will be waiting for hours in the empty one to move. Although conductor, driver will 

say they will go in 10 minutes, they won't. Buses move when they are fully packed.  

You can give your big backpack to conductor/driver so they will find space for it. Don't 

worry - they will take care of it for you till your end destination (it is possible they will 

charge you 50Mkw for the big backpack). But keep you small backpack with your money, 

passport, and camera with you at all times. It is smart to carry money belt when taking 

the route from Lilongwe to Nkhata Bay. (We never have had any negative experiences 

with thefts, but you never know, better safe than sorry )  

 

 Malawian Visa 

Check for Malawian embassy in your country, or neighboring ones. We know there is one in 

Croatia (Zagreb), they issue it in the same day for 80$, there is an embassy in Brussels (Belgium) 

and Berlin (Germany). You can also get visa in Dar Es Salaam (Tanzania), it takes around 2 days 

and the price is the same; 80$ for 3 months visa. When you reach Malawian border immigration 

officer will put mark of 30 days it. It means that in a month you will have to go to nearest 

immigration office in Nkhata Bay (1hour drive from ELA's centre) and prolong it for another 

month (5000Mkw=25€). When second month passes, you can prolong it for the second time, 

together with 5000Mkw. After 3 months will need to leave Malawi for 2-3 days (go to Tanzania, 

Zambia, and Mozambique) and then you can come back again (with same procedure up to 3 

months).  

If you don't have Malawian visa when you come to the border immigration officers can be quite 

irritated and send you back to Dar Es Salaam (Tanzania). But you can catch them in a »good 

mood« and they will forward you to immigration office in Mzuzu where you will get your visa (we 

don’t advise this option). 

 Advice: Be aware that the date when your visa will be issued at Malawian Embassy is the 

date when first 30 days start passing and not the day when you reach Malawian border. 

So make sure that you don't get your Malawian visa too soon or you will lose your 30 

days too quickly and have to prolong your visa too soon.  We advise you to arrange it a 

week/couple of days before you reach Malawi.  

 

 Health Insurance 

We warmly advise you to insure yourself with “World insurance” for this trip. There are different 

options (for 1 month, 6 months, 1 year). It surely is worth its price. 

 

 Vaccination and anti-malaria pills 

The only mandatory vaccination is against yellow fever. We advise vaccination against Hepatitis A&B, 

child-paralysis (polio), tetanus. It is wise to finish all your vaccinations shots 1 month before trip, so 

your body can rest and normalize, because 1 week before journey you will have to start taking anti-

malaria pills. Bring your yellow vaccination booklet with you.  

We warmly advise you to take anti-malaria pills, if it is your 1st trip to Africa, or if around 1 year has 

passed since your last trip and taking these drugs.  

If you are coming to volunteer up to 3 months, we advise you to take anti-malaria pills during the 

whole period staying in Malawi and a week after you reach your home. If you are coming for more 



than 3 months, we will advise you when to take monthly breaks, so your body does not get too sick 

of substances.  

There are few different types of anti-malaria drugs; most commonly used are Malaron, pills which 

you take at the same time every day, they are quite expensive but with no/fewer side effects. The 

other drug is called Lariam, you take them once a week, they are much cheaper but with potential 

side effects.   

 Notice: Be aware that anti-malaria pills do not protect you against all types of malaria, but 

they are playing a big role in prevention against it. They will protect you if you are bitten by a 

mosquito that carries malaria, so you can’t develop intense form of it.  

In ELA’s Centre every bed has a mosquito net, which is extra impregnated with repellents, so 

you don’t need to carry one with you.  

Mosquitoes that carry malaria bite from sunset to sunrise. If you put on trousers and long 

sleeved t-shirt at sunset and use some mosquito repellent, do not worry. We also have 

mosquito nets on all the windows of ELA’s centre.   

 Notice: But be at peace by knowing that Malawian pharmacies also have strong, powerful 

drugs for treating malaria. If you by any chance do get ill, Malawian doctors are true 

professionals in their field of work and will surely know how to help you, so do not worry. 

With first warning signs (slight fever, pains in your joins) we will take you to local clinic where 

malaria test will be done and upon the results doctors will decide if we need to take you to 

Mzuzu hospital.  

 Our experiences: We both took Lariam every time we have been staying in Africa (since 2007) 

and if you follow its instructions: when you take it, you need to drink a lot of water; 

2.5liters/day, alcohol is “forbidden” during that day. It is wise to take pill in a morning so you 

can drink enough water and dosage is not too overwhelming for your organism. When you 

take a pill, it is advisable to work out for 30 minutes (walking, running, swimming). Side 

effects (Yana’s): felt tired the day after pill was taken (had to sleep for 12hours minimum), 

stiff joints and muscles, one or two nightmares. Bernarda: Always felt OK with no side effect. 

It truly depends upon individual.  

 

 Money and credit cards 

There are international ATM's in Malawian town Karonga (30 minutes from Tanzanian border), in 

Mzuzu (3hours from ELA's centre) and in the capital city Lilongwe and also Blantyre. They take Visa 

card, Maestro and MasterCard. In every small town you can find banks where you can exchange 

Euros, Dollars and also use Moneygram or Western Union in »crisis«. Take around 300€/month (for 

really »cozy« life) But if you are planning to travel around Malawi, you will need around 

1000€/month.  

You will get great rate for Dollars (from year 2006 onwards), better than for Euros (take banknotes 

from 20€ onward). You can change them in every bank or on the »black-market« (We will get you 

information where rates are best ). 

  

 Malawian kwacha (Mkw) 

for 1 € = 210-230Mkw (there are big daily changes) 

for 1 $= 170-200Mkw 

 

 



 When is the best time to come volunteering? 

 

School vacations: 

Malawian school year is very similar to European one. It begins in early September and finishes at 

end of June. There are 3 school semesters lasting from 12-14 weeks.  

Long vacations start in July and finish at end of August.  

Shorter breaks; 1st in mid December to early January (3 weeks), 2nd mid April to 1 week in May (3 

weeks).During July and August we will prepare interesting workshops for bigger groups of children, 

for primary school teachers of schools where we have been volunteering. We will organize 

workshops for parents of children with special needs and have intense courses of literacy for local 

women. 

 

Weather: 

January-March is rainy season, which means half-hour showers multiple times per day; 

May-July are colder months (some sort of »European« spring, around 25-28C);  

August-December is a dry season (hot, dry weather around 30-35C). 

 

 Culture and guidelines 

 

 Dress code;  

There are no specific guidelines for men, but there are some for women; it is recommendable to 

wear skirts down to your knees. You can wear shorts (knees length), trousers, jeans, summer dresses 

without any problems … T-shirts need to cover your stomach and back. They can be bare-shoulder, 

but the cleavage should not be too revealing.   

 

 Shopping;  

Malawian culture does not know the concept of “personal space”, which means that you will be 

squeezed in the minibuses. When standing at cashier counter Malawians have tendency to overtake 

you, if you will be “too polite”. But there is a big difference when you are shopping at local markets. 

People give you space, time, they do not force any products on you, but patiently wait for your 

interests. They generally do not raise prices when seeing traveler/white person, maybe for few Mkw, 

but never for 100% or more (as Tanzanians do all the time).  

 

 Language:  

Chichewa and English are official languages but in the different districts, local languages are spoken.  

In Nkhata Bay district, where we are located, language Chitonga is spoken (Tonga community).  

In ELA’s Centre we will organize language courses, so you will be able to communicate with local 

children and other residents. 

 People:  

Malawians are really open, kind, joyful people with pure hearts. They will help you on every step, if 

you ask them for assistance. They will want to chat with you, always greet you nicely and want to 

know as much as possible about you. You can never be bored. 



 They are truly proud of the fact that Malawi is the safest African country; it is peaceful, safe to travel 

in big cities and on almost all beaches you can walk alone at night and nothing will happen. 

 

 »Mzungu«:  

This is the word almost everybody will address you with. It simply means “white person”, so we 

advise you to get used to it as quickly as possible and don’t be bothered by it. Don’t resent them; it is 

some sort of “positive discrimination” and you are always addressed with kind spirit. You will be also 

addressed as Madam or Miss or Mami (meaning a grown woman in Chichewa language).  

Of course there is a perception in everybody’s minds (Africans) that if you are white, you have 

money, loads of it, no matter who you are (student, un-employed or employed) 

Many kids might ask you for money. Decide for yourself, how you will react. You can explain that you 

are already helping every day by being a teacher, so they can appreciate that. We personally do not 

give any money to any children, we give food. Because children won’t know how sensibly use the 

money they will get from you. Instead of few coins you can rather buy them piece of bread, pen, 

pencil, packet of milk and give it to them, they will highly appreciate it and you will feel better too. 

But if you really want to give money, give it to women, they will always use it for their 

children/family, men will generally drink it away. 

Don’t feel sorry for children in torn and filthy clothes. Their mothers dress them like this in the 

afternoon after they come home from school. They know they will instantly make them dirty with all 

the jumping and running around the dusty roads. For Sunday mass they have nicer clothes and also 

shoes (of course there are exceptions). 

 

 Volunteering work in ELA’s centre and in SEKA school, Chifira village, Nkhata Bay 

district 

ELA’s Centre:  
Centre is still being built (reasons for a delay are deeds that take time to finalize) and it will be 
located beside the beach of Malawian lake (1 minute walk to the lake). Size of the centre will be 
70m2 in 2 floors. 1st floor will be fully used as working area, where all workshops (for children, 
teachers and parents) will be held and additional individual and group school help will be offered. 
One part will be used as dining area for volunteers, divided from it kitchen with storage and sanitaria 
for children and volunteers will be located. 2nd floor will be divided in 4 rooms with 3 beds per each, 
used as sleeping/living areas for volunteers. 

 

SEKA Primary school; 

At the moment, there are  230 children in first 4 grades of primary school. And as the kids are 

growing, so is the school. The classrooms for grades 3 and 4 are being built. At the moment, school 

building consists of only two “indoor” classrooms and two “open air” ones. But with the heavy rain 

coming soon, “open air” classes are grossly overrated. There are many children in school, but only 

three qualified teachers and one intern. Our help is already hugely appreciated and every added 

volunteer will be greatly welcomed and needed.  



 

 Duration of volunteering work in ELA’s Centre: 

We warmly advise you to come at least for 3 months, as only in this still short period of time, we can 

offer some quality routine work for children and see some progress. Also, during 3 months you can 

get to know Malawian divine culture, people, way of life and get closer to children.   

If you come for shorter time 2 months or 1, we will modify our activities for maximum results.  

Your 1st week will be orienting (getting to know Chifira and nearby villages, beautiful nature, 

overnight stay with local family, snorkeling, picnic on the beach, fishing, observing school work, 

teaching techniques). 

 

 Program 

ELA’s program of work is still very much “under construction”. Your work will generally consist of 

teaching children and working with teachers. At the moment we are creating timetable for our work 

in the schools. You work will be far from routine one, together we will create successful ELA’s 

helping/working/teaching’s programs; we will figure out which is the best approach for offering 

additional study aid (small groups, individual work, how many extra hours does a child with learning 

difficulty needs, etc.). We will work through school curriculum and offer additional interesting 

practices, creating new learning materials for specific learning disability, adapting (Slovenian, 

European, American) instruments for detecting different learning disabilities to local Malawian 

culture etc.  

This aim and desire to create an efficient program is also the reason why we are searching for 

volunteers who are special needs teachers or students, psychologists, teachers of primary schools 

and similar professions (or at least some past experiences of working with children are needed).  

For your finished volunteering work you can get formal “confirmation of practice”, which will serve 

you as confirmation of practice work at your University or at least add some points on your CV 

(under abroad working experiences and humanitarian work). 

 Our days and weeks 

Our day will begin at 7.am in SEKA Primary school (30 minutes away from our Centre). Classes will 

end at 12.30om. Our activities will be inserted during the school hours, some also after it-afternoon 

extra help for children with learning disabilities, which live closer to our centre. You will work with 

(fluent speaking) English translator, who will translate it to child/children to Chitonga. Without 

his/her help, work with such young children is not possible due to lack of understanding English.  

Afternoon hours are yours as “free time”; to relax on the beach, swim, snorkel, trek around, visit 

nearby villages, get to know cultural customs, villagers, wash your clothes, read book in the hanging 

nets, enjoying . The only afternoon responsibility is to prepare for following school day and 

reporting daily observation of progress of specific child/children (group discussion, ideas,…). There 

will be one local cook/helper who will cook and clean the centre, but we will have to give additional 

helping hand (system of rotating shifts). 

On Saturdays we will organize workshops (extra curriculum activities, interesting workshops for 

stimulating motor skills, divergent thinking, sport activities, swimming classes). Once a month 

workshop for teachers (from neighboring schools) will be organized as also for parents (spreading 



acceptance about special needs, teaching them techniques they can do at home with their children 

who have learning disabilities).  

Plans for the future (when we grow older and wiser) we are planning to held literacy courses for 

local ladies, who are still in big numbers illiterate. When few laptops are donated to ELA’s Centre we 

are planning to teach locals basic computer skills (big advantage when searching for a job)  

 

 Costs of  food/meals& accommodation in ELA’s centre  

 200€/month/person= Total for buying all the food, 3 full meals, accommodation, costs for 

cleaning products, toilet paper etc.  

 

 Breakfast options  

Pancakes, boiled/fried eggs, omelet with fresh vegetables, homemade bread &buns with butter and 

jam/honey, cooked oatmeal with fresh fruit-bananas, papayas, mangoes, pineapple, melon fruit 

(seasonal), fruit salad, baked sweet potatoes (traditional), maize porridge with honey and fruits 

(locally prepared), Malawian coffee/instant coffee/tea with milk  

House helper and 1 volunteer (shifts) prepare breakfast at 6.30am. (Sun rises at 4.45am) 

 

 Lunch options 

Local dish: sweet potatoes/ Irish potatoes/ yam/ cassava with tomato sauce or cooked beans/soya 

beans/bob; Nsima (local maize polenta, which is eaten with your hands-traditional way); Rice with 

mixed vegetables; spinach, other green leaves vegetables, vegetable from our garden, vegetable 

soups, dishes with fish;  meat courses: chicken, beef, pork… 

House helper (alone or with 1 volunteer) prepares local lunch around 2pm. Lunch is cooked and 

served after volunteers come back to the centre after working in schools. 

 

 Dinner options 

International dishes: spaghetti with mix vegetables, rice, fresh caught fish baked on the 

fire/grilled/boiled in oil & meat (beef, pork, chicken) vegetable, fish, meat soups, potato chips, nsima 

with sauce, tortellini with sauce (mushrooms, vegetable, meat) and anything we might think of, if the 

ingredients are able to be bought or grown.  

Dinner we will prepare ourselves at time we desire (shifts of volunteers who cook it are planned 

ahead) 

 

 During the day seasonal fruit is available (bananas, pineapples, mangoes, papayas) as also 

fresh drinking water and tea.  

 

  

Accommodation – 1 month 

When centre will be built, upper floor (wooden) of 70m2 will serve as bedrooms/living spaces for 

volunteers. There will be 4 rooms, each will accommodate 3 volunteers. Wooden terrace will bring 

you to your rooms. First floor will serve as multi space where workshops will be held, individual help 

to special needs children will be offered, space for meetings, eating room, sofa’s for relaxing and 

“cozy nets” on the trees for chilling in the afternoon.   



 

Reason for monthly rate of 200€/person are surely expensive ingredients. Everything that is not 

“locally grown” is quite expensive (many ingredients have double even triple prices than in Europe) 

and can be bought only in Mzuzu (town 2 hours away from our centre) and in limited amounts. 

 Here are prices of some of the ingredients: cooking oil(1 liter=4€),  brown sugar(1kg=1,5€), milk(1 

liter=1,5,€), powder milk(500g=5€)- fresh milk is hard to get, dozens of eggs =3€, flour(1kg=2 €), fruit 

jam(1kg=9€), honey(1liter=9€), spaghetti(0,5kg=1,5€), 

 Distil water 0,5liter = 0,5€ . In ELA’s centre we will provide clean drinking water from a well.  

Other “delights”; yogurt(1dcl=1€), chocolate(100g=4€), corn cereals(1kg=8€), chocolate 

cookies(200g=4€), ice-cream 1 scoop=2€, Nutella(400g=7€), juice in a box(1liter=3€) 

Snacks on the market: sweet/Irish potatoes chips, portion of nsima is 1€. Traditional meal in local 

restaurant in Mzuzu, which consists of nsima/rice/ with half fish or small piece of 

chicken/beef/pork/lamb is 3€. If you go to any other “foreign” restaurant (Indian, Italian, Chinese) 

you can’t eat under 6-8€.  

 Malawi is 4th poorest African country, but this does not mean that everything is cheap, it 

really isn’t. Everything which is not nsima and tomato is expensive, so local people rarely eat 

other dishes. They simply cannot afford it, or if they do it is rare. 

We really hope you will understand monthly charges for 90 cooked meals and accommodation for 30 

days. Cheapest accommodation in nearby hostel is 7$ for camping, 100$ for rent of small 20m2 

chalet.  

 You might be asked to bring us some small gadgets, which we will need for to run our 

program and centre smoothly (school supplies, materials for specific special needs, etc.) 

There are bigger chances that things will really arrive with you comparing to sending items 

through post office - letter/packets need 3-12 weeks to (maybe) reach us. Thank YOU in 

advance/Taonga ukwongwa!  


