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This brief reports on the state of the education system in Dar es Salaam. Specifically, it 

focuses on the issue of teacher absenteeism at primary and secondary school. Findings are 

based on mobile phone interviews with 314 school children from all three districts of the 

city. Instead of this survey’s usual method of interviewing a randomly selected adult 

respondent, in this round we asked respondents to allow us to speak to their school-age 

children. By speaking directly to school children, this survey round is able to draw on first-

hand accounts of those who suffer the most from absent teachers and insufficient 

resources.1 

The main finding of this survey round is that absenteeism among primary school class 

teachers is relatively low, but absenteeism among secondary school Mathematics and 

English teachers is at crisis levels. Moreover, many primary and secondary school teachers 

fail to teach their scheduled lessons even when they are present. As a result, a large 

fraction of scheduled classes simply do not take place, especially at the secondary level. 

This fact can help explain why Tanzania’s dramatic increases in school enrollment have not 

yet translated into improved learning outcomes for children.   

 

Widespread teacher absenteeism is generally acknowledged as a major obstacle for effective and 

sustainable improvements of the country’s education system. A 2010 study by the Ministry of 

Education and Vocational Training reports that absence rates for the surveyed primary and 

secondary schools were 10% and 13% respectively.2 The 2011 UWEZO annual learning assessment 

study even found that one in five teachers were not present when their school was assessed.3 The 

African Economic Research Consortium’s Service Delivery Indicators survey found an absenteeism 

rate of 23% in primary schools in Tanzania.  

For this study, interviewers called households from the Public Services Monitoring Project panel with 

one or more children currently attending a primary or secondary school. After explaining the purpose 

of the study to the adult respondent, the interviewer asked to speak to the school children in the 

household. For each household, no more than two children were interviewed. First, the interviewer 

asked to speak with children who were at home at the time of the first phone call, with a preference 

                                                           
The Listening to Dar project is implemented by Kevin Croke, Johannes von Engelhardt and Dorica Andrew in 
collaboration with Datavision. 
1
 All reported figures are based on weighted sample data. Weights were constructed to account for the 

stratified sampling strategy of the initial baseline survey as well as to correct for non-response and dropout 
bias in the subsequent mobile phone panel waves. 
2
 The report can be downloaded at http://www.ansa-

africa.net/uploads/documents/publications/PETS_Education_Tanzania_Final_Report_March2010.pdf 
3
 For UWEZO documentation and full reports, see http://www.twaweza.org/index.php?c=83 

http://www.ansa-africa.net/uploads/documents/publications/PETS_Education_Tanzania_Final_Report_March2010.pdf
http://www.ansa-africa.net/uploads/documents/publications/PETS_Education_Tanzania_Final_Report_March2010.pdf
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Graph 1 

Out of those teachers who were supposed to 

teach on the day before the interview, what 

percentage was actually present at school? 

for the oldest school age children (to ensure an adequate sample of secondary school students). If no 

children were home, a follow up phone call was scheduled.4 

The median age of the school children in the sample is 12 years. About two-thirds of the students 

attend primary schools (68.7%) and one-third attends secondary schools (31.3%).5 The overwhelming 

majority of students receive their education at a government-run institution (90.4%), and only 8.4% 

attend a private school. Almost all children reported that they had been to school at the day of the 

interview (96.2%). We will proceed by 

first presenting this study’s findings on 

teacher absenteeism in primary 

schools. Subsequently, results are 

presented on the situation at 

secondary schools. Absenteeism 

figures are presented for public schools 

only, unless otherwise stated.  

One in nine class teachers at 

primary schools not teaching 

on the day before the 

interview 
With respect to primary schools, the 

results of the current study at first 

seem to suggest that teacher 

absenteeism is not a widespread 

problem in Dar es Salaam. Only a small 

fraction of students in primary schools 

report that their class teacher was 

absent on the day before the interview 

(2.6%). At the same time, our findings show 

that mere physical presence does not always 

guarantee that teachers fulfill all of their duties as educators. Students were also asked whether their 

teachers taught for the whole class period, part of the period, or for none of it. One in ten teachers 

did not teach all of the scheduled classes (9.3%) and 8.9% even completely failed to give their class at 

all, despite being present at school. Out of the 209 school children in public primary schools who 

were interviewed for this study, one in nine had therefore not been taught by their class teacher on 

the day before the interview (11.3%). 

                                                           
4
 This procedure means that the results are not based on a purely random sample, since there could be some 

bias in which children are more likely to be home at the time of the initial interview. Furthermore, the weighing 
procedure that was applied did not correct for the fact that the number of interviewed children per household 
varied. As explained in footnote 2, all results are based on weights on household level, accounting for attrition 
and stratification of the sample. 
3 This ratio results from deliberately oversampling those children who attend secondary schools. Given the 
relatively low enrollment rates for secondary education in Tanzania (relative to those for primary education), 
this strategy was necessary in order to gather sufficient data on secondary schools in the city. 

Graph based on responses of 207 primary school children and of 
49/57 secondary school children who were supposed to have 

Maths/English class on the day before the interview. 
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Graph 2 

What percentage of English classes 

scheduled for the day before the 

interview were actually taught? 

Given the relative small number of private primary schools in the city, our sample only included 16 

children that attend such a school. While it is therefore difficult to make robust comparisons 

between government-run and privately funded schools, the available data do show that teacher 

absenteeism is not a widespread problem in private elementary schools. None of the children 

attending a private school report that their class teacher had not taught them the day before the 

interview. 

 

Only half of primary school children used a book at school on the day before 

the interview 
In addition to teacher absenteeism, lack of school supplies can severely hinder children’s learning. 

This study shows that only half of the students in public primary schools had used a book during class 

on the day before the interview (51.1%). Furthermore, results demonstrate that a number of schools 

in the city do not have the resources to adequately equip their classrooms. One in ten children that 

were interviewed had to sit on the floor during class in the absence of enough school desks (9.7%).  

 

One in four scheduled English 

classes in secondary schools 

never took place 
Our results clearly show that the problem 

of teacher absenteeism at secondary 

schools is considerably more severe than 

within the primary education system. One in 

six students in public secondary schools who 

were supposed to have an English class on 

the day before the interview report that 

their English teacher was absent (16.7%). 

For Mathematics teachers, the situation is 

only slightly less grave, with an absence rate 

of 10.1% on the day before the interview in 

public secondary schools. To increase the 

reliability of our findings and to ensure that 

the data do not merely reflect teacher 

absenteeism on one particular day, the 

children were also asked about the previous 

five days on which their class schedule included Mathematics or English. The results from this 

question paint an even bleaker picture. Six in ten students report that their English teacher was 

absent on two or more out of the five days (61.3%) and only one fifth state that the teacher was 

present for all of the last five English classes (20,6%). On average, students report that English 

teachers in public secondary schools were absent 1.7 out of every 5 days, for an implied absenteeism 

rate of 34%. Again, results are only marginally less severe with respect to Mathematics teachers: One 

third had been absent on two or more days (35.4%) and a mere 29.5% of the students report that 

Graph based on responses of 42 school children attending public 
secondary schools in Dar es Salaam. 
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Graph 3 

Out of the last five days 

when you have had English 

lessons, on how many days 

was your teacher present at 

school? 

 

Out of the last five days 

when you have had Maths 

lessons, on how many days 

was your teacher present at 

school? 

 

 

 

 

their teacher was present on all of the last five days for which 

a Mathematics class was scheduled. On average students 

report that Mathematics teachers in public secondary schools 

were absent 1.1 days out of the past 5, implying an 

absenteeism rate of 22%.  

These findings become even more worrying when considering 

that just because a teacher is present at his/her workplace this 

does not always imply that he/she is teaching all (or any) of 

the scheduled classes. One in ten students who had an English 

class scheduled the day before the interview report that they 

were only taught part of their class (13.8%) and 7.5% even 

state that the class had not taken place at all, despite of the 

teacher being present at school. This means that close to one 

in four English classes that were scheduled for the day before 

the interview, the teacher either did not show up or was 

present at school but did not to teach the class (23.0%). 

 

Essential to talk directly to those who are most 

affected 
This study has shown that teacher absenteeism is a 

widespread problem in Dar es Salaam. Particularly in 

secondary schools, teachers regularly fail to turn up to their 

workplace. As the aforementioned 2010 Ministry report points 

out, teacher absenteeism can have various reasons, including 

illness, teachers attending vocational training or academic 

postgraduate classes, and teachers being on leave due to 

other public duties. While the possible causes for teachers’ 

absence might be diverse, the effects on children’s learning 

are unquestionably and unvaryingly disastrous. As the 2011 

UWEZO report concludes, “[w]ith this high rate of 

absenteeism, it is difficult for children to learn consistently and 

to build on their skills throughout the school year” (p. 36). 

The present study has also effectively demonstrated the value 

of gathering data on the performance of the education system 

through mobile phone surveys. Our baseline and previous 

mobile phone follow-up surveys collected information about education, but revealed that parents 

often had little information about teacher absenteeism and effort. Talking directly to children is a 

novel way to gather such information, especially for older students who are likely to be able to report 

accurately. Furthermore, while studies on teacher absenteeism typically only record teachers’ 

physical presence at schools, this report shows that it is essential to also assess whether they actually 

teach (all of) their scheduled classes. When collecting large-scale and real-time data, this can only be 

achieved by directly talking to those who suffer most from absent teachers and cancelled classes. 

Graphs based on the responses of 64 secondary 
school children in Dar es Salaam 


