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Background	  and	  Purpose	  
	  
Over	  three	  days	  the	  CARE	  team	  –	  myself	  and	  Hayley	  Capp	  (UK),	  Gilbert	  
Muyumbu	  (Kenya)	  and	  Anderson	  Kumpolota	  (Malawi)	  –	  made	  visits	  to	  five	  
schools	  to	  speak	  with	  teachers,	  Head	  Teachers	  and	  School	  Management	  
Committees	  (SMCs)	  about	  progress	  made	  with	  the	  teacher	  absentee	  system.	  	  
	  

	  
Meeting	  with	  the	  SMC	  at	  one	  of	  the	  target	  schools	  

	  
Funded	  by	  the	  World	  Bank’s	  Global	  Partnership	  for	  Social	  Accountability	  (GPSA),	  
these	  five	  schools	  were	  among	  a	  group	  identified	  by	  CARE	  project	  staff	  as	  having	  
a	  particular	  problem	  with	  teacher	  absenteeism.	  The	  text	  messaging-‐based	  
platform	  was	  implemented	  to	  help	  record	  when	  teachers	  did	  not	  report	  for	  
school,	  and	  the	  reason	  why.	  Each	  SMC	  is	  responsible	  for	  monitoring	  attendance	  
daily,	  via	  the	  Head	  Teacher	  and	  visual	  checks,	  and	  for	  updating	  the	  system	  
through	  the	  sending	  of	  a	  series	  of	  structured	  text	  messages.	  
	  
The	  specific	  objectives	  of	  the	  wider	  GPSA	  project	  (of	  which	  teacher	  absenteeism	  
is	  a	  part)	  are	  to:	  
	  
1. Increase	  in	  the	  level	  of	  efficiency,	  transparency	  and	  accountability	  in	  the	  
procurement	  processes	  of	  the	  education	  sector	  by	  2016.	  

	  
2. Decrease	  in	  teacher	  absenteeism	  rates	  in	  targeted	  schools	  in	  Malawi	  by	  2016.	  
	  
The	  purpose	  of	  my	  visit,	  as	  per	  earlier	  discussions,	  were	  to:	  
	  
1. Check	  if	  the	  messaging	  platform	  is	  fit	  for	  purpose.	  
	  
2. Ideas	  on	  how	  to	  effectively	  manage	  the	  emerging	  data	  and	  how	  it	  is	  made	  
sense	  of	  for	  sharing	  with	  different	  stakeholders.	  

	  
3. How	  to	  make	  the	  quantitative	  data	  emerging	  from	  the	  platform	  speak	  to	  the	  
qualitative	  feedback	  through	  CSC	  that	  is	  provided	  by	  communities;	  reducing	  
the	  disparities	  between	  the	  qualitative	  and	  quantitative	  aspects	  of	  the	  data.	  

	  
Most	  of	  my	  focus	  ended	  up	  on	  (1)	  and	  (2).	  We	  didn’t	  have	  the	  time	  or	  
opportunity	  on	  this	  trip	  to	  do	  much	  work	  around	  the	  Community	  Score	  Card.	  



Process	  for	  Determining	  and	  Recording	  Teacher	  Absenteeism	  
	  
A	  series	  of	  set	  questions	  directed	  my	  conversations	  with	  each	  of	  the	  School	  
Management	  Committees	  to	  help	  determine	  how	  they	  went	  about	  using	  the	  
system,	  and	  the	  steps	  they	  took	  before,	  during	  and	  after	  filing	  an	  SMS	  report	  (this	  
allowed	  for	  better	  comparison	  of	  answers).	  While	  there	  were	  subtle	  differences	  
in	  some	  of	  the	  approaches,	  the	  steps	  they	  took	  were	  strikingly	  similar.	  This	  is	  
likely	  reflected	  in	  the	  earlier	  training	  they	  received.	  
	  
Devices	  
	  
In	  each	  case,	  two	  basic	  mobile	  phones	  were	  provided	  by	  the	  project	  and	  these	  
were	  each	  held	  by	  a	  single	  SMC	  member	  (they	  all	  identified	  challenges	  in	  passing	  
round	  and	  sharing	  phones,	  based	  primarily	  on	  where	  they	  lived).	  As	  a	  result,	  in	  
each	  case	  two	  SMC	  members	  used	  their	  own	  phones	  to	  file	  reports.	  The	  donated	  
project	  phones	  used	  pre-‐pay	  SIM	  cards,	  and	  the	  short	  code	  number	  (3031)	  
where	  reports	  were	  texted	  is	  zero-‐rated,	  meaning	  own-‐phone	  use	  did	  not	  incur	  
any	  charges.	  
	  
Rota	  
	  
In	  every	  case,	  SMCs	  had	  a	  rota	  determining	  who	  was	  due	  in	  to	  carry	  out	  the	  
monitoring	  each	  day	  of	  the	  week.	  In	  most	  cases,	  people	  came	  in	  alone	  but	  in	  one	  
case	  two	  people	  shared	  the	  load.	  	  
	  
Check-in	  time	  
	  
Teachers	  are	  expected	  to	  be	  at	  school	  by	  7:30am.	  When	  they	  arrive	  they	  sign	  an	  
attendance	  register	  held	  in	  the	  Head	  Teachers	  office.	  In	  all	  but	  one	  case,	  the	  SMC	  
member	  arrived	  at	  the	  school	  between	  8:30am	  and	  9am	  to	  begin	  their	  checks.	  In	  
one	  case	  (School	  2),	  the	  monitor	  arrived	  closer	  to	  6am	  in	  order	  to	  check	  teacher	  
punctuality.	  Teachers	  who	  know	  they	  will	  be	  absent	  will	  in	  most	  cases	  call	  the	  
Head	  Teacher	  or	  have	  a	  note	  delivered,	  with	  their	  reason.	  This	  happens	  on	  
average	  about	  80%	  of	  the	  time	  across	  all	  the	  schools	  we	  visited.	  	  
	  
Check	  and	  verification	  
	  
A	  short	  while	  after	  the	  teachers	  were	  all	  due	  in,	  the	  SMC	  member	  visits	  the	  Head	  
Teacher	  and	  inspects	  the	  attendance	  register.	  In	  most	  cases	  they	  will	  also	  do	  a	  
visual	  check	  around	  the	  school.	  If	  any	  teachers	  have	  not	  signed	  in,	  they	  will	  ask	  
the	  Head	  Teacher	  if	  they	  have	  heard	  from	  the	  teacher,	  and	  if	  so	  the	  reasons	  for	  
their	  absence.	  In	  80%	  of	  cases	  the	  Head	  Teacher	  has	  this	  information.	  Depending	  
on	  the	  reason	  given,	  most	  SMCs	  carry	  out	  an	  element	  of	  verification	  (either	  by	  
calling	  or	  visiting	  the	  teacher,	  or	  by	  asking	  around	  the	  community	  or	  checking	  
with	  students).	  In	  almost	  all	  cases	  the	  reason	  for	  absence	  given	  by	  the	  teacher	  
will	  check	  out	  and	  be	  valid,	  although	  we	  did	  receive	  some	  contradictory	  
information	  on	  this.	  For	  example,	  teachers	  did	  say	  that	  they	  needed	  to	  hold	  out-‐
of-‐school	  jobs	  to	  make	  ends	  meet,	  and	  clearly	  they	  would	  not	  be	  using	  this	  as	  
their	  excuse.	  So,	  if	  this	  is	  happening,	  it	  is	  a	  surprise	  that	  the	  SMC	  are	  happy	  after	  
they	  have	  verified	  the	  reason.	  Some	  further	  investigation	  may	  be	  required.	  
	  
	  



Reporting	  absence	  
	  
Once	  the	  SMC	  member	  on	  duty	  knows	  which	  teachers	  are	  absent,	  and	  the	  reason	  
for	  each,	  they	  now	  send	  the	  information	  to	  the	  system	  via	  text	  message.	  This	  is	  
sent	  over	  two	  messages,	  the	  first	  starting	  with	  the	  teacher	  number	  (registered	  in	  
the	  system)	  and	  what	  they	  are	  reporting	  (most	  often,	  ‘absent’).	  The	  second	  
message	  requests	  a	  more	  detailed	  reason	  for	  the	  absence.	  
	  

	  
	  
Ongoing	  monitoring	  
	  
In	  the	  case	  of	  all	  SMCs,	  once	  the	  report(s)	  have	  been	  filed	  the	  member	  will	  stay	  at	  
the	  school	  until	  late	  morning	  to	  ensure	  that	  teachers	  remain	  teaching,	  and	  do	  not	  
leave	  early.	  Some	  also	  sit	  in	  on	  class	  to	  monitor	  quality	  of	  the	  teaching.	  
	  
	  
Web	  dashboard	  
	  
The	  whole	  system	  –	  messages,	  registered	  teachers,	  responses,	  reports	  and	  
absence	  categories	  among	  them	  –	  are	  managed	  from	  an	  online	  portal	  provided	  
by	  Souktel.	  Given	  the	  sensitivity	  of	  the	  data	  only	  CARE	  staff	  currently	  have	  
access,	  and	  it	  should	  probably	  remain	  this	  way	  (or,	  at	  least,	  additional	  access	  
should	  be	  carefully	  considered	  before	  being	  granted).	  	  
	  
Most	  of	  the	  customization	  can	  be	  carried	  out	  through	  the	  Dashboard,	  although	  
some	  recommendations	  are	  made	  later	  in	  this	  report	  which	  would	  likely	  require	  
some	  additional	  programming	  or	  coding	  work	  by	  Souktel	  themselves.	  	  



	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

Top:	  Table	  detailing	  absentee	  reports	  in	  date	  order	  
	  

Middle:	  Attendance	  performance	  bar	  graph	  
	  

Bottom:	  Configuring	  responses	  and	  setting	  up	  categories	  of	  absence	  
	  



Overall	  conclusion	  
	  
Overall,	  the	  system	  so	  far	  appears	  to	  be	  effective	  in	  reducing	  teacher	  
absenteeism,	  although	  it	  became	  apparent	  during	  our	  visits	  that	  it	  was	  focusing	  
on	  a	  single	  symptom	  of	  a	  far	  wider	  range	  of	  issues.	  Many	  of	  these	  are	  complex,	  
and	  it	  may	  be	  worth	  considering	  whether	  there	  may	  be	  some	  way	  of	  collecting	  
more	  targeted	  data	  on	  those,	  in	  addition	  to	  hard	  absenteeism	  numbers.	  What,	  for	  
example,	  could	  the	  teachers	  report	  on	  which	  might	  give	  a	  better	  indication	  of	  the	  
scale	  and	  range	  of	  challenges	  they	  face	  each	  day?	  What	  information	  would	  be	  
useful	  to	  the	  Ministry	  of	  Education,	  or	  the	  Head	  Teacher?	  
	  
	  
Recommendations	  
	  
1. There	  appeared	  to	  be	  some	  confusion	  among	  the	  SMCs	  and	  the	  teachers	  

about	  how	  the	  system	  operated	  and	  what	  data	  was	  collected,	  and	  where	  it	  
went.	  Some	  additional	  training	  at	  the	  schools	  would	  be	  recommended	  to	  
help	  clear	  this	  up,	  particularly	  given	  some	  of	  the	  misunderstanding	  was	  
fueling	  unnecessary	  mistrust	  among	  the	  SMC	  and	  the	  teachers.	  

	  
2. When	  these	  training	  refresh	  sessions	  take	  place	  staff	  should	  collect	  

information	  on	  the	  additional	  categories	  of	  absence	  that	  each	  SMC	  requires	  
from	  the	  system.	  They	  can	  then	  be	  added	  by	  the	  system	  administrator.	  

	  
3. Weekly	  or	  monthly	  updates	  should	  be	  provided	  to	  the	  SMCs	  (total	  messages	  

sent,	  some	  kind	  of	  analysis,	  and	  charts)	  so	  they	  can	  see	  the	  type	  of	  data	  their	  
work	  generates,	  and	  how	  it	  contributes	  towards	  the	  project.	  Perhaps	  this	  
could	  be	  printed	  and	  sent	  to	  SMCs,	  or	  emailed	  via	  schools.	  	  

	  
4. Additional	  information	  about	  teachers	  could	  be	  recorded	  (based	  on	  the	  

education	  Code	  of	  Conduct	  –	  I	  took	  a	  photo	  if	  you	  need	  one.	  It’s	  in	  my	  trip	  
photos	  shared	  folder).	  However,	  only	  one	  SMC	  suggested	  doing	  this	  (in	  this	  
case	  it	  was	  to	  record	  teacher	  punctuality).	  Given	  there	  is	  already	  a	  degree	  of	  
mistrust	  with	  the	  system	  and	  process,	  I	  would	  be	  hesitant	  at	  this	  stage	  to	  
introduce	  any	  additional	  data	  collection	  which	  focuses	  on	  the	  teachers,	  but	  
to	  simply	  expand	  the	  categories	  needed	  for	  the	  current	  data	  (as	  per	  (1)	  
above).	  

	  
5. Filing	  a	  single	  absenteeism	  report	  involves	  the	  sending	  of	  two	  text	  messages,	  

and	  the	  receiving	  of	  two	  in	  return.	  If	  the	  initiative	  is	  to	  continue	  into	  the	  
future,	  costs	  will	  almost	  certainly	  be	  a	  consideration	  and	  four	  messages	  per	  
filing	  may	  be	  an	  obvious	  place	  to	  make	  savings.	  One	  recommendation	  would	  
be	  to	  combine	  the	  first	  two	  messages	  into	  one,	  so	  the	  SMC	  member	  sends	  in	  
one	  text	  with	  the	  required	  information	  –	  for	  example:	  

	  
<Teacher	  ID>	  _	  <Cause	  of	  absence>	  _	  <Verified	  Y/N>	  _	  <Any	  additional	  	  
information>	  
	  
The	  system	  could	  respond	  with	  a	  confirmation	  message	  which	  could	  also	  
contain	  a	  running	  total	  of	  submitted	  reports,	  or	  some	  other	  information.	  This	  
feedback	  would	  close	  the	  loop	  on	  a	  daily	  basis	  with	  the	  SMC.	  One	  thing	  to	  



consider	  is	  that	  changing	  the	  way	  reports	  are	  filed	  might	  require	  a	  little	  
additional	  training	  and	  guidance	  for	  the	  SMC	  members.	  

	  
6. It	  is	  not	  always	  entirely	  clear	  whether	  or	  not	  a	  reason	  for	  absence	  has	  been	  

fully	  and	  independently	  verified,	  so	  adding	  the	  ability	  for	  the	  SMC	  member	  to	  
say	  whether	  it	  has	  or	  not	  might	  be	  helpful	  when	  the	  data	  is	  analysed.	  

	  
7. Part	  of	  my	  remit	  was	  to	  determine	  whether	  or	  not	  the	  system	  could	  be	  used	  

in	  other	  areas,	  for	  example	  to	  help	  with	  the	  textbook	  monitoring.	  We	  were	  
unable	  to	  speak	  to	  any	  SMCs	  who	  had	  been	  through	  the	  whole	  monitoring	  
process,	  and	  this	  might	  not	  be	  surprising	  considering	  books	  are	  delivered	  
once	  a	  year	  at	  best.	  Any	  kind	  of	  assessment	  of	  how	  this	  is	  going	  –	  and	  how	  
the	  SMS	  system	  might	  help	  –	  is	  unlikely	  to	  be	  possible	  for	  another	  couple	  of	  
years.	  

	  
8. Regarding	  ways	  the	  system	  could	  be	  used	  to	  collect	  different	  types	  data,	  the	  

way	  it	  is	  set	  up	  means	  there	  is	  no	  reason	  why	  it	  could	  not	  be	  adapted	  to	  meet	  
any	  additional	  reporting	  needs.	  However,	  a	  more	  detailed	  needs-‐assessment	  
might	  need	  to	  take	  place	  to	  determine	  what	  that	  could,	  and	  should,	  be.	  

	  
9. On	  that	  note,	  I	  would	  highly	  recommend	  working	  with	  the	  teachers	  to	  

determine	  whether	  or	  not	  there	  are	  opportunities	  for	  them	  to	  directly	  input	  
data	  into	  the	  system	  which	  captures	  their	  own	  challenges.	  In	  addition	  to	  
giving	  them	  more	  involvement	  and	  ownership	  in	  the	  activity,	  the	  data	  they	  
provide	  might	  usefully	  offset	  the	  data	  reporting	  on	  their	  absence	  and	  give	  it	  
richer	  context.	  	  

	  
10. Finally,	  there	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  considerable	  opportunity	  to	  provide	  additional	  

technical	  support	  and	  advice	  to	  the	  CARE	  Malawi	  staff	  on	  matters	  of	  
technology	  use	  and	  innovation	  in	  their	  work.	  There	  was	  a	  good	  general	  
understanding	  of	  the	  workings	  of	  the	  teacher	  absenteeism	  system,	  but	  little	  
in-‐house	  capacity	  to	  carry	  out	  a	  technical	  review.	  	  


