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ABSTRACT  

Secondary education is a critical concern and focus of policy interest in Tanzania as 

well as throughout Sub-Saharan Africa. The rapid expansion and deteriorating quality 

of the secondary education sector has raised questions regarding the social and person-

al relevance of the existing system. This study explores and presents the voices and 

perspectives of female students concerning critical policy issues in the development of 

secondary education in Tanzania. The study analyses how students’ perspectives can 

complement and contrast with both the national and international policy approach to 

the development of secondary education. Using a critical approach, the study focuses 

on the experiences, plans and aspirations of female students, who are an under-

represented and under-performing group in post-primary education. The study analyses 

the social and cultural contexts that influence the advancement of girls and young 

women and which motivate them to pursue further education. The conceptual frame-

work is drawn from theories on future orientation and on the transition to adulthood. 

Student voice research is applied and explored as a strategy to present the students’ 

perspectives so that they could be included in policy dialogue from which they have 

previously been excluded.  

The personal relevance of education in the lives and future orientation of 100 

Tanzanian female secondary students living in the city of Dar es Salaam was analysed 

using qualitative methods aiming at giving students voice. Data were collected through 

1) empathy-based stories and 2) a semi-structured qualitative questionnaire focusing on 

the plans, experiences and future orientation of students enrolled in lower-secondary 

education. The realised transitions from lower-secondary to upper-secondary education 

were followed up through 3) individual interviews (n=7). Finally, 4) a policy text anal-

ysis was conducted to reflect the critical issues brought up by students against the doc-

umented policy articulations. 

 The results of the study emphasise the importance of personal effort and learning 

strategies for advancement in education in students’ thinking. During secondary educa-

tion, and particularly the transition from the lower- to upper-secondary level, the fami-

ly is a critical enabling and constraining context for female students’ advancement. 

Peers, educated seniors and religious groups also provide significant support to stu-

dents, with school-related factors playing only a marginal role in the students’ consid-

erations. Secondary education is given both instrumental and intrinsic value by the 

students, who want to continue education beyond lower-secondary school in order to 

reach their personal and professional goals. Education is considered a key for the tran-

sition to adulthood and to gaining a good life.  

 The study contributes to discussions on the relational nature of aspirations, fu-

ture orientation and youth transitions. Experiences with a student-centred approach 

show how research can be used to voice female students’ perspectives on critical poli-



cy concerns. The study concludes that the students’ perspectives provide complemen-

tary and contesting views to development of Tanzanian secondary education. Further 

research utilising student-centred methodologies and student voice is encouraged to 

include students’ perspectives in the dialogue on the development of education in Tan-

zania and elsewhere.  

Key words: relevance, student voice, secondary education, Tanzania, Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

  



TIIVISTELMÄ 

Tansaniassa ja monissa muissa Saharan eteläpuolisen Afrikan maissa toisen asteen 

koulutus on keskeinen huolenaihe ja poliittisen huomion kohde. Toisen asteen 

koulutuksen nopea laajentuminen ja koulutuksen heikentynyt laatu kyseenalaistavat 

nykyisten järjestelmien sosiaalisen ja henkilökohtaisen relevanssin. Tässä 

tutkimuksessa selvitetään naisopiskelijoiden näkökulmia koulutuksen merkityksestä ja 

tuodaan esiin heidän äänensä koulutuksen kehittämiseksi Tansaniassa. Tytöt ja naiset 

ovat heikommin edustettuina toisen asteen koulutuksessa, ja heidän koulume-

nestyksensä on poikia heikompaa. Kriittiseen tutkimusotteeseen nojautuen tutkimus 

keskittyy naisopiskelijoiden kokemuksiin, suunnitelmiin ja tavoitteisiin. Tutkimuksen 

tavoitteena on tuottaa tietoa, kuinka opiskelijoiden näkökulmat täydentävät kansallisia 

ja kansainvälisiä koulutuspoliittisia linjauksia, ja millaisia eroavuuksia on 

opiskelijoiden näkemyksissä ja linjauksissa Tarkastelemalla opiskelijoiden kokemuksia 

kartoitetaan sosiaalisia ja kulttuurisia tekijöitä, jotka vaikuttavat tyttöjen etenemiseen 

koulutuksessa ja joiden perusteella he haluavat kouluttautua lisää. Teoreettinen 

viitekehys pohjautuu koulutuksen kriittiseen tutkimukseen, sekä tulevaisuusorientaatio- 

ja transitioteorioihin. Tutkimus painottaa opiskelijoiden ääntä ja tuo esiin tutkimuksen 

strategisena mahdollisuutena sisällyttää opiskelijoiden näkemyksiä koulutuspoliittiseen 

dialogiin ja koulutuksen kehittämiseen. Koulutuksen koettua relevanssia tutkittiin 

sadan Dar es Salaamissa koulua käyvän nuoren naisen elämässä ja tulevaisuus-

orientaatioissa. Laadullinen tutkimusaineisto kerättiin 1) eläytymistarinoilla, 2) laadul-

lisella kyselyllä opiskelijoiden kokemuksista, suunnitelmista ja tulevaisuusorientaati-

osta ja 3) yksilöiden (N=7) seurantahaastatteluilla. Lopuksi 4) opiskelijoiden esiin 

tuomia kysymyksiä tarkasteltiin suhteessa keskeisiin toisen asteen koulutuksen 

kehittämistä ohjaaviin koulutuspoliittisiin asiakirjoihin.  

 Opiskelijoiden näkemyksissä korostuvat oman yritteliäisyyden ja 

opiskelutaitojen merkitys koulutuksessa etenemisessä. Toisen asteen koulutuksen aika-

na ja varsinkin 11. ja 12. opiskeluvuoden välisessä kriittisessä siirtymässä perheen 

koetaan mahdollistavan siirtymä seuraavalle koulutusasteelle. Toisaalta perhe on myös 

keskeinen este naisopiskelijoiden koulutuksessa etenemiselle. Opiskelutoverit, koulu-

tetut aikuiset ja uskonnolliset vertaisryhmät tarjoavat merkittävää tukea opiskelijoille. 

Kouluun liittyvillä tekijöillä on opiskelijoiden ajattelussa hyvin pieni rooli. 

Koulutukselle annetaan sekä välineellinen arvo että itseisarvo. Tytöt haluavat koulut-

tautua lisää saaavuttaakseen henkilökohtaiset ja ammatilliset tavoitteensa. Koulut-

tautuminen nähdään avaimena aikuistumiseen ja hyvään elämään. 

Tutkimus lisää teoreettista ymmärrystä nuorten tavoitteiden, tulevai-

suusorientaation ja transitioiden relationaalisuudesta. Opiskelijoiden näkökulmat 

täydentävät keskeisiä koulutuspoliittisia linjauksia ja osoittavat opiskelijakeskeisen 

tutkimusnäkökulman hyödyllisyyden. Opiskelijoiden kriittisiin poliittisiin kysymyksiin 



tuomat näkökulmat osoittavat opiskelijakeskeisen tutkimusnäkökulman hyödyntämisen 

mahdollisuudet. Johtopäätöksenä voi todeta, että opiskelijoiden näkökulmat tarjoavat 

täydentävää tietoa koulutuksen kehittämiseen Tansaniassa. Tämän perusteella jatko-

tutkimus, jossa hyödynnetään opiskelijakeskeisiä menetelmiä, on tarpeellinen lisä 

koulutuspoliittiseen dialogiin.  

Asiasanat: koulutuksen relevanssi, opiskelijoiden ääni, toisen asteen koulutus, 

Tansania, Saharan eteläpuoleinen Afrikka 

  



MUHTASARI   

Elimu ya sekondari imejaa umuhimu unaogusa mioyo, vilevile ni kiini cha shauku la 

kutoa mwelekeo wa sera Tanzania na Afrika Kusini mwa Sahara. Kupanuka kwa kasi 

na kudorora kwa ubora wa sekta ya elimu ya sekondari kumeibua maswali kuhusiana 

na maana halisi na umuhimu wa mfumo uliopo kijamii na kibinafsi. Utafiti huu 

unachungua  na kuwasilisha sauti na mitazamo ya wanafunzi wa kike kuhusu masuala 

muhimu kisera katika uendelezaji wa elimu ya sekondari Tanzania. Vilevile 

unachanganua mitazamo ya wanafunzi inavyoweza kushamirishana na kutofautiana na 

mwenendo wa kisera kitaifa na kimataifa kuhusu maendeleo ya elimu ya sekondari. 

Kwa kutumia mbinu makinifu, utafiti huu umezingatia uzoefu, mipango, na azma ya 

wanafunzi wa kike kusonga mbele, kwani kundi lao lina uwakilishi mdogo, pia hupata 

matokeo hafifu wanapohitimu elimu ya msingi. Pia utafiti huu unachanganua 

mazingira ya kijamii na kitamaduni yanayowashawishi na kuwahamasisha wasichana 

na vijana wa kike kusonga mbele ili wafanikiwe kuendelea na elimu ya juu.  Mfumo 

wa kidhana, kujenga wazo la kitafiti, umetokana na nadharia zinazogusia mwelekeo wa 

siku zijazo na mpito kuingia utu uzima. Utafiti wenye kuhusisha  kuwasikiliza 

wanafunzi umetumiwa kama mkakati wa kufikisha mitazamo yao ili wajumuishwe, 

kinyume na hapo awali, kwenye mjadala wa kisera. 

 Maana binafsi ya elimu maishani na mwelekeo wa siku zijazo kwa wanafunzi 

100 wa kike wa kitanzania wa shule za sekondari waishio jijini Dar es Salaam 

ilichanganuliwa kwa kutumia mtindo wa utafiti stahilifu ili kuwapatia wanafunzi fursa 

ya kujisemea. Data zilikusanywa kupitia 1) simulizi za uelewa wa maono na 2) dodoso 

muundo-nusu zilizojikita kwenye mipango, uzoefu, na mwelekeo wa siku zijazo wa 

wanafunzi wa elimu ya sekondari ngazi ya kawaida. Wanafunzi saba waliofaulu 

kujiunga na elimu ya juu ya sekondari walifuatiliwa kupitia 3) mahojiano binafsi (n=7, 

kitakwimu). Hatimaye, 4) uchanganuzi wa maandiko ya kisera uliendeshwa kuashiria 

masuala nyeti yaliyoibuliwa na wanafunzi dhidi ya matamko rasmi kwenye nyaraka za 

sera.  

 Matokeo ya utafiti huu yanakazia umuhimu wa juhudi binafsi na mikakati ya 

kujifunza ili kuleta maendeleo ya elimu kwenye fikira za wanafunzi. Kipindi chote cha 

elimu ya sekondari, hususani mpito kuingia ngazi ya juu sekondari, familia na hadhi 

yake ni kiwezesha muhimu sana au kizingiti kwa mwanafunzi wa kike kusonga mbele. 

Rika moja, wakubwa walioelimika na makundi kwenye asasi za kidini huchangia 

pakubwa kuwategemeza wanafunzi, huku vipengele vinavyohusiana na shule 

vikichangia kwa mbali kwenye nadhari za wanafunzi. Elimu ya sekondari 

inathaminiwa kama nyenzo muhimu ifaayo, na kiasili kama hazina halisi. Elimu 

inachukuliwa kuwa ufunguo wa mpito wa kuingia utu uzima, hatimaye maisha mazuri. 

 Hivyo, utafiti huu unachangia kwenye mijadala inayogusia kiini cha shauku la 

kutaka kusonga mbele na kufaulu, mwelekeo wa siku zijazo, na mapito ya vijana. 



Uzoefu uliotokana na mlengo unaohusisha wanafunzi waonesha utafiti unavyoweza 

kutumiwa kuwasilisha mitazamo ya wanafunzi wa kike kuhusu masuala muhimu 

kisera.  Hatimaye, utafiti huu unahitimisha kwamba mitazamo ya wanafunzi 

huwasilisha maoni yenye kushamirishana, na hata kutofautiana, kuhusu maendeleo ya 

elimu ya sekondari ya kitanzania. Utafiti zaidi wenye kutumia methodolojia 

zinazozingatia kuhusisha wanafunzi na sauti zao wapendekezwa ili kujumuisha 

mitazamo yao kwenye mjadala unaohusu maendeleo ya elimu Tanzania na 

kwingineko.   

Maneno maalum: sauti ya wanafunzi, elimu ya sekondari, Afrika Kusini mwa Sahara, 

Tanzania. 
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1 Introduction 

Working as an education expert in an international organisation in Africa, I observed 

that students’ perspectives were often included only as anecdotal elements in education 

monitoring and education policy discourse. This observation and the frustration that 

followed served as the initial catalyst for engaging in this study. As the ultimate 

beneficiaries of education policy, students’ voices need to be heard so that they can 

contribute to meaningful transformation of the systems. This conviction guided me to 

develop a research design that draws on a critical research approach to education and 

places student voice up front.
1
 Through this research I argue for contextual, student-

centred policy research and for the importance of evaluating policies and their 

implementation through their impact on people’s lives. This study provides the 

perspectives of female students on the current challenges related to relevance –

particularly issues of quality, advancement and transitions – in the context of 

secondary education in Tanzania. Critical issues brought up by female students are 

analysed and discussed against previous studies, statistics and policy documents.  

As an inherently relative concept (Allison & Paquette 1991, 2), the relevance 

of education is assessed through the relationship of education to individuals and society 

(Bruner 1972, 114). Furthermore, the relevance of education is always relative to the 

actual or ideal state of society, and relevance evolves in line with the changes in 

society (Halaoui 2003, 9). In Tanzania, relevance was a particularly powerful policy 

concept in the development of education after independence in 1961 through to the 

early 1980s, when it was used to justify the wide vocationalisation reforms and 

centralised governance of education aiming at increasing national coherence. 

Following three decades of development marked by global education policies, 

earmarked external funding, privatisation and rapid expansion at the cost of quality, 

concerns over the relevance of education have re-emerged. In particular, the decreasing 

quality of secondary education has recently caused heated public debates in the 

Tanzanian policy forums and the media. What seems to be missing from the debates 

and analysis of secondary education are the perspectives of students, who are the most 

affected by the situation. In this study, the relevance of secondary education is 

evaluated from a personal perspective in relation to the aspirations, future orientation 

and transition experiences of female students who are, compared with male students, 

                                                      
1
 The study was initiated as part of a joint research project of the University of Jyväskylä, Fin-

land and the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, titled: “Educated girls in and women in 

Tanzania – Sociocultural interpretations on the meaning of formal education”, funded by the 

Academy of Finland in 2007–2011. 

https://www.jyu.fi/ytk/laitokset/yfi/en/research/clusters/concluded-projects/educatedtanzania 
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under-performing and at a higher risk of dropping out of secondary education. The 

personal relevance of education is defined as the meaning, value and usefulness of 

education as experienced and articulated by students. 

This thesis summary describes the research process and summarises the key 

findings published in separate research articles. The second chapter places the study in 

a wider context of youth and education in Africa with a focus on transitions to 

adulthood in African contexts, secondary education as a critical transition stage and 

development of education from a gender perspective. The third chapter introduces and 

justifies the adoption of a critical, actor-centred research approach to the study of 

education and development. The fourth chapter presents the purpose statement and 

research questions that have guided the inquiry. The research context, participants and 

the research process are introduced in the fifth chapter. Due to the explorative nature of 

this research, emphasis is given to the methodological considerations. 

  The four sub-studies reported in separate research articles present the 

research findings and engage in discourses on: 1) qualitative methods in cross-cultural 

educational research; 2) the importance of family in educational advancement; 3) the 

role of secondary education in youth transitions; and 4) the significance of student 

voice in the development of education in Sub-Saharan Africa. A brief overview of the 

four sub-studies included in this dissertation and their key findings are provided in 

Chapter Six of the thesis summary. The first sub-study emphasises the importance of 

methods in this research motivated by the aim to apply innovative qualitative methods 

to the study of education and development. Grounded in the exploratory work done in 

sub-study I, sub-studies II and III focus on the realities and experiences of the research 

group, resulting in socio-cultural interpretations on the meaning of education and social 

conditions for the educational advancement of Tanzanian girls and young women. Sub-

study IV reflects the voices of female students against policy articulations and 

discusses the potential contribution of students’ perspectives to the development of 

secondary education. Key findings are summarised according to the overall research 

themes and questions. Finally, Chapter Seven discusses the contribution of the study 

and evaluates how it succeeded in achieving its aims. To conclude, the implications for 

policy and practice are discussed and ideas for future research are outlined.  
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2 Youth transitions, gender and secondary education in the 
Global South 

2.1 Contextual and relational transitions 

”We are now in the age of youth. Today’s human population is the youngest 

in recorded history. About half of all people are under the age of twenty-five 

– nearly a quarter of today’s population are youth between the ages of twelve 

and twenty-four. 86% of people in this group live in the developing world.”   

     Marc Sommers (2012, 5) 

This study takes part in the current discussions on the role and position of youth in the 

Global South in the context of secondary education. Being young in the ‘age of youth’ 

is a life of expanding opportunities but also of struggle and competition, particularly in 

the Global South. Sommers (2012, 5) has argued that due to youthful demographies 

and urbanization, for many, youth has become waithood. In African cities, the 

contradiction between livelihoods and desires may prevent young people from entering 

adulthood and many lack opportunities to use the lengthening youth phase of their lives 

to acquire education and training (Lloyd 2005; Tranberg Hansen 2005).  

Young people are making their transition to adulthood in the interplay of self, 

family and the wider social context. According to Heinz (2009, 4), “transitions are 

contingent and linked to complex interactions between decisions, opportunity 

structures and social pathways with more or less institutionalized guidelines and 

regulations”. Recently, the links between pathways (focus on structure) and 

navigations (focus on agency) have become a central theme for transition research and 

efforts have been made to diminish the divide between the structural and cultural 

approaches to transitions (Furlong et al. 2011; Heinz 2009). In their analysis of the 

positions of contemporary African youth, Christiansen, Utas and Vigh (2006) have 

similarly emphasized the need for a dualist analysis of the inseparable social and 

experimental aspects of youth that pays attention to both the meaning young people 

create and their location within their social context. The authors have further argued 

that youth should be seen as a position in movement. Seeing the phase and position of 

youth as both social being and becoming is required to understand how young people 

seek to make the best out of their (meagre) life chances and navigate towards better 

positions (Ibid., 11–12). 

 The concept of navigation is used to study individual agency in transitions. 

According to Vigh (2009), the value of the concept of navigation is in its focus on how 

people interact with their social environments and how they adjust to social forces and 

change. In the present study on youth transitions, agency is defined as people’s self-

directed decisions within the alternative pathways to adulthood and as their reactions to 
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changing circumstances and uncertain prospects (see Heinz 2009; Evans & Furlong 

1997). Whyte (2006, 260) has contended that youth navigations are – at least initially – 

local journeys, embedded in the specific. They can be seen as journeys made through a 

space made up of competing claims and value systems. In a study of urban 

Cameroonian youth, Waage (2006, 83) described their navigations as constant 

negotiations concerning the relation between achieved roles and the management of a 

respectable identity. In research on navigations, the focus is on young people’s 

strategies and opportunities and on how they organize and make sense of their daily 

lives within a stressful environment (Waage 2006). In turbulent, changing contexts, 

“one has to reach deep inside and tap into one’s own resources of strengths in order to 

be able to create meaning and transparency amid the opacity of a fragmented world” 

(DeBoeck & Honwana 2005, 12).  

 Based on research on youth transitions and education in India, Morrow (2012) 

argued that many of the assumptions underpinning the global policy discourse on 

transitions idealise education and fail to match the realities of young people’s everyday 

lives. Similarly, research by Arnot, Jeffery and Casely Hayford (2012) on female 

agency in Ghana and India highlighted the importance of challenging Northern 

assumptions regarding transitions in the study of youth in the Global South. Apart from 

transitions in education, social and cultural transitions are fundamentally important on 

a subjective level (Ibid.). Studies on youth in the Global South have analysed 

transitions through education (Helgesson 2006; Crivello 2011), economic 

independence (Waage 2006; Morrow 2012), transition through marriage
2
 (Boehm 

2006; Arnot et al. 2012), transition through migration (Azaola 2012) and ‘failed 

transitions’ (Moyer 2003; Tranberg Hansen 2005). These studies have explained how 

living in contexts marked by poverty, competition over educational opportunities and 

high levels of youth unemployment often result in prolonged transitions and a sense of 

failure among youth. Sommers (2012, 3) describe the prolonged transition as a liminal 

stage of becoming where the marker events such as graduation and marriage are 

postponed. He argues that youth may even become a state of permanent ambiguity, as 

cultural prerequisites for adulthood are hard, if not impossible, to attain (Ibid.). 

Qualitative studies have illustrated how the adult aspects and non-adult aspects of life 

are intertwined in the realities of youth and their identities are re-created by integrating 

different cultural ideals and negotiating a possible life (Boehm 2006; Helgesson 2006; 

Tranberg Hansen 2008). As an example, shared (both real and imagined) identities and 

unconventional living arrangements are formed to establish meaningful networks 

among city youth marginalised from formal education and employment (Moyer 2003; 

                                                      
2
 In many countries of the Global South, marriage remains a major means for females to make 

the transition to adulthood. Studies have shown that marriage can have controversial out-

comes for girls and women. Early marriage is a significant health risk and a constraint to 

girls’ educational ambitions (see Chabaan & Cunningham (2010) for a recent analysis of bar-

riers to girls’ education in the Global South).  
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Tranberg Hansen 2005). In these situations, personal navigation skills and social 

support mechanisms become essential in making a successful, or at least socially 

acceptable, transition to adulthood.  

 In general, in the Global North, research focusing on the transition to adulthood 

considers individual autonomy as the goal of the transition from education to 

employment and from childhood family to one’s own family (Salmela-Aro 2001; 

Hartmann & Swartz 2006). In contrast, Thomson, Henderson and Holland (2003) have 

criticised the dominant theoretical and policy agenda that centres on individualisation 

and tends to underplay the importance of relationships in youth transitions.
3
 Thomson 

et al. (2003) have further argued that understanding the identities and practices in 

which individuals engage requires acknowledging the importance of relationships as 

well as the forms of reciprocity and obligation that are embedded within them. Like-

wise, emphasizing the relational nature of transitions, Heinz (2009) has argued for 

further research on how relationships between young adults and parents, peers and 

partners contribute to the courses and outcomes of transitions. 

Similarly, the individualised definitions of the transition to adulthood prevalent 

in the Global North have been criticized by studies on young adults in Africa that 

depict how possible futures are negotiated in the interplay of individual, family and the 

wider social context (Arnot et al. 2012; Helgesson 2006; Tranberg Hansen 2005, 

2008). Research by Arnot et al. (2012) in Ghana and India highlighted the central role 

of parents and other relationships in the orientation of young people towards the future. 

Again, Morrow (2012) has emphasised that it is essential to recognise and further 

analyse the interconnectedness and dependency of youth transitions in the Global 

South.  

Relationships are critical to pursuing personal goals. The Cameroonian youth 

studied by Waage (2006) were strongly reliant on their relational knowledge to realize 

their dreams. Similarly, Helgesson’s (2006) study on urban Tanzanian and Mozambi-

can youth showed that the educational advancement of youth was closely tied to their 

social capital. Stambach and Phillips (2008) have argued that in Tanzania educational 

paths are not created through active choice from the educational market but through the 

relationships that people create and cultivate. Therefore, it is important to analyse 

access to educational opportunities as an issue of social relationships.  

African youth, both male and female, are struggling to combine their ambitions 

regarding education, employment and establishing a family, which are interconnected 

aspects of the transition to adulthood (Tranberg Hansen 2005, 2008; Helgesson 2006). 

In the study of young women and their future visions, the balancing required between 

independence and relationships becomes central. Previous research in the Global North 

has shown that girls and young women recognise the need for balancing between self 

and others when thinking about their future (e.g. McLeod & Yates 1998; Sanders & 

                                                      
3
 See also Brannen and Nilsen (2005) for a discussion on individualisation, choice and structure.  
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Munford 2008). The independent orientation of female secondary school students’ 

future visions has been identified in studies conducted in Lesotho and Zambia (Ansell 

2004) and Tanzania (Stambach 2000), whereas studies of educated women in Tanzania 

(Okkolin 2013) and Kenya (Latvala 2006) have revealed the importance given to social 

relations besides individual ambitions or a career. Educated girls and women balance 

between traditional and modern gender roles and articulate the expected outcomes and 

benefits of schooling through family rather than the community (Müller 2006; Chege 

& Arnot 2012). 

The changing role of marriage has been a focus of studies on gendered 

transitions in the Global South. Particularly in rural contexts, secondary schooling has 

generated controversial, gendered impacts on young people’s transitions in Tanzania 

(Stambach 2000), Lesotho (Ansell 2004), Ghana (Arnot et al. 2012) and India (Morrow 

2012; Arnot et al. 2012). Secondary education both changes preferences and makes 

marriage formation more problematic for both young men and women. Boehm (2006) 

has studied the changing pathways of young urban women in Lesotho, noting that the 

traditional transition through marriage has become both less preferable and more 

problematic for urban females due to increasing opportunities for higher education and 

rapidly changing labour markets.  

Transitions of youth, particularly in relation to education and employment, 

have become an international policy focus
4
 and a growing, yet marginal, research 

interest in youth in the Global South is observed in fields such as youth studies, 

sociology, development studies and education. Critical research agendas have been 

advanced to better understand the transitions and social change. A critical transition 

research agenda should adopt a subject-sided and action-oriented view on transitions to 

investigate transitions across life spheres and identify how the existing structures 

supporting youth transitions, including education, could be developed to meet the 

changing needs of youth (EGRIS 2001). In their analysis of youth transitions and social 

change, Jeffrey and McDowell (2004) emphasized the importance of cross-learning 

between the perspectives of the Global North and the Global South in order to better 

understand the impacts of economic restructuring and educational change in different 

contexts. However, the absence of research on in-school youth and on the role of 

education in transitions is notable in compilations of research on African youth 

(Honwana & De Boeck 2005; Christiansen et al. 2006). Roberts (2011) has called for 

further research on transitions of the ordinary youth, the ‘missing middle’ who are 

neither following tidy pathways nor have been marginalized from education and 

employment. In both the Global North and the Global South, there is a large group of 

young people between the socially included and the socially excluded trying to survive 

                                                      
4
 E.g. the 2012 Education for All Global Monitoring Report (UNESCO 2012a) focuses on 

youth, skills and employment. See also Lloyd (2005) for an extensive discussion on youth 

transitions in the Global South and Garcia and Fares (2008) for a discussion on youth em-

ployment in Africa. 
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on scarce resources, whose age and gender ideals regarding transitions are challenged 

by the poor opportunities and employment prospects (e.g. Tranberg Hansen 2008; 

Roberts 2011).   

Young people are both social navigators of the present and social generators 

of future (Christiansen et al. 2006, 21), as well as makers and breakers of society 

(DeBoeck & Honwana 2005). Following that, in any context youth are central to 

negotiating continuity and change (Durham 2000). In this research review emphasis 

has been given to actor-centred research on youth strategies and opportunities in order 

to provide a reference base for this study and identify research gaps on youth 

transitions. Based on the critique of individualised approaches to transitions, a 

relational approach to transitions is adopted in this study. Here, Tanzanian female 

students are seen as agents who are actively constructing a sense of themselves and 

their futures as women within the existing social, cultural and institutional contexts.  

2.2 The role and relevance of secondary education in youth transitions 

A rapidly increasing number of young people in the Global South pursue their 

transition to adulthood through education.
5

 The growing expectations of youth 

regarding a secure future through paid employment have increased the demands for 

secondary education (Ansell 2004). Secondary education is the fastest growing sector 

of formal education throughout the Global South (MacLean 2005, 55). Yet, the 

transitions to secondary education and the quality of secondary education provision 

have long been neglected by international policy initiatives, including the Education 

for All process (Lewin & Little 2011). Although educational opportunities have 

increased in general and more African young people are attending post-primary 

education, both quantitative and qualitative research done on youth realities verify that 

social mobility through education remains a fantasy for many (Ansell 2004; Helgesson 

2006; Al-Samarrai & Reilly 2008). The universal value of education is not being 

matched by universal opportunities (Crivello 2011) and (un)equal access to promising 

pathways (Heinz 2009) is particularly real for African youth. 

 Families’ and societies’ greater investments in education increase the aspirations 

of young people. Heightened aspirations have been criticized in terms of ambition 

paradoxes and false aspirations that education creates for youth in the absence of 

realistic opportunities for continuing education and formal employment (Ansell 2004; 

Biggart 2009; Crivello 2011; Camfield 2011; Morrow 2012). Ansell (2004, 189) has 

                                                      
5
 According to the Education for All Global Monitoring Report (UNESCO 2012a), gross en-

rolment in secondary education in Sub-Saharan Africa has increased from 25% in 1999 to 

40% in 2010. In Tanzania, gross enrolment in secondary education has increased from 26.1% 

in 2008 to 36.9% in 2012. Enrolment in tertiary education has increased by 118% from 2007 

to 2012 (URT 2012b). 
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argued that expansion of secondary education both reflects and reinforces its 

prominence in the aspirations of African youth. In a competitive context, aspirations 

may have to be downgraded or revised (Biggart 2009). Heightened educational and 

professional aspirations among African secondary school students have been observed 

by Stambach (2000), Ansell (2004), Gobina (2004) and Waage (2006) in both rural and 

urban contexts where professional futures were a dream of female students despite the 

minimal opportunities for accessing higher education or employment. The 

unpredictable, sometimes negative, social value of secondary and higher education for 

African girls and young women has been recognised by Stambach (2000), Ansell 

(2004) and Waage (2006), who have analysed how tradition and religion 

simultaneously influence how educated women are viewed in their communities. On 

the other hand, highly educated African women studied by Latvala (2006) and Okkolin 

(2013) considered education as a provider of higher social status.  

 Despite the concerns, aspirations and a positive future orientation serve as 

protective factors against risks caused by socio-economic background and are therefore 

crucial for youth development and successful transitions (Schoon 2006; McWhirter & 

Mc Whirter 2008). Future orientation, defined as an image individuals have about their 

future, facilitates exploration and pursuit of prospective trajectories and is particularly 

relevant in times of transitions that require preparation for what lies ahead (Malmberg 

1998; Seginer & Schlesninger 1998; Seginer 2008). Imagined futures express young 

people’s understandings of their positions and possibilities as well as the resources 

available to them (Sanders & Munford 2008). Both aspirations and future orientation 

are formed within a specific social and cultural context whose values they reflect or 

contest. Studies have emphasised the role of school environments in the formation of 

future orientation (Malmberg 1998; Pollard & Filer 2007). Subrahmanian (2007) has 

suggested that opportunities outside and beyond education play a significant role in 

shaping gendered aspirations. According to Biggart (2009), subjective orientations to 

education can be seen as young people’s cultural responses to the shifts in cultural and 

occupational contexts. When room for agency diminishes, structural constraints may 

come more sharply into view (Ibid.).  

Recent research conducted in Africa is also suggestive of the importance of 

aspirations for school retention and successful transitions. In a study on school 

retention in Kenya, Warrington and Kiragu (2012) recognised the role of aspirations 

and future dreams in setting goals to pursue education and build a better future. In the 

same way, a study conducted in northern Tanzania (Nalkur 2009) showed that in-

school youth were more hopeful and felt more responsible about gaining a better future 

than their out-of-school peers. For the Tanzanian and Mozambican youth studied by 

Helgesson (2006), continued interest in education was related to a sense of self, of 

being educated and the higher societal status of educated people. Despite the 

challenges and structural constraints to advancement, education is seen as a shelter 

against difficulties.  
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 The rapid expansion and increasing policy focus on secondary education in 

Africa require further research on the value and meaning given to education and on its 

ability to assist youth in making the transition to adulthood. Holsinger and Cowell 

(2000) have called for more research on the potential of secondary education in 

broadening equity in order to inform the heated policy debates and the needed reforms 

of secondary education. My research contributes to the discourse on positioning 

secondary education by 1) studying female students’ experiences on the transition 

through secondary education and the value given to education and by 2) analysing their 

voiced concerns and suggestions against policy articulations. 

2.3 Gender equality in education 

Since the 1960s, the role of women in development has been emphasised in global and 

local development policy agendas. Since the 1990s, international organisations and the 

majority of African governments have increasingly focused on gender equity in 

education and its role in efficient development (e.g. Bloch & Vavrus 1998). Arguments 

for investing in women’s education have been drawn from raising economic efficiency, 

the social policy benefits of female leadership and women’s participation in social 

governance, and from the analytical evidence showing that both the private and social 

returns to the years of schooling of females are greater than the returns to schooling of 

males (Schultz 2002; Kevane 2004; Gyimah-Brempong 2011). In Tanzania, The 

Vision 2025 (URT 1999), a central document guiding national development, considers 

gender equality and empowerment essential to achieving high-quality livelihood for all 

Tanzanians. In a recent analysis of the impacts of universal primary education policies 

in Tanzania (Sabates, Westbrook & Hernandez 2012), the intergenerational benefits of 

universal
6
 access to education were verified. Similarly, de Weert’s (2009) study 

showed that people with at least primary education perform better in terms of 

economic and social status and self-esteem, and education has helped individuals and 

their families to move out of poverty.  

Different levels of education affect development outcomes differently (e.g. 

Gyimah-Brempong 2011). The empowering and redistribution effects of secondary and 

tertiary education are critical and especially significant for girls and women in 

developing societies (Subrahmanian 2007, 13). It is also argued that it is sometimes 

only the secondary and higher levels of schooling that reduce gender inequality 

(Malhotra, Pande & Grown 2003; Subrahmanian 2007). Studies on the gendered 

impacts of schooling in the Global South have shown how expansion of secondary 

                                                      
6
 Although the Tanzanian basic education policy defines primary education as universal, evi-

dence shows that, for example, the majority of children with disabilities are left out of educa-

tion (Okkolin et al. 2010; Lehtomäki, Tuomi & Matonya 2014).  
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education changes preferences, challenges traditional gender roles such as transition 

through marriage and opens up possibilities for new, flexible social relations 

(Stambach 2000; Gobina 2004; Müller 2006; Arnot et al. 2012). Arnot (2009, 226) has 

pointed out that individualisation, reinforced by education, appears to be releasing 

some people from conventional structures, but trapping others in even greater 

dependencies and social inequalities. Therefore, policy and programmatic responses to 

increase equality in education need to be carefully localized (Subrahmanian 2007; 

Okkolin, Lehtomäki & Bhalalusesa 2010). 

Secondary schooling is a defining period for determining returns to female 

schooling, but also a stage where girls face the toughest battles to continue with 

schooling (Subrahmanian 2007, 18). Advancement is related to policy and academic 

factors and to the cultural and societal expectations of gender roles (Beoku-Betts 

1998). On a policy level, the neoliberal reforms in the education sector, including the 

increased cost of schooling, have had a disproportionately negative effect on women 

and girls (Adomako Ampofo et al. 2004; Vavrus 2005). Research from Tanzania shows 

that whereas traditional attitudes as major barriers to girls’ education are gradually 

being removed, the weakening economic conditions of Tanzanian families due to 

economic policies, including structural adjustment programmes, have been identified 

as critical factors hindering girls’ advancement beyond primary education (Vavrus 

2002b, 2005). Thomas and Rugambwa (2011) analysed gender equity in terms of equal 

representation and participation in Tanzanian secondary schools. They found that the 

gender strategies and constructions of gender incorporated in the formal curriculum 

were constrained by teachers’ perspectives of gender empowerment and by elements of 

school culture that reinforced traditional gender roles. Socio-cultural factors 

exacerbating educational problems for girls during secondary education include: early 

marriage, teenage pregnancy, domestic and agricultural responsibilities, the sexual 

division of labour and the higher probability of unemployment for women (Adomako 

Ampofo et al. 2004). Irregular attendance caused by socio-cultural factors results in 

repetition of classes and increases the proportion of over-aged students who are at a 

higher risk of dropping out of school (e.g. Chabaan & Cunningham 2010; Siddhu 

2011).  

Whereas gender parity, referring to the proportion of females and males e.g. in a 

secondary school enrolment, is based on the notion of sameness, gender equality is 

about recognising that women and men start from different positions of advantage and 

are constrained in different ways (Subrahmanian 2007, 24). A feminist critique argues 

that “education neutralises or at least minimises the impact of patriarchal ideologies 

and gendered cultural norms and brings women closer to the centre from the margins” 

(Egbo 2005, 144). While the focus of international education policy has shifted from 

gender parity in access towards equality (e.g. UNESCO 2012b), Subrahmanian (2007) 

and Jones (2011) have argued that the current policies are weak in creating 

opportunities for generating the desired equality effects in the Global South. Analysing 
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the recent World Bank education strategy, Stromquist (2012) has critically noted that 

the strategy continues to consider education as a neutral institution, enacting rigid and 

stale norms of femininity and masculinity and framing the construction and 

maintenance of gender differences in education exclusively as a problem of access. 

Efforts to increase equality have been hampered by weak policy and a lack of interest 

in the wider transformative struggles that the quest for equality signifies 

(Subrahmanian 2007; Jones 2011; Stromquist 2012).  

Although research on the general constraints that hinder girls’ access to 

education has helped raise awareness of the challenges of female education, limited 

research exists on the stories of women and girls who have succeeded in pursuing 

secondary education in Africa (Okkolin et al. 2010; Kakenya 2011). Okkolin et al. 

(2010, 7) have argued that analysing the experiences of individuals, families and 

communities would bring valuable insights that would complement policy and strategy 

discussions. In her study of a rural community in Kenya, Kakenya (2011) identified 

exposure to a different kind of life, environmental factors, family and guardianship 

support and personal resilience factors as the keys to women’s success in education. 

For the highly educated women in Tanzania studied by Okkolin (2013), giftedness, 

parental support and the conducive environment of a single-sex boarding school were 

the critical factors that had helped them to proceed in education. Gobina’s (2004) study 

on the subject choices, aspirations and opportunities of Cameroonian female secondary 

school students showed how gender roles are re-negotiated through subject choice and 

school culture. An actor-oriented, participatory study among female secondary school 

students by Sommer (2010) focusing on schooling and menstruation showed how 

understanding the social structural challenges within the school environment from 

school girls’ perspectives is an essential first step to identifying effective interventions. 

Billings (2011) has analysed the discourses on education in Tanzanian beauty pageants 

and explained how they reflect, reproduce and sometimes challenge or contradict 

ideologies and practices in secondary education. What is common to all these studies is 

the active role girls and young women take in analysing and navigating their paths 

within the socio-cultural and structural limitations. 

 As discussed above, gendered experiences in education are shaped by policies 

and institutions along with cultural and traditional socio-economic systems. 

Subrahmanian (2005) has argued that even where opportunities for education are made 

available and utilised, discrimination operating outside the sphere of education can 

prevent women from benefiting from education. In their analysis of equality regarding 

gender balance and inclusive education in Tanzania, Okkolin et al. (2010) observed 

that although socio-cultural factors are acknowledged in education sector programmes 

and their monitoring, the policy initiatives are mostly directed to the school 

environment. Therefore, locating the learner and the schooling processes within the 

multiple relationships and institutions that together produce educational outcomes is 
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required to bring about gender equality within and through education (Subrahmanian 

2007, 121).  

 The feminist, post-colonial critique of the current gender development discourse 

reminds one that African women have historically been active participants in social 

development, but as a consequence of gender-biased colonial policies, the nature and 

extent of their participation has been sidelined until recently (Egbo 2005). Based on an 

analysis of changing gender constructions in Eritrea, Müller (2006, 368) has argued 

that while apparently fostering social change, the policy rationale underlying girls’ 

education asks how women’s education can improve society, not how it can improve 

the lives of women themselves in a way that they regard as important (see Stromquist 

1998). Without adequate understanding of the experiences and priorities of girls and 

women themselves, developing policies relevant from a human rights perspective 

remains a challenge. Therefore, Okkolin et al. (2010, 7-8)  have argued that taking into 

consideration the needs, interests and views of girls would enable moving from gender-

sensitive political acknowledgement to gender-responsive strategies and practices. 

Egbo (2005, 153) has contended that women themselves often maintain a ‘culture of 

silence’ (see Freire 1972, 1985) and thereby continue to be excluded from active 

participation in policies that have a significant impact on their lives, the well-being of 

their families and the development of their societies.  

Gender is one of the major factors producing inequalities in education and 

therefore a critical theme for research and policy both nationally and internationally. In 

Tanzania, equality issues remain a challenge despite expanded and improved provision 

of education (Okkolin et al. 2010). Arnot (2009, 3) has argued that although neither 

comprehensive nor exclusive, taking a gender perspective or a ‘gender gaze’ (Stoezler 

& Yuval-Davis 2002) to equality in education can be productive in assessing the social 

significance of education. In this research, the gender perspective is used in the study 

of secondary education from the viewpoint of marginalised, under-represented and 

under-performing female students who are at a higher risk of dropping out of 

education. Adopting a gender gaze enables an in-depth understanding of gendered 

future orientation and of the perceived meaning and relevance of education in the lives 

of Tanzanian girls and young women, which can increase understanding of the gender-

related equality challenges in secondary education.  
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2.4 Development of secondary education in Tanzania 

Since the 1960s, independent African nations, including Tanzania, have emphasised 

education as a key tool for social, economic and political progress (e.g. Abagi 2005). 

Education is defined as a national priority and a key strategy for development and 

poverty reduction both in the Tanzania Development Vision 2025 (URT 1999) and the 

National Strategy for Growth and Reduction of Poverty (URT 2010c), which are the 

central policies guiding national development. Although the macroeconomic situation 

in Tanzania has improved with the implementation of national poverty reduction 

strategies since 2000, it has been questioned whether the positive changes in the 

economy have had an equal impact on the education sector, together with the closely 

related health sector and employment situation – especially youth employment (Vavrus 

2005; Al-Samarrai & Reilly 2008). 

According to the Tanzanian government, secondary and tertiary levels of 

education are critical to building a well-educated nation that can competently solve its 

development challenges (URT 2010c). From a poverty reduction viewpoint, secondary 

education is considered as a strategic change agent critical to increasing economic 

growth and productivity and to enhancing social well-being and quality of life (URT 

2008; URT 2010c). The National Education and Training Policy (URT 1995) 

emphasises the dual role of secondary education in preparing students for higher levels 

of education and for the world of work. From a policy perspective, effective 

positioning of secondary education is about balancing size and content and adjusting 

the curriculum accordingly (Holsinger & Cowell 2000, 85). In Tanzania, the role and 

position of secondary education has been a continuing topic of policy debate since 

independence in 1961 (Psacharopoulos 1985; Cooksey 1986; Kahyarara & Teal 2008). 

During early independence under the socialist rule the focus was on diversifying the 

curriculum to meet the needs for rural labour and to enhance national coherence (e.g. 

Holsinger & Cowell 2000, 51-53; Mushi 2009). Since the late 1980s, the development 

of secondary education has been heavily guided by the World Bank agendas and the 

focus has been on expanding access.
7
 As coverage expands, the selective function of 

lower secondary education becomes less critical and students have different destina-

tions, which raises questions of vocational relevance (Holsinger & Cowell 2000). 

Similar to many other countries in the Global South, the poor quality of education is 

associated with the rapid expansion of access to secondary education, which in turn has 

had a negative impact on educational equality in Tanzania (Vavrus 2005; Wedgwood 

2007; Tonini 2012; Hartwig 2013). Therefore, whether secondary education in its 

current form is able to produce the aimed economic and social outcomes becomes 

questionable from the perspectives of social, economic and policy relevance. 

                                                      
7
 See Mushi 2009 for a comprehensive overview of the history and development of education in 

Tanzania. Vavrus (2002a, 2005) has extensively analysed the impact of international policy 

and financing on Tanzanian education.  
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In Tanzania, secondary education consists of four years of lower secondary 

(Ordinary-level) and two years of upper secondary (Advanced-level) that are required 

for enrolling in tertiary education.
8
 For the past decade, the development of the sector 

has been guided by the national Secondary Education Development Plans 2004–2010 

(SEDP I), and 2011–2015 (SEDP II) aiming at building a high-quality, productive and 

adaptive labour force for the economy to contribute to the realisation of the national 

development vision (URT 2004; URT 2010b). The SEDP I and SEDP II have made 

remarkable progress in increasing enrolment in secondary education. The net 

enrolment rate
9
 in lower secondary education rapidly increased from 10.3% in 2005 to 

29.1% in 2009, and continued up to 36.6% in 2012 (URT 2012b). Net enrolment in 

upper secondary education has increased at a moderate rate from 1.0% in 2006 to 2.7% 

in 2012 (URT 2012b). Non-governmental provision of education is particularly high 

for A-level, technical and vocational training and higher education, comprising of one 

third of the overall provision (URT & UNESCO 2012). Private providers and the third 

sector have increased educational provision also for the over-aged youth who have 

dropped out of the formal system.
10

 Therefore, in light of the statistics and policy 

analysis, Tanzanian youth are provided with expanding, although still limited, 

opportunities for post-primary education. In terms of equity, analysing the impact of 

the World Bank’s structural adjustment schemes, Vavrus (2002a, 2005) noted a 

growing inequality of opportunity in accessing secondary education due to re-

introduction of school fees and privatisation.
11

 Beyond school fees, the additional 

requirements for financial and labour contributions are burdening families further 

(Makombe et al. 2010; URT & UNESCO 2012). In summary, whereas macroeconomic 

indicators suggest growing opportunities and higher living standards, families and 

communities are increasingly struggling to sustain themselves and provide education 

for the youth.  

Particular concerns have been raised over the deteriorating quality of secondary 

education due to rapid expansion (e.g. Sumra & Rajani 2006; Wedgwood 2007; Vavrus 

2009; Makombe et al. 2010; Tonini 2010; Hartwig 2013). HakiElimu, a Tanzanian 

non-governmental organisation active in research and public debates, known for its 

strong critique towards government policies
12

 has suggested: 1) establishing coherent 

and coordinated targets and measurement; 2) focusing on outcomes rather than inputs; 

and 3) emphasising teacher development over expansion of infrastructure as a means to 

                                                      
8
 These levels are commonly referred to as O-level and A-level.  

9
 Net enrolment rate refers to school-age students enrolled in a given level of education ex-

pressed as a percentage of the corresponding school-age population.  
10

 See Hoppers (2011) for a discussion on diversification of basic education through non-formal 

programmes in East   Africa.  
11

 See also Härmä (2011) for a detailed analysis on the equity impacts of low-cost private 

schools in India.  
12

 See Phillips (2011) for a discussion on the tensions of democratizing policy making in Tan-

zania. 
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develop secondary education in a meaningful way (Sumra & Rajani 2006). The current 

national poverty reduction strategy (URT 2010c, viii) recognises the need to address 

the challenges emanating from the rapid expansion of secondary and tertiary education 

in order to consolidate the success made in the education sector. During preparation of 

SEDP II, challenges regarding school infrastructure and management, teacher 

availability and quality of teaching, examination performance, transition to upper 

secondary school and inequalities regarding access were identified and strategic 

remedies were sought (URT 2010b). The key programme areas of the on-going SEDP 

II include: 1) improvement of quality and relevance; 2) enhancement of access and 

equity; 3) improvement of the teaching force and teaching process; 4) improving 

management efficiency and good governance; and 5) institutionalisation of cross-

cutting issues (URT 2010).
13

 Monitoring reports of the payment of school capitation 

grants and of community contributions to education have raised severe concerns over 

the realisation of the planned material improvements (Makombe et al. 2010; 

HakiElimu 2011b; URT & UNESCO 2012). Furthermore, recent research on language 

of instruction and language acquisition (Brock-Utne 2007; Billings 2011; Kimizi 

2012), corporal punishment (Feinstein & Mwahobela 2010), completion and transitions 

(Makombe et al. 2010), teacher education and motivation (Vavrus 2009; HakiElimu 

2011a), teachers’ understanding of quality (Jidamva 2012) and gender-related 

challenges (Sommer 2010; Thomas & Rugambwa 2011) have contributed to the 

monitoring and evaluation of secondary education development. These studies show 

how the SEDP objectives regarding equal, democratic participation and active learning, 

which have been identified as means towards enhancing quality, are yet to be reached 

in practice.  

From the perspective of the youth, secondary education is particularly important 

in preparing them for further studies or the world of work and to become fully 

functioning and effective citizens (Lauglo 2005). A regional comparison of private 

returns to education by Al-Samarrai and Reilly (2008) showed that although the 

secondary and university education provision in Tanzania is extremely limited, the 

private rates of return to education in the wage employment sector are comparatively 

low. The return rates are relatively higher for vocational education and higher 

education (Kahyarara & Teal 2008; URT & UNICEF 2012). Through tracer surveys of 

secondary school and university graduates, Mukyanuzi (2003) showed how employ-

ment conditions and life in general in relation to school output have worsened over 

time. In Tanzania, there is a visible gender gap in employment rates of secondary 

school graduates, to the disadvantage of women. Still, in general, increased levels of 

education of women have decreased their rates of unemployment (URT 2006). This 

evidence on the limited returns of academic secondary education particularly raises 
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questions about the ability of secondary education in its current form to provide the 

expected economic and employment outcomes to individuals, especially females and 

their families, and society as a whole. 

Regarding curriculum relevance, Makombe et al. (2010, 19) have argued that 

although secondary education can, to some degree, prepare students for further studies, 

there is a mismatch between the secondary school curriculum and the type of 

employment that graduates will enter in absence of opportunities for further education. 

Secondary school graduates have criticised the curriculum for lacking analytical and 

problem-solving skills, entrepreneurship education, information- and technology-

related competencies and foreign languages (Mukyanuzi 2003). The secondary school 

students interviewed by Makombe et al. (2010) saw themselves in an advantaged 

position compared to their peers with primary education, but they also saw that 

secondary education in its present form was not adequately preparing them for working 

life. From the perspective of social relevance, parents, teachers, education officials and 

employers have suggested that greater consideration needs to be given to how 

secondary education might better prepare young people for working life and higher 

education (which is always going to be a minority destination) (Makombe et al. 2010). 

Besides, Mukyanuzi (2003) has emphasised the role of career guidance and the 

grooming of students for self-employment as critical to the economic relevance of 

secondary education. Regarding personal relevance, heightened aspirations brought on 

by secondary education and the preference of higher education over vocational training 

have also been observed in qualitative studies on Tanzanian youth (Stambach 2000; 

Helgesson 2006; Billings 2011). Although in practice lower secondary education is and 

will be the highest level of education for a large majority of youth, they aspire to reach 

higher levels of education (Makombe et al. 2010). This aspiration is reflected in the 

numbers of over-aged students in secondary education and the growing industry of 

non-formal training targeting lower-secondary graduates (see Billings (2011) for a 

discussion).  

 From the perspective of gender equality, the proportion of Tanzanian girls 

attending secondary education remains lower compared to boys. The gender parity 

index
14

 is 0.95 for lower-secondary education, 0.83 for upper-secondary and 0.65 for 

higher education, to the disadvantage of females (URT & UNESCO 2012). Further-

more, the results of national examinations reflect the remarkably high gender differ-

ences in achievement levels. Therefore, transitions from primary to secondary educa-

tion and to upper grades in secondary school seem critical points also from a gender 

perspective. The current SEDP recognises the widening gender gap in participation and 

the decline in examination results at the secondary level and makes the “sustained and 

meaningful access” (Hunt 2008, 36) of female students a pertinent issue. The SEDP II 

has set objectives and strategies explicitly targeting the retention and examination 

                                                      
14

 Referring to a proportion of females and males enrolled in a certain level of education. When 

enrolment is equal, the parity index is 1.0.  



 17 

performance of girls, including advocacy and sensitisation, construction of latrines and 

hostels and provision of remedial tuition for female students (URT 2010).  

Troubling transitions through national examinations

After completing lower-primary education (Forms 1–4), the transition to further levels 

of education or to the world of work is primarily determined by success in national 

Form 4 examinations. The academic stream continues for two additional years in 

advanced-level secondary education (Forms 5–6), followed by another set of national 

examinations that serve as a basis for access to higher education. In 2009, when 

students who participated in this study took their Form 4 examinations, the pass rate 

was 72.5% (URT 2012b).
15

 Of the students who passed, only 6.3% achieved high 

enough scores to transit to Form 5. Therefore, many would re-sit the examinations after 

repeating Form 4 in public or private institutions. Both day classes and more flexible 

evening programmes are available, mostly in urban areas. One alternative available to 

Form 4 graduates with lower pass marks is teacher education. The one-year teacher 

education provided for O-level graduates qualifies them for teaching in Grades 1–3 or 

4 in primary education.
16

 Vocational education comprises only 6% of secondary level 

education in the country (URT & UNESCO 2012). Private providers have increased 

the provision of technical and vocational training, but this is often of questionable 

quality (see Billings 2011). For those candidates who do not achieve the lowest pass 

rate in Form 4 examinations the options are naturally fewer. Many repeat the 

examinations and some look for other means of supporting themselves and advancing 

in life. The economic activity rate
17

 of 82.4% among Tanzanian women aged 15 to 24 

(URT 2006) suggests that secondary education often overlaps with working.  

The reliance on national examination results as the sole indicator of achievement 

leading to prolonged transitions and an externally imposed sense of failure is a 

persistent concern in Sub-Saharan Africa (Ansell 2004; Abagi 2005; Abdi & Cleghor 

2005). The use of examinations as a tool for selection is justified by the shortage of 

space at the next levels of schooling. Although claimed objective, examination systems 

determine ‘failure’ points that have little to do with actual learning achievements (Abdi 

& Cleghor 2005, 12–13). Moreover, research conducted in the Global North has shown 

how test-driven educational environments have contributed to student disengagement, 

a sense of failure among students of non-standard ability/background and teacher 
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dissatisfaction (e.g. Au 2008; Porfilio 2011, xxix). Therefore, the question of the 

quality and reliability of national examinations as primary learning assessment tools 

becomes even more critical. In Tanzania, the dramatic, continuing decline in the 

national Form 4 examination results since 2010 has been debated by students, 

communities, education officials and civil society organisations.
18

 The SEDP II has 

listed improving the national examination assessment framework as one of the 

objectives to enhance quality and relevance (URT 2010). 

According to Abagi (2005, 301), persistent concerns related to schools in Sub-

Saharan Africa include: 1) decline in the quality and relevance of education; 2) reliance 

on national examination results as the sole indicator of achievement; 3) stagnation and 

declining enrolments at all levels; 4) low participation and completion rates; 5) low 

transition rates from one level to the next; 6) increased problems of school finance; 7) a 

decline in performance in basic subjects like languages, mathematics and science; 8) 

increased regional and gender disparities; and 9) increased public disenchantment with 

schools. The literature review presented in this chapter shows that apart from 

stagnating enrolments, all of these are true for secondary education in present day 

Tanzania. The current challenges of Tanzanian secondary education to a great extent 

culminate in the national Form 4 examinations. Despite the progress made, students 

and their families are struggling with the re-introduced school fees, national 

examinations determining transition to the next levels and competition over the scarce 

opportunities at the higher levels of education. Further up the system, the proportion of 

female students is decreasing when girls are exposed to major barriers to continuing 

education. Based on these concerns regarding relevance, quality and advancement, this 

study analyses the perspectives of female students who are trying to make the 

transition from lower-secondary to upper-secondary education. 
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3 Critical research approach and student voice 

3.1 Critical research tradition in education 

Building grounds for the critical, student-centred analysis of Tanzanian secondary 

education, this chapter discusses the critical research tradition in education and its 

connections to the Tanzanian post-independence relevance discourse, including the 

ideals of Africanization and self-reliance, and presents the recent counter-colonial and 

counter-hegemonic approaches to the study of education and development in the 

Global South.  

Theoretically rooted in critical theory, specifically the Frankfurt School and the 

early work of Henry Giroux, critical pedagogy has emerged from a long historical 

legacy of radical social thought and progressive educational movements (Giroux 1983; 

Darder, Baltodano & Torres 2008). Grounded in the work of Antonio Gramschi, John 

Dewey and Paulo Freire, among others, critical pedagogy has been an invaluable tool 

advanced by the educational left, particularly since the 1970s (Malott 2011, li). The 

field has been developed through Marxist, postmodernist, feminist and postcolonial 

critiques (e.g. Malott 2011; Darder et al. 2008). Identifying the common characteristics 

of the critical pedagogical movement of the 2010s, Malott (2011, xlvii) has argued that 

“a common thread throughout critical pedagogy is the notion that education should not 
just serve dominant forms of power, but it should transform the world for some kind of 
justice”. Critical approaches consider education a human right, rather than an issue of 
citizenship (Arnot 2009, 6). Distinct from radical, progressive movements, Malott 
(2011, xxix) defines academic critical pedagogy as a transformative and activist 
approach to scholarship that is not just concerned with better understanding the world 
but also with transforming it. Suoranta (2005, 121–126) describes the current dominant 
approaches to critical pedagogy as: 1) cultural, emphasising individual change and 
agency; and 2) critical, aiming at liberation from societal and political oppression that 
are in a dialectical relationship with each other and are both needed for creating a 
humane and viable world. 

Critical social theory, referencing “systematic thought attempting an explicit 
analysis toward social justice” (Anyon 2009, 2), conceives experience and knowledge 
as interrelated and politically charged, stating that knowledge is to be used as a tool for 
change and transformation to alleviate oppression (Abdi & Cleghorn 2005, 18). As 
opposed to the previously dominant mechanical education philosophy that views the 
world as a series of sources of natural resources and potential wealth, the current 
critical pedagogy appreciates the complexity and interconnectedness of all life forms as 
possessing an inalienable right to exist (Malott 2011, xxix). According to Ozga (2000), 
research based on critical theory questions the prevailing order of the world and 
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analyses the social and political complex framing human activity. In critical social 

research, theory is used to expand understanding but also to judge what counts as 

relevant knowledge and explanations; to achieve a perspective on perspectives (Ozga 

2000; Anyon 2009).  

Although heavily dominated by North American and European discourse,
19

critical pedagogy has been adapted, implemented and further developed by activists, 

leaders and academics throughout the world. In particular, the critiques based on 

feminist, postcolonial and indigenous approaches that have blamed critical pedagogy 

for being a white, male-centred discourse, have widened the scope of critical pedagogy 

(Malott 2011, lii-liii). The feminist critique has argued that critical theory has failed to 

take adequate account of women’s positions in social and economic relations (e.g. 

Bloch & Vavrus 1998). According to a postcolonial critique, postcolonial education 

reproduces the colonialist and imperialist ideologies and therefore the social memories 

of the formerly colonised continue to be repressed (e.g. Giroux 1996; Shizha 2005). 

Therefore, keeping track of the complex dynamics of power structures and deconstruct-

ing colonial ways of perceiving knowledge are required for transformation (Abdi & 

Cleghorn 2005; Shizha 2005). 

3.2 Counter-colonial and counter-hegemonic approaches to the study of education 
and development 

The critical roots of Tanzanian education  

Throughout Africa, expanding education provision and raising educational levels of 

people have been seen as catalysts for development since independence. Although in 

many countries questions about the nature and relevance of education received little 

attention over expanding provision, Tanzania, along with Zambia and Zimbabwe, 

made significant efforts to indigenize or Africanise the curricula (Shizha 2005). In 

Tanzania, extensive reforms were made to vocationalize
20

 the curricula to meet the 

needs of the rural population (Cooksey 1986; Mushi 2009). The reforms of Education 

for Self-Reliance lead by Julius Nyerere, the first president of Tanzania, considered 

education as a means for liberating people from poverty, ignorance and dependency 

(Mushi 2009). As Nyerere stated in his speech in 1974, “Education has to liberate both 
the mind and the body of man. It has to make him more of a human being because he is 
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aware of his potential as a human being, and is in a positive, life-enhancing 

relationship with himself, his neighbour and his environment” (cited in Mbilinyi 2004, 

124). For Nyerere, the relevance of education was an issue of a locally informed 

curriculum and a local teaching force working in cooperative school systems according 

to the socialist principles of learning, living and working (Ibid., xi).    

In the context of the present study, it is significant to introduce the connection of 

Paulo Freire’s work in Brazil and his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire 1972) 
with the development of Tanzanian education after independence. Freire and Nyerere 
admired each other’s work and established an intellectual collaboration in the early 
1970s (Green 2010; Mayo 2012). Nyerere adopted Freire’s ideas of democratic educa-
tion to the nation’s project of educating the Tanzanian children, youth and adults for 
liberation and self-reliance (Lema, Mbilinyi & Rajani 2004; Mayo 2012). Tanzanian 
researchers influenced by Freire’s ideas sought to establish a collaboration with local 
people, and research-driven experimentation flourished and was influential (Swantz 
1975, 2004; Green 2010).  

Towards the end of the 1970s, participatory approaches were formalised and 
mainstreamed by ministries and participation became an instrument of national and 
international development rather than of research and thereby lost most of their 
transformative potential (Green 2010). Although the education policy reforms during 
early independence were influenced by Freirean approaches emphasising democratic 
participation, Mbilinyi (1998) has noted that the more radical reforms regarding 
cooperation and critical thinking within the education system were largely unrealized. 
Along with the deteriorating socialist order since late 1980s, the locally formed 
education structures had to give way to internationally designed reforms, including the 
structural adjustment programmes of the IMF and the World Bank that heavily 
changed the conditions for the development of education since the late 1980s (see e.g. 
Vavrus 2002a, 2005; Tonini 2012). To complement the current debates around 
Tanzanian secondary education, this study revisits the relevance discourse and draws 
on the participatory traditions in research on education and development.  

Transformative research agendas for education and development 

More recently, the critical tradition has guided research on curriculum content and 
language of instruction, which both reflect the practices in the Global North (Shizha 
2005). Shizha (2005, 79) contends that the language of instruction is the major obstacle 
for students’ cognitive development and learning outcomes in African schools. He 
further argues that familiar languages create cultural spaces and spheres for creating 
knowledge instead of simply presenting or imposing it on learners. The problems 
related to language of instruction have been widely researched and the benefits of the 
use of local languages verified (e.g. Brock-Utne 2007; Vuzo 2007; Kimizi 2012), but 
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integration of African languages in education systems remains a heated topic in policy 

discussions and in relation to private schools (Brock-Utne 2010, 2012). Regarding 

localizing curriculum content, a study by Semali and Mehta (2012) on Tanzanian 

science education considered the urgent development of culturally and employment-

relevant science education vital. Cultural relevance has also been emphasised by 

Breidlid (2009), who analysed policy documents and curricula in South Africa and 

found that indigenous and local cultural knowledge were not given a role in developing 

education for sustainable development. 

 Beyond themes of language and curriculum relevance, calls have been made for 

more profound analysis and critical reflection of the relationship between society and 

education. Abdi (2005, 27)  has argued that “without understanding, critiquing and 

reconstructing the philosophical foundations of learning, the interplay between society 

and education will be problematic and would not affect the achievement of locally 

inclusive socioeconomic, political and cultural advancements”. In the process of 

decolonising the mind and breaking out of the boundaries created by the colonial 

discourse, the relationship between language and culture becomes crucial (wa 

Thiong’o 1993; Shizha 2005). Shizha (2005, 77) has argued that Africanization of 

school curricula and building on Freirean ideas of collaborative pedagogy could 

enhance the critical consciousness that is a prerequisite for social transformation. 

Mbilinyi (2003) has recommended revisiting the ideas of Julius Nyerere in reforming 

public education so it can better promote equity and social justice. In Africa, secondary 

schools are important imaginative spaces where young people make sense of possible 

worlds linked to ideologies of democracy and individualisation and where spaces for 

critical questions can be created (Dei & Asgharzadeh 2005; Ambrosius Madsen 2008). 

For this to be successful, issues of power relations between teachers and students need 

to be addressed (e.g. Dei & Asgharzadeh 2005; Jwan & Ongondo 2009). 

In policy research, studies on local impacts of globalising policy can be 

considered as critical, integrative approaches to the study of education and develop-

ment. Globalisation has broadened the landscape of education policy making from 

national processes to a complex system of international, national and local processes 

that work simultaneously and strongly influence each other. According to Arnot 

(2009), the local both reflects and responds to global and national social orders. 

Therefore, understanding the interrelationships of the global and local is essential in 

research on education policy. Countries whose education sectors are to a large extent 

externally funded commit themselves to global and donor countries’ values and targets 

and they struggle to maintain authority over their national educational systems that 

play an important role in improving stability and directing countries’ development in 

the desired directions (Robertson, Bonal & Dale 2002). In Tanzania, the impacts of 

globalising education policies and of the new interest group of the privatised education 

market in the policy-making process are clearly visible (e.g. Vavrus 2002a; Wedgwood 

2007; Hartwig 2013). The national policies are aligned with the international agendas 
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and the strategic actions for re-structuring the education system are done according to 

international recommendations. A significant proportion of secondary and higher 

education is now provided by private schools, signalling the appeal of the 

commodification and privatisation of education in the context of economic difficulties. 

Ozga (2000, 67) has paid attention to the potential of the education market in reinforc-

ing inequality and encouraged research to understand how the responsibility for that 

inequality has been shifted from the state on to the unsuccessful consumer and student.   

 Ozga and Lingard (2007) have emphasised the significance of local contexts as 

active elements in the framing of global education policy and politics. In the context of 

globalised education policy, numeric indicators and universal goals and conceptions on 

the meaning of education are given more emphasis than in the era of national policy 

agendas, which may result in blurring of the local context (Ibid.). Moreover, 

Subrahmanian (2007, 36) has argued that in the case of education, the indicators 

provide a window into the vision underlying policy and implementation, but they also 

point to the lack of analysis of the meaning and purpose of education for diverse 

groups. In their analysis on gender, education and inclusion in the Tanzanian education 

sector, Okkolin et al. (2010) emphasised the need to understand the socio-culturally 

constructed meanings of education as a prerequisite of meaningful planning and 

achieving policy targets. Addressing policy-relevant issues in a defined context 

requires understanding of people’s experiences across life spheres. Therefore, more 

attention needs to be paid to context and complexity in regards to experiences and 

outcomes across the life course (Camfield & Knowles 2010, 1062). 

Individual and social interpretations of the meaning of education are constructed 

in the interaction between traditional and modern as well as local and global (e.g. 

Stambach 2000; Ambrosius Madsen 2008). Ozga and Lingard (2007) describe this 

process as ‘vernacular globalisation’ or ‘embedded policy’ that occurs at national, 

regional and local levels where global policy agendas are faced with the existing 

priorities and practices in people’s lives. Education is part of a network of interrelated 

societal institutions interconnected with economic, political, legal and religous systems 

and the family (Abdi & Cleghor 2005). Therefore, schools serve as an essential part of 

the cultural transformation that occurs in the interaction between the community and 

the global society. Yet, it is essential to consider a wider range of issues beyond 

schools and education policy in order to appreciate the complex reasons creating 

(un)equal educational opportunities and achievement. 

Critiques of policy studies suggest strategies for understanding the social context 

of education policy. The ‘social science project’ approach to policy research in 

education (Ozga 2000, 40) and the ‘ethnography of policy’ approach suggested by 

Vavrus (2005, 196) are seen as ways to deepen the understanding of the nature of 

problems in the social world, including the cultural practices and economic conditions 

that affect policy interpretation on the local level. Similarly, teRiele (2011, 103) has 

argued that ethnographic insights can provide a corrective lens, nudging policy 
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understandings into more appropriate and more just directions. Moreover, the use of 

methods that engage the voices of all stakeholders in educational development 

dialogue helps to address the real issues on the ground (Lehtomäki et al. 2014). 

Critical sociology of education has tried to promote social justice by informing 

governments of the impact of their policies on people’s lives (Arnot 2009, 13).
21

 When 

education policy is seen as a multi-level process of negotiation, contestation and a 

struggle between competing groups (Ozga 2000, 42), studying individual conceptions 

of a certain policy project becomes a relevant viewpoint to critical policy research. In 

this study, I am particularly interested in the intersection of globally influenced, 

commodified secondary education and the meaning given to it by Tanzanian female 

students. The policy changes I aim to understand and contextualise include the massive 

expansion of formal secondary education resulting in misproportional growth in the 

number lower-secondary school graduates, and the increasing valuation of academic 

curriculum, or the academic drift in general. 

3.3 Student voice as a critical research practice 

Critical research approaches privilege the voices and perspectives of those most 

targeted by policy (e.g. Arnot 2009; Anyon 2009). Student voice, defined as processes 

that enable students to be consulted on their education (Czerniawski, 2012, 131), aims 

at increasing students’ representation and participation in processes from which they 

have historically been excluded (Taylor & Robinson, 2009, 162). Student voice 

represents an opportunity for theory and practice, for learners, teachers, practitioners 

and researchers to co-construct meanings and contribute to transformation and change 

(Fielding 2004; Czerniawski & Kidd 2011). 

Grounded in the critical research tradition and radical pedagogy, student voice 

promotes principles of social justice, democracy, active citizenry and children’s rights 

(Taylor & Robinson 2009; Czerniawski & Kidd 2011).  Freire (1985) has encouraged 

the replacement of the prevailing culture of silence – a result of power structural 

relationships between the dominated and the dominators – with a culture of voice to 

legitimize knowledge. As a political concept connected to justice and equality, voice is 

concerned with questions of power and knowledge, inclusion and exclusion and of 

being advantaged and disadvantaged (Thomson 2011). According to McLeod (2011), 

student voice is a more humanistic response to “the categorical discourse of target 

groups and top down policy reforms that are inattentive to or even unaware of the 

voices and views of those who are the object of reform efforts” (Ibid.,186). 

Furthermore, Cook-Sather (2006, 346) has argued for participatory research with stu-
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dents to counteract policy making and practices that systematically exclude students’ 

perspectives. 

Student voice work is done within different educational systems serving the 

purposes of school improvement, and development of curricula, programmes and 

policies. McLeod (2011, 181) has identified four common, often overlapping, uses of 

voice in educational discourse: 1) voice-as-strategy (to achieve empowerment, 

transformation, equality); 2) voice-as-participation (in learning, in democratic pro-

cesses); 3) voice-as-right (to be heard, to have a say); and 4) voice-as-difference (to 

promote inclusion, respect diversity, indicate equity). On a policy level, large national 

reforms and programmes, including Building Schools for the Future in the UK and the 

US education reform of Data-Driven Decision Making, have actively involved students 

at all stages of the reforms (Frost & Holden 2008; Kennedy & Datnow 2011). 

Critchley (2003, 103) has argued that in student voice work for policy development, 

students are commonly used as a source of data rather than as policy makers. The 

experiences of the UK and US reforms, and similarly of higher education development 

in the UK (Seale 2010) and Australia (McLeod 2011), have also shown that student 

involvement is at risk of remaining on a technical level without reaching the potential 

for transformation of systems and practices. Therefore, it is essential to identify ways 

to involve students in more transformative activities, including participatory research.  

More commonly, student voice is used for improving practices and perfor-

mances at the school level, often through student representation in school administra-

tion. In Tanzania, there is little documented evidence of student voice work within 

public schools. The most well-known and widespread initiatives are the TUSEME 

(‘Let Us Speak Out’) clubs in secondary schools aimed at empowering girls and 

tackling gender-related problems. Initially, a NGO initiative, Tuseme has now been 

scaled up by the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training and, where active, the 

clubs are forums for student participation in school improvement (FAWE 2004; URT 

2010b). In participatory research conducted in Tanzanian schools, students have been 

involved as co-researchers to develop models for including students in curriculum 

development for HIV/AIDS prevention (Rutagumirwa & Kamuzora 2006; McLaughlin 

& Kiragu 2011) and for science teaching and teacher training (Semali & Mehta 2012). 

These studies verify how consultation and dialogue can be used to benefit from 

students’ experiences and indigenous knowledge in creating local understandings to 

support curriculum develoment.  

Along with the idealised, emancipatory purposes of student voice work, 

practices to involve students have been criticised for their misuse as a policy technol-

ogy to solely serve the aims of organisational efficiency (Fielding 2004; Gunter & 

Thomson 2007; Czerniawski 2012). Wisby (2011, 32) contends that student voice 

oriented narrowly towards improving school performance can result in a tokenistic and 

possibly short-lived interest on the part of schools. Furthermore, Wyness (2006, 217) 

warns that the nationalization of children’s participation can quite easily become 
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another form of adult regulation where children conform to adult-determined models of 

participation. Where centrally controlled samples of student opinion are used, the risk 

is that only the selected and successful students will be heard (Arnot 2009).  

Student voice work has attracted significant academic interest and debate on its 

applicability and potential in different contexts.
22

 According to Robinson and Taylor 

(2007; 2009), the plural, context-specific relations of power and participation 

preventing dialogue, participation and transformation need to be acknowledged to 

successfully implement student voice work (Robinson & Taylor 2007; Taylor & 

Robinson 2009). Besides, Czerniawski (2012) has emphasised the existence of 

different forms of professional trust in different national locations. In authoritarian 

school systems in Kenya (Jwan 2011), China (Kan 2011), and Kenya, Tanzania and 

Zambia (Kiragu et al. 2011), student voice research has been resisted by teachers who 

have felt uncomfortable with the idea of student involvement in curriculum develop-

ment and decision making. Kiragu et al. (2011, 260) have interpreted that these 

emotions are related to the sense of power and control and argue that power and 

control should therefore be important themes of student voice research. Lodge 

(2005,144) has suggested dialogic participation as the most effective means for school 

improvement. Kiragu et al. (2011) have emphasised the role of language and transla-

tion as critical in creating a participatory dialogue across hierarchies and cultures. 

Regarding access and inclusion, the other silent and maybe controversial voices need 

to be included to achieve the potential of student voice work that can increase social 

justice (Robinson & Taylor 2007). 

From a cultural point of view, young people’s voices are easily silenced because 

of longstanding African traditions and hierarchies concerning power relation in 

interaction (Kiragu et al. 2011 , 262). Discussing reasons for low female public 

participation in African societies, Egbo (2005, 153) has argued that girls are socialized 

to discriminatory gender role norms that are further reinforced when women 

themselves adopt and maintain a culture of silence that excludes them from active 

participation. In a study on schooling and menstruation in Tanzania (Sommer 2010), 

only girls were chosen to participate in research to analyse a topic particularly relevant 

to them and allow free discussion on a sensitive issue. In contrast, studies on 

HIV/AIDS education conducted in Tanzanian, Kenyan, Zimbabwean, South African 

and Ghanaian schools included both boys and girls, which was considered extremely 

beneficial (McLaughlin & Swartz, 2011; Kiragu et al. 2011). Creating “intentional 

spaces where youth voice is foregrounded” (Kiragu et al. 2011, 262) and an atmos-

phere open to all different voices is a particular challenge in multi-lingual, hierarchical 

African school contexts. These features raise various methodological, practical and 

ethical challenges for student voice research conducted in Africa.  
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 See Czerniawski (2012) for a review of academic research and a discussion on student voice. 
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Despite the challenges, students’ insights and questions are vital to informing 

educational practice and content (Kiragu et al. 2011, 262). Students bring to the 

dialogue their social identities and experiences that have been constructed within social 

hierarchies and power relations, allowing for a multidimensional understanding of their 

lived realities (Arnot 2009; Kiragu et al. 2011). When enabling and enhancing a diver-

sity of views and voices, student voice can contribute to transformation, democracy 

and justice (Arnot 2009). In his analysis of student voice research, Fielding (2009) saw 

the potential in approaches involving student voice to encourage, enable and liberate – 

to remake the present and re-envision the future. Student voice as participatory, rather 

than representative, democracy should develop ways of working that are emancipatory 

in both process and outcome (Fielding 2001, 2011). 

Fielding’s (2001) four-fold typology of research involving student voice 

describes the different roles of students as: 1) data sources, 2) active respondents, 3) 

co-researchers and 4) researchers, indicating the different levels of participation and 

authority of students, where the last two are seen to have a stronger transformative 

potential (Ibid., 136). In this study, students are perceived as active respondents with 

experience and important information about the currently debated questions of 

relevance, quality, advancement and transitions in Tanzanian secondary education. 

Student voice is used as a means to elicit information that is essential for policy 

dialogue (see McLeod 2011; Jones 2011) and to provide an empowering experience for 

research participants as an attempt to support them to pursue their goals. Furthermore, 

conditions and opportunities for more transformative forms of student voice work on 

“a continent where adult voices provide the dominant discourse” (Kiragu et al. 2011, 

254) are explored. 
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4 Research aims and questions 

The purpose of my doctoral thesis is to present the voices and perspectives of female 

students on the personal relevance of secondary education so that they can be used in 

the dialogue on critical issues in education and development in Tanzania. The research 

aims to: 

1) Analyse the experienced meaning and relevance of education in the lives, 

transitions and future  

orientation of Tanzanian female secondary school students.  

2) Find ways to use research as means for empowerment and to increase 

student engagement in the development of education.  

Based on these aims, four research themes were formed to guide the enquiry through 

the four sub-studies: 

1) access to and advancement in education; 

2) students plans, aspirations and future orientation;

3) the value students give to education; and 

4) comparison between female students’ perspectives and education policy 

measures for improvement. 

Research themes 1–3 and the related research questions focus on the experienced 

meaning and relevance of education and thereby contribute to the first aim of the study. 

The last research theme  (4) focuses on the relationship between students’ perspectives, 

policy and research and and thus contributes to the second aim of the study. The four 

themes are analysed across the sub-studies. The particular emphasis of the research 

themes in the separate sub-studies is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Research themes and questions across the sub-studies. 

Research theme Research questions Sub-

studies 

1. Access to and 

advancement in 

education  

1.1 What are the factors influencing 

advancement in education, as seen by students? 

I & IV 

1.2 How do students assess their own position 

before the critical transition to upper-secondary 

education?  

2. Students’ plans, 

aspirations and 

future orientation 

2.1 What are students’ immediate and long- 

term plans regarding education? 

II & III 

2.2 What is their future orientation regarding 

work and family like?  

3. Value students give 

to education  

3.1 Why do girls want to educate themselves? II & III 

3.2 How do students see the role of education 

in their preparation for the future? 

4. Comparison 

between female 

students’ 

perspectives and 

education policy 

measures for 

improvement 

3.3 What suggestions do students have for 

improving secondary education? 

IV 

3.4 How can students’ perspectives 

complement and contrast the policy approach? 
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5 Research design and data collection 

5.1 Research context and participants 

Data for the study on female students’ perspectives on Tanzanian secondary education 

were collected in Dar es Salaam, the largest city in Tanzania and the economic and 

cultural capital of the country. The population of the dynamic and vibrant city has 

rapidly expanded from 2.5 million in 2002 to 4.4 million in 2012, comprising 10% of 

Tanzania’s population (URT 2012a). Dar es Salaam is commonly referred to as 

Bongoland (brain-land), a place where you have to use your brain to survive (e.g. 

Brennan & Burton 2007). The educational levels of people in Dar es Salaam are 

generally higher than the national average. Still, half of the city’s adult population has 

completed primary education only (URT 2006). The most recent demographic and 

health survey (URT 2010) indicated that the median years of completed education for 

the population aged 15 to 49 in Dar es Salaam is 6.8 years for women and 7.0 years for 

men. The proportion having attended some secondary is 37% for women and 45% for 

men, compared with the national average of 16% (female) and 23% (male). From the 

perspective of gender, the gender difference in the levels of people without any formal 

education is notable. In Dar es Salaam, 7% of women have received no education 

compared with only 0.8% of men (URT 2006). As explained before, the gender gap in 

education still remains within the younger generations. Due to the lower educational 

levels of girls and young women aged 15 to 24, they have lower pay and fewer 

employment opportunities than young men, and this often means they cannot 

effectively compete in the labour market (Kondylis & Manacorda 2008). According to 

the integrated labour force survey (URT 2006), the unemployment rate in Dar es 

Salaam was 31.3% compared with the national average of 11.7%. 

 One hundred female students enrolled in Form 3
23

 in lower-secondary schools in 

Dar es Salaam participated in the study. Students were selected from five different 

schools representing both public and private providers and varying in types of 

enrolment and performance. Regardless of their ownership, all schools followed the 

national secondary education curriculum. Twenty voluntary students from each of the 

five schools participated in the first data collection through empathy-based stories and 

a semi-structured qualitative questionnaire in December 2008 (see Appendix 1). The 
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 The official age of enrolment in Form 3 is 16–17. The national education statistics from 2008 

(URT 2011) show that 67.4% of O-level students were enrolled at the right age, indicating 

that one-third of students are actually older. 
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research participants, aged from 16 to 26, are presented in Table 2 in terms of their 

living arrangements and the educational levels of their guardians.
24

Table 2. Living arrangements of the respondents (n=100) and the educational levels of 

their guardians (n=175). 

Lives with  % 

(n=100) 

Educational 

level of 

guardians 

Male % 

(n=86) 

Female% 

(n=89) 

Total% 

(n=175) 

Both parents 33 < 7 yrs 

primary 

education 2 4 3 

One parent 20  

Primary 

education 

completed 

31 46 39 

Aunt/Uncle 20  

Some 

secondary 

education or 

beyond 

66 49 58 

Siblings 14     

Grandparents 5     

Other  8     

                            

Total  100% 

  

100% 100% 100% 

Since only half of the respondents lived with their biological parents, it became 

important to consider the variation in people’s living arrangements. For example, 

staying with aunts, uncles or elder siblings while at school was a relatively common 

arrangement for girls coming from rural or poor urban families. Eighty-five (85%) of 

the research participants considered the people they were staying with as their primary 

caretakers. Seven per cent were supported by their parents even though they were not 

staying with them. Another seven per cent received support from siblings and other 

relatives. Throughout the study, the family was clearly seen as an extended family 

consisting of parents, aunts and uncles, grandparents, siblings and in-laws, where the 

more advantaged members were helping out the others.  
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 To reflect the variety in the participants’ living arrangements, the word ’guardian’ was used 

in the data collection to identify the parents and other relatives who were the girls’ primary 

caretakers.  
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 Given that the educational level of parents has been found to strongly correlate 

with the educational achievement of their children throughout the world (e.g. OECD 

2010), the participants were asked to indicate the highest level of education their 

guardians had reached. Ninety-seven per cent of male caretakers and 90% of females 

had completed at least 7 years of primary education. Furthermore, 66% of male 

caretakers and 49% of females had attended some post-primary education and many 

held higher degrees. To compare the group with the adult population in Dar es Salaam 

and in Tanzania in general, the girls come from relatively highly educated families 

whose members are in a better position to support their education than average 

Tanzanian families. Since one third of the male caretakers and close to half of the 

females had completed primary education only, their aim to educate their daughters 

beyond primary level can be seen as an attempt towards social mobility through 

education of the younger generation. 

The group of 100 female students can be considered as part of the Tanzanian 

‘missing middle’ (Roberts 2011) – the seemingly privileged youth enrolled in lower 

secondary education who in reality have very few  opportunities to continue further in 

education. Included in the education enrolment statistics, these youth do not currently 

burden the unemployment ratios. Yet, their relatively safe position at the time of the 

study was not necessarily sustained since they were at a very high risk of not being 

able to make the critical transition from lower-secondary to upper-secondary education 

or vocational training.
25

To better understand the dynamics of transition, seven students from one of the 

five schools studied in 2008 participated in individual follow-up interviews during the 

second part of the data collection. The interviews conducted in 2010 focused on the 

experiences of over-aged students enrolled in a non-formal school in one of the sub-

urbs of the city. Interviewees’ age, living arrangements and school- and work-related 

activities at the time of the interviews are presented in Table 3. 
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 The structural conditions for transition from lower-secondary to upper-secondary education 

are discussed in sub-study III (Posti-Ahokas & Palojoki 2014).  
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Table 3. Age, living arrangements and school- and work-related activities of 

interviewees (n=7). 

 Name Age Lives with  Current status 

1. Angelina 23 Parents Works full time (secretarial work); self-

studying for Form 4 examination 

2. Elisabeth 23 Older sister Looking for a job and a chance to attend 

evening classes to repeat Form 4 

3. Kemi 23 Sister Attends Form 5 preparatory class (upper 

secondary), works at sister’s street food stall  

4. Happy 24 Cousin Undecided about future course of action and re-

taking the Form 4 examination 

5. Eve 25 Grandmother Attends Form 5 preparatory class 

6. Nuria 28 Husband Repeating Form 4 

7. Suzy 28 Aunt Repeating Form 4 (lower secondary) 

 Of the seven young women, only two had managed to pass the critical Form 4 

examinations and were enrolled in a preparatory class for Form 6 examinations. The 

other five were yet to come to terms with their low results that did not guarantee them 

the opportunity to proceed directly to Form 5. One was pursuing self-study, another 

two were repeating their preparatory class and two were yet to determine their course 

of action, source of funding and time for re-taking their examination. One had already 

taken up full-time employment to finance her evening classes and another woman was 

looking for a casual day job to ensure a similar arrangement. Only one of the 

interviewees was staying with her parents.  

The position of the young women who were followed up in the second part of 

the study (see Table 3) looks very different depending on the perspective taken. The 

education system would categorise these young women as over-aged and being in the 

margins of the formal education structure. In contrast, their families and communities 

may view them as successful and privileged, being able to pursue education at an age 

where people are often expected to be self-reliant and to already have established their 

own families. 

 Beyond the students engaged in the study, additional interviews were conducted 

with the student government, teachers and headmaster of the school where the 

interviewed girls were enrolled. These data were not analysed in detail for the purposes 

of this present study. However, the information gathered has been used to frame the 

analysis on the female students’ experiences and perspectives at different stages of the 

research. 
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5.2 Methods used for data collection and analysis 

The research design aimed to analyse the experienced meaning of education for 

students and finding ways to enhance student engagement in education and 

empowerment through participation in research. Novel ways of studying the social 

worlds of African youth were sought to find ways of asking that would respect the 

contextual particularities and key issues as defined and voiced by young people 

themselves. The critical approach to research leads to problems of dealing with the 

complexity of the whole (Ozga 2000). In this study, the analysis of personal experience 

and meaning making and their connections to policy processes formed the complex 

whole. This chapter introduces the research process, methods used for data collection 

and analysis and the use of data in the four sub-studies. 

 Implementation of the study on an under-researched theme in a relatively new 

and geographically distant cultural context encouraged a qualitative and explorative 

approach to designing the study. Open, qualitative techniques were applied at the initial 

stages of the research to allow openness to culturally bound meanings and critical 

issues defined by students. More structured forms of data collection were used to 

collect data on the socio-economic background and intended transitions. The second 

part of the data collection was strongly guided by the analysis of the first data sets, 

allowing the issues emphasised by students to guide the inquiry. Figure 1 presents the 

chronology of the research process.  
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Figure 1. Timeline for data collection and analysis. 

 The research was conducted as part of a joint research project of the University 

of Jyväskylä and the University of Dar es Salaam, titled: “Educated Girls and Women 

in Tanzania: Socio-cultural interpretations on the meaning of education”, funded by the 

Academy of Finland from 2007 to 2011. A stakeholder workshop organised by the 

project in February 2008 served as an introduction to the research context and helped 

in planning the project. Data collection and analysis were conducted in several stages, 

the previous phases informing and guiding the next ones. The first data collection was 

carried out in December 2008 through a qualitative questionnaire and writing of 

empathy-based stories by 100 female Form 3 students in 5 schools in different parts of 

Dar es Salaam. After data translation, the story data were analysed and interview 

themes were formulated. The questionnaire data were analysed only preliminarily and 

some of the questions were repeated in the interviews to obtain further explanations. 

The main fieldwork period, conducted from February until March 2010, included 

2008

Introductory visit and stakeholder research workshop in Dar es Salaam

• 1st data collection: empathy-based stories and questionnaire

2009

• Data translation

• Thematic analysis of empathy-based stories - sub-study I

•Preparation for 2nd data collection

2010

2nd data collection (main fieldwork): interviews 

• Data translation

• Voice-centred relational (VCR) analysis of interview data - sub-study II

2011

Qualitative content analysis of questionnaires and analysis of 
demographic and labour statistics - sub-study III

2012

Documentary analysis and reflection against critical issues presented by 
students - sub-study IV

2013
Completion of thesis summary
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organisation and implementation of follow-up interviews and the connected art-based 

exercises, school visits and complementary interviews with student government and 

administration. Outside the main data collection phase, three brief visits to Dar es 

Salaam in 2008, 2009 and 2010 enabled further familiarisation with the research 

context and organisation of practical matters, including research permits. In March 

2014, research findings were presented and discussed in a series of research workshops 

organised in the University of Dar es Salaam School of Education as part of ongoing 

North-South-South collaboration. 

Empathy-based stories, thematic analysis and type stories 

The aims of the first data collection and analysis were to map out the social and 

cultural contexts where female secondary school students in the city of Dar es Salaam 

are planning and preparing for the future and to identify the social and cultural support 

available to female students, as they understand it. To better capture the variety of 

young people’s perceptions, and go beyond their immediate personal experience, this 

study adopted a technique based on role-play. Empathy-based stories were selected as 

a methodological tool due to their potential to capture the social and cultural 

engagement of the situation and of the respondents (J. Eskola 1997) and to generate 

rich and meaningful data on shared cultural meanings (J. Eskola 1998). Empathy-based 

stories are short, imaginary writings composed by research participants as a reaction to 

an introductory script provided by the researcher. Changing some essential elements in 

the introductory scripts is used to study the impact of variation. The method was 

developed in social psychology as a modification of active role-playing for the purpose 

of studying the subject’s interpretations of situations (Ginsburg 1979; A. Eskola and 

Kihlström 1988; J. Eskola 1997).
26

  

For this study, introductory scripts of two imagined peers and their transitions 

from lower-secondary to higher-secondary education were created to illustrate the 

significance of the coming transition and to stimulate the girls’ thinking on the 

meaning of education. The introductory scripts were developed based on previous 

research identifying the critical stages in education in Tanzania (Stambach 2000; 

Okkolin et al. 2010) and written in collaboration with a Tanzanian researcher who had 

thorough knowledge of the social and cultural contexts of the research participants in 

the urban reality of Dar es Salaam. The scripts describing the situation of 2 imagined 

peers (Asha, who had managed to proceed to Form 5 and Roza, who had failed her 

Form 4 examinations) were translated to Kiswahili and provided to the 100 research 

participants (see Appendix 1). All respondents wrote stories about both girls, which 

resulted in a data corpus of 200 stories, between 40 and 80 words each. The stories 
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 A detailed account of the method and the analysis is provided in sub-study I (Posti-Ahokas 

2013). 
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were translated from Kiswahili to English and a Tanzanian colleague checked the 

translations and explained some cultural issues further. 

 The analysis of the written stories focused on research theme 1: access to and 

advancement in education. Open coding of the stories was carried out to identify the 

variety of issues linked to the educational attainment discussed in the stories. The open 

coding resulted in 590 items that were further grouped, categorised and eventually 

condensed into themes through a thematic analysis. As presented by Braun and Clarke 

(2006), thematic analysis is used to identify, analyse and report patterns (themes) 

within the data with the aim to provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of the 

data. According to Braun and Clarke (2006, 82), “a theme captures something 
important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level 
of patterned response or meaning within the data set”. Eleven themes characterising the 
essential social and cultural contexts that support education, as seen by the students, 
were formed from the data for further analysis. The theme of parental support was 
further discussed, defined and refined through a qualitative content analysis in order to 
better understand the complexities within the social and cultural contexts brought up by 
the students and to highlight the differences in the results in comparison to studies 
conducted in the Global North.  

To further utilise the potential of narratives to disclose the social reality and to 
provide further room for the respondents’ interpretations concerning the actual story 

and its affective meanings, type stories (Bleakley 2005) were created from the data to 

present the essential findings in a crystallised form, using the voice of the respondents. 

According to Bleakley (2005, 534), analytical methods tend to lose the story and its 

emotional impact to abstract categorisations, often remaining descriptive while 

claiming explanatory value. The type stories were created based on extracts from the 

empathy-based stories, emphasising the themes that were formulated through the 

thematic analysis. In summary, the analysis of narrative data represents a shared 

cultural meaning on the social and cultural support available to students and on the 

conditions for advancement beyond lower-secondary education.  

A semi-structured qualitative questionnaire, calculations and content analysis 

In connection with writing the empathy-based stories, the respondents filled out a 

qualitative semi-structured questionnaire. The purpose of the questionnaire was to 

generate data under the research themes of students’ plans, aspirations and future 

orientation and the value students give to education, to collect information on the back-

ground characteristics of the research group and to provide a basis for individual 

follow-ups of selected students.  

In the questionnaire, the female students were asked about their: 1) socio-

economic background and living arrangements; 2) immediate plans regarding 
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continuing education and assessment of their realisation; 3) their vision for the future 

regarding profession and family life; and 4) most important things learnt at school (see 

the questionnaire in Appendix 1). The questions regarding respondents’ background 

were developed based on the findings of previous studies on the socio-economic and 

socio-cultural factors influencing girls’ educational attainment in Tanzania (Khwaya 

Puja & Kassimoto 1994; Tumbo-Masabo 1994; Stambach 2000; Helgesson 2006). 

Open-ended questions where girls were asked to reflect on their own plans and visions 

and to assess their position and opportunities for realising them, were formed based on 

the relevant research themes and questions.  

 Similarly to the empathy-based stories, the questionnaire was translated into 

Kiswahili and the responses were translated back to English for analysis. The 

questionnaires were coded to enable tracking of schools and individual respondents for 

follow-up purposes. The part containing signed consent and contact information that 

was left for a possible follow-up was separated from the questionnaires before analysis. 

A preliminary content analysis of the questionnaire responses was conducted to 

formulate the themes for the individual interviews. Before the interviews, the responses 

of the interviewees were studied and used as a basis for the questions following up 

students’ realised transitions and future visions. 

 The main part of the analysis was done for sub-study III, focusing on transitions, 

aspirations and the value of education. The background characteristics, including 

parents’ educational levels and respondents’ living arrangements, were calculated from 

the responses to enable reflection against Tanzanian demographic and labour statistics. 

Educational preferences and reasons to continue were grouped into self-related, future-

related and social reasons for pursuing education. Students’ future orientation was 

depicted through analysis of 10-year visions regarding profession, livelihood and 

family. A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006) of future-related statements on 

reasons for acquiring further education (n=64) and statements regarding the importance 

of education in relation to the future (n=29) was conducted to find out how students 

saw the value of education in relation to their future orientation. The analysis provided 

information on female students’ future orientation and on how they see the value of 

education in assisting their transition to adulthood.  

Interviews and voice-centred relational method of data analysis 

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), interviews are particularly well suited for: 

1) studying people’s understanding on the meanings in their lived world; 2) describing 

people’s experiences and self-understanding; and 3) clarifying and elaborating their 

own perspectives on their lived world. In this study, interviews were used to deepen 

understanding of the issues depicted in the empathy-based stories and to follow up on 

the realised transitions of selected students after they had taken the Form 4 examina-
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tions. Based on the analysis of the empathy-based stories and a preliminary analysis of 

the questionnaire responses, six interview themes covering the four overall research 

themes were formed.
27

In connection with the first data collection, some students voluntarily gave their 

contact information for a possible follow-up interview one year later. In the beginning 

of the main data collection period in 2010, the volunteers were contacted with little 

success, due to changed addresses and phone numbers. The initial plan of conducting 

15 interviews had to be altered and the study was re-focused on 1 of the 5 schools 

where data had been collected in 2008. Individual interviews with seven students and 

complementary interviews with members of the school government, teachers and 

administration were conducted in March 2010. The interviews were conducted with an 

interpreter to enable participation in a familiar language. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) 

and Leslie and Storey (2003) have emphasised choosing an interpreter who is 

culturally acceptable to the research participants. My researcher colleague, an educated 

woman at most 10 years older than the interviewees, was acceptable to the female 

students and served also as a role model for the interviewees. 

The interviews were conducted at the University of Dar es Salaam campus at 

times suggested by the interviewees. Outside the average of 30 minutes spent on the 

formal recorded interview, we spent a minimum of 1.5 hours with each participant. 

Introductions, additional exercises, enjoying snacks and taking photos served as 

occasions to interact more freely. All respondents were able to informally interact in 

English. The consent form and the exercises were introduced with interpretation to 

minimise confusion. As an orientation to the interview themes, girls reflected on their 

life priorities and future aspirations by creating their own vision boards.
28

 The informal 

exercise and starting the interviews by explaining what was included in the vision 

boards greatly helped to start the interviews. Afterwards, portrait photos of each girl 

were taken to thank the girls for coming and sharing their thoughts. 

The interviews were transcribed and translated into English and analysed in sub-

study II. A voice-centred relational method (VCR) for data analysis was selected to 

enable multiperspective listening and deeper contextualisation of the transcripts. 

Originally developed as a ‘listener’s guide’ in psychology, the VCR method has been 

further modified as an analytical tool used for focused reading of interview transcripts 

(Brown 1997; Byrne, Canavan & Millar 2009; Mauthner and Doucet 1998, 2003). 

When meaning and language are considered social constructions, it follows that 

looking beyond text
29

 in search of meaning is required. In the VCR analysis, 

understanding is produced during the act of reading in reference to one’s own concepts 

filtered through one’s own experiences. 
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 See the interview guide in Appendix 1. 
28

 Collages of magazine clippings, drawings and writing reflecting personal goals and dreams.  
29

 Interview transcripts in the case of this study. 
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The first VCR reading was done to depict the overall story of each interview and 

reflect my intellectual and emotional response to it, as the researcher. Building 

storylines for each interviewee’s story and freely reflecting on them gave me a better 

idea of each interview and the girl interviewed. I developed structured interviewee 

profiles, based only on facts, to keep my own interpretations separate. The second 

reading was done with a focus on the narrator’s sense of agency and social location. I 

wrote brief paragraphs on each interview and analysed the girls’ sense of agency. 

Observing how they spoke about the examination process and how they saw student’s 

opportunities to act within the system generated further ideas for sub-study IV. 

Social relationships and their consequences were the focus of the third reading. 

During this reading, perhaps partly due to the familiarity of the issues from the written 

story data, the picture of the Tanzanian family became more vivid and family became 

of primary interest for sub-study II. The fourth and last reading focusing on cultural 

contexts and social structures captured issues that are ‘different’ and that need to be 

clarified to the audience in the Global North. More importantly, the reading made me 

aware of the structural and contextual issues influencing girls’ thinking and actual 

opportunities. The analysed interview data were mainly reported in sub-studies II and 

IV, and they were further used in the overall analyses of all four research themes in this 

thesis summary.  

Documentary analysis and reflection against students’ perspectives 

Policy texts can serve as a rich source of data, describing the official policy narrative 

on different levels and the discursive frameworks of different stakeholders (Grace 

1995; Ozga 2000). Critical text analysis (Ozga 2000) and a policy scholarship ap-

proach (Smyth 2010) can make the underlying regulative principles visible and 

contribute to the generation of critical, informed and independent responses to policy. 

In this study, policy texts were used in the early stages of the research process to 

identify the critical issues for secondary education development. In later stages of the 

study, the perspectives and critical issues brought up by the students were reflected 

against the policy articulations.  

In sub-study IV, students’ perspectives concerning advancement and transition 

through Form 4 examinations were compared with the policy framework by analysing 

how and to what extent the issues that the students raised were addressed in the current 

Secondary Education Development Plan (URT 2010b). Within the SEDP II, the 

qualitative content analysis focused on the critical issues identified during the 

preparation of SEDP II, and the plan’s objectives and strategies regarding the 

enhancement of access and equity and the improvement of quality and relevance.  
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Use of data in sub-studies 

The different types of data collected were analysed in several stages and parts of data 

sets were combined for analyses for the purposes of the sub-studies. To summarise the 

chapter and further clarify the strategies for the data collection and analyses, the meth-

ods for data collection and analyses and the use of data in the four sub-studies are 

presented in Table 4.  

Table 4. Methods for data collection and analysis and the use of data in sub-studies. 

Research 
theme 

Method for 
data 
collection 

Type of data Method of 
analysis 

Sub-
study  

Access to and 

advancement 

in education  

Empathy-

based stories  

Written stories Thematic analysis I  

Individual 

interviews 

Translated interview 

transcripts 

Voice-centred 

relational analysis 

II 

Questionnaire Responses to open 

questions 

Calculations and 

qualitative content 

analysis 

IV 

Students’ 

plans, 

aspirations and 

future 

orientation 

Individual 

interviews 

Translated interview 

transcripts: 

immediate and long-

term plans and their 

justification 

Voice-centred 

relational analysis 

II 

Questionnaire Responses to 

structured questions: 

immediate and long-

term plans 

Calculations III 

Value students 

give to 

education  

Individual 

interviews 

Translated interview 

transcripts: reasons 

for educating oneself 

Voice-centred 

relational analysis 

II  

Questionnaire Responses to open 

questions: reasons 

for educating oneself 

Thematic analysis III 

Comparison 

between 

female 

students’ 

perspectives 

and education 

policy 

measures for 

improvement  

Questionnaire Responses to open 

questions: conditions 
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5.3 Methodological considerations  

Embarking on an explorative study utilising several methods and conducted in a new 

cultural context has been methodologically challenging. A focused analysis requires 

maintaining a fine balance between rigidity and flexibility in all fieldwork as plans 

need to be adapted and revised along the way (Murray and Overton 2003, 35). The 

description in chapter 5.2 details the non-linear process that took new directions during 

the course of the study. Beyond the changes caused by the practical limitations and 

unexpected challenges during fieldwork, the data collection strategy has been flexible 

to changes according to new ideas and issues identified during the process. Through 

the process, methodological explorations and their reflection have become one of the 

core elements of this research. This chapter explains how the validity of the research 

was constructed. Epistemological issues; relationship to the research context and 

participants specific questions related to culture, language and translation; methods and 

analyst triangulation; and ethical issues are discussed in this chapter to provide a basis 

for assessing the credibility and limitations of the study in the final discussion in 

Chapter 7. 

Critical research approaches are grounded in social constructivist epistemology 

entailing that knowledge is constructed through personal interpretations of the nature 

of reality. Besides, reality is not objective or given but rather an individual’s perception 

of it (Freire 1985). Constructivist approaches to knowledge acknowledge that one’s 

location within the social world influences the way in which it is seen and that 

meanings belong to culture rather than simply to language (Temple & Young 2004; 

Shizha 2005). The view of narratives endowing experience with meaning (Bruner 

1986) and considering the narrator as someone who “shapes, constructs and performs 

the self, experience, and reality” (Chase 2005, 657), make the data culled from 

empathy-based stories particularly meaningful.  

Methodological and epistemological challenges arise from the recognition that 

people using different languages may construct different ways of seeing social life 

(Temple & Young 2004). Therefore, the relationships between languages and research-

ers, and between translators and the people they seek to represent are as crucial as the 

words used (Ibid.). These preconditions led me to be careful and sensitive about 

culture, language and translation and inspired my search for alternative methods of 

expression, including writing and art-based exercises, to complement the interpreted 

interviews.  



 43 

Engaging with the research context and participants

My research process occurred in multiple physical locations. The research idea 

emerged in a UN context in Ethiopia. The study was initiated and implemented in 

Finland at two universities and during visits to Tanzania in collaboration with the 

University of Dar es Salaam. Additional courses, conferences and seminars conducted 

around Europe have provided opportunities for some fundamental reflections. Having 

worked in a team of researchers who have participated in the same research project, I 

see the collaborative, mainly virtual, environment as another key context for my 

research. Out of these locations, Tanzania and particularly Dar es Salaam formed the 

geographical ‘field’ where I conducted my empirical work and where the research 

participants live. Cupples and Kindon (2003, 217) pointed out the importance of seeing 

the field “as a space, which is actively constituted through the social and spatial 

practices of the researcher and his/her relationships with participants” rather than as a 

bounded geographical location. Writing the field is a process where meanings are 

attached to our research sites and our participants (Cupples & Kindon 2003). Learning 

diaries on culture and language and the interview process were written to reflect the 

field experience and to build the grounds for data analysis. Continuous writing of 

essays, seminar and conference papers and research articles has given structure and 

deepness to my research experience. 

 Each visit to Tanzania made me more familiar with the research context and 

helped me to gain the cultural knowledge required for the analysis. In Finland, I have 

been privileged to work with three Tanzanian scholars and other researchers with 

expertise on Tanzania who have helped in mediating the two cultures for the purposes 

of the advancement and quality of my research. At the initial stage of research, I 

strongly relied on my colleagues in practical and cultural matters. While in Dar es 

Salaam, following the local media guided my interest towards looking at the 

examinations as a current concrete example of the challenges of the education system. I 

familiarised myself with Tanzanian urban culture in the roles of a researcher, develop-

ment worker and a mother. Research encounters, collegial cooperation, formal 

relationships and friendship gave me different entry points into Tanzanian culture. 

The first data collection taught me a great deal about not making too definite 

plans, allowing adequate time for doing things and always being prepared for sudden 

changes. The major field work period confirmed the lessons learnt earlier about 

allowing every little thing enough time, accepting that some things are impossible and 

understanding the importance of creating alternative strategies. After a day of queuing 

in crowded government offices or taking my feverish daughter to the clinic for a 

malaria test, I wished I had engaged in a documentary analysis that could be done from 

home through the internet. Leslie and Storey’s (2003) advice on the importance of 

knowing yourself, your research context and designing the study accordingly suddenly 

became real.  
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Considerations on language, translation and interpretation 

Using several languages and depending on translation is a feature of many 

development research projects. In the early stages of the research, language mainly 

seemed like a technical problem, but later the crucial and complex role of language in 

the research process became a key element of my methodological considerations. 

Pietilä (2010) has emphasised the particular importance of researcher reflexivity in 

analysis of data collected in a foreign language. During the review of literature on 

African youth, the absence of reflexive accounts in the existing cross-cultural research 

literature became evident. 

 Temple and Young (2004, 163–165) have identified two epistemological stances 

present in qualitative research involving translation. First, for researchers who see 

themselves as objective instruments of research, others can be represented once 

translation problems are solved. For these researchers, validity is constructed in terms 

of ‘correct’ translation and interpretation and elimination of bias becomes a chief 

concern also when it comes to language. Temple and Young (Ibid.) further argue that 

even within the qualitative reflexive paradigm, researchers who ignore issues of 

translation implicitly use this stance. The second epistemological stance acknowledges 

the researcher’s social position and the influence of the surrounding social world on 

how language is seen. Acknowledging the role of translators and the power 

relationships involved in knowledge production should be recognised and discussed in 

the analysis. Acceptance of this stance should also be reflected in practical 

methodological decisions, political decisions and research writing.  

The critical approach emphasising voice led me to design a study where young 

people could participate in a language they were comfortable using. According to 

Benson (2005), using people’s own language is particularly important to bring out the 

voices of girls. Temple and Young (2004, 167) have argued that “the perspective of 

one language-using community on another is rarely neutral and the perceived status of 

languages rarely equivalent”, concluding that although conversation between people 

using different languages is difficult, it is essential for moving away from the 

objectifying gaze on difference. I see mother tongue having a particular political and 

transformative force, both fundamentally important characters for research promoting 

social justice. Research on English language instruction and language acquisition in 

Tanzanian secondary schools (Brock-Utne 2007; Billings 2011) has pointed to major 

weaknesses in students’ level of English. In their study on HIV/AIDS education in 

Ghana, Kiragu et al. (2011) found that when young people spoke English their 

language was imprecise and frequently did not convey the meaning they intended. 

Therefore, Kiswahili, being the first or second language of students and the lingua 

franca in Dar es Salaam (see e.g. Tumbo Masabo 1994; Brennan & Burton 2007), was 

chosen to be used in the data collection.  
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Discussing qualitative research conducted by foreign researchers in the Global 

South, Leslie and Storey (2003) have emphasised the necessity of learning the local 

language but also encouraged researchers to reflect on what is an adequate level of 

language for the particular research. They point out that in many cases, aiming for 

fluency is beyond what is realistic, but what is more important is to show that you are 

trying. Due to no prior knowledge of the Kiswahili language and the relatively short 

field periods, I had to opt for only taking an intensive language course in Dar es 

Salaam and utilising these basics as effectively as possible.  

All data were collected with the assistance of Kiswahili-speaking colleagues and 

the research interviews were interpreted from English to Kiswahili. Ellis and Berger 

(2002) have characterised the active relationships that are constructed in interviews as 

collaborative and communicative events. My interviews, as seen from the recordings 

and transcripts, were fairly formal and conventional due to the tension caused by 

interpretation and recording. In her study conducted in Tanzanian secondary schools, 

Sommer (2010) had to give up recording completely in the focus group discussions due 

to the tension and anxiety caused by recording. Yet, as discussed before, recording and 

full transcribing of the research interviews was necessary in this study to capture the 

authentic voices.  

Apart from being a technical exercise, translation is also a social relationship 

that involves power, status and the imperfect mediation of cultures (Bujra 2006, 172). 

Temple and Young (2004) have considered translators as analysts and cultural brokers 

who make assumptions about meaning equivalence and take a hybrid role in the 

research process. Differences in understanding words, concepts and worldviews across 

languages can be understood by talking to interpreters about their views on the issues 

discussed (Temple 1997; Temple & Young 2004). Bujra (2006, 178) argues that being 

forced to employ the linguistic skills of others can have unexpected bonuses. In fact, 

translators can become partners in the struggle to achieve mediation of cultures. In my 

research, translators have become an integral part of the meaning-making process and 

have had a great impact on the research as a whole. Having my data collection 

instruments (framework stories, questionnaire and interview questions) checked by 

both Finnish and Tanzanian researchers raised different kinds of questions and also 

protected me from asking strange things or asking questions in the wrong way. When 

first reading the translated empathy-based stories, I was overwhelmed by the various 

cultural expressions that I had to clarify with my translator. Complexities related to 

translation and interpretation (Bujra 2006; Temple & Young 2004; Leslie & Storey 

2003) reinforced that having to rely solely on interpretation during interviews would 

have seriously challenged my own skills and the skills of the interpreter. As Bujra 

(2006) has pointed out, interpreters are active participant intermediaries who make 

their own judgements and may transform the message received. When reading the 

transcripts, I realised I had to consider and accept this feature in my data. This further 

led me to decide to have the recorded interviews transcribed and translated by another 
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professional. For the transcribed interview data, there were a lot fewer cultural 

questions, partly due to my increased familiarity with the language and the context but 

greatly due to the continuing, collaborative meaning making and cultural learning 

process with my interpreter. 

Methods and analyst triangulation 

Several types of triangulation can be used to construct the credibility and validity of 

qualitative research (Patton 2002, 556–563). In this research, the most important forms 

of triangulation included: using multiple data collection and analysis methods and 

analyst triangulation, referring to the review of findings by study participants and 

other researchers.  

The various methods used for data collection and analysis presented in  the 

previous chapter 5.2 were selected to allow a multi-perspective approach and to 

explore qualitative methods suitable for critical social research across cultures. The 

three data sets, 1) empathy-based stories, 2) questionnaire responses and 3) interviews 

were collected to generate data for responding to the research questions. The initial 

data collection plan considered interviews as the core source of data. Geographical 

distance from the research site and the financial implications of the distance and the 

decision to use Kiswahili language in data collection modified the research plan to be 

less dependent on vast interview data and led to further methodological explorations. 

The encouraging experience with empathy-based stories and the quality of data 

generated through other methods levelled out the emphasis between data sets. 

Providing information on plans, preferences and experienced opportunities of a larger 

group of students, the questionnaire data formed the basis for sub-studies III and IV. 

As the primary source for analysing individual experiences, the interview data 

complemented the other data sets by enabling follow up and a more detailed analysis of 

some of the issues present in the questionnaire responses and empathy-based stories. 

Some research themes were covered in all three data sets, which allowed a 

multidimensional analysis.
30

 The flexibility of the qualitative approaches enabled 

extending the enquiry to the recent alarming developments and debates around national 

Form 4 examinations. Complementary data on the influence of policy and its 

implementation at the school level were gathered through interviews with teachers, 

school management and representatives of the student government.  

The qualitative data were analysed using both qualitative analysis tools and 

quantification. The narrative story data and the data from the thematic interviews were 

purely qualitative in nature, and following that solely qualitative tools were used for 

analysis. The questionnaire included both quantifiable questions and qualitative, open-

                                                      
30

 See Table 4. 



 47 

ended questions. Thematic analysis and qualitative content analysis were mainly used 

to analyse the data. Additionally, responses regarding background, personal plans and 

preferences were also quantified. Further quantification was done in relation to relevant 

education, demographic and labour statistics to position the research group and reflect 

the findings in relation to the group of youth and young adults in Tanzania. 

Analyst triangulation has been essential throughout the research process in 

making and testing interpretations. Referring to the questionnaires in the follow-up 

interviews was the only formal opportunity for the participants to review the data. 

Discussing the findings with all 100 participants is practically impossible, but efforts 

will be made to continue the discussion with the 7 interviewees. Analytical discussions 

with the research assistant, co-researcher and interpreter and the translator significantly 

contributed to the analysis at different stages. The preliminary findings have been 

presented to interdisciplinary audiences at international seminars and conferences, 

which has assisted in identifying the findings most significant to the discourses in 

different disciplines. The expert and audit review has been conducted through the peer 

review processes of the sub-studies and the external pre-examination of the dissertation 

as a whole.  

5.4 Ethics 

Conducting research in an ethical manner entails both official procedures, including 

research permits
31

 and the informed consent of participants, and the practice, behaviour 

and reflexivity of the researcher. Essentially, ethical decision making is about being 

conscious of one’s values, principles and allegiance to ethical codes, intuition and 

feelings within a context characterised by professional and power relationships 

(deLaine 2000). Scheyvens, Nowak and Storey (2006) have emphasised building 

mutually beneficial relationships and acting in a sensitive and responsible manner as 

crucial characteristics of ethical fieldwork in a foreign setting. Discussing ethical 

strategies for youth voice research, Kiragu et al. (2011, 260–261) suggest five 

strategies for respectful placement of the voices of vulnerable young people at the 

centre of a study, including: 1) participant engagement, 2) building a relationship be-

tween researcher and researched, 3) researcher subjectivity, 4) considerations of power 

and 5) research as intervention. The ethical issues related to this present study are 

discussed in relation to these five strategies.  

According to Kiragu et al. (2011), participant engagement can be enhanced by 

adopting appropriate and engaging research methods. In this study, both the empathy-

based stories and the questionnaire were received with enthusiasm. The stories of Asha 

                                                      
31

 A research permit for this study was granted by the Tanzania Commission for Science and 

Technology (COSTECH). Research permit No. 2009-297-NA-2008-168  
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and Roza enabled the girls to think about future scenarios, and many respondents stated 

this was the first time they had thought about the coming transition in such concrete 

terms. Many stories written by the students ended by explaining the personal plans of 

the girls and the personal commitments made, which were inspired by Asha’s and 

Roza’s stories. This alone could be an argument for using empathy-based stories when 

studying young people, especially girls, in a setting where they are in a marginalised 

position and where little room is left for them to express their thoughts and opinions. 

Similarly, the interviews were received well by the participants. Some were reserved 

and hesitant in the beginning, but the vision board exercise greatly motivated the young 

women to think about their future and speak more freely during the formal interview.  

Discussing methods used in studies by Northern researchers in the Global South, 

Nast (1994) has suggested choosing methods that promote mutual respect, identify 

commonalities and differences between researchers and research participants in non-

authoritative ways, and that allow for ‘others’ to be heard and empowered. In Tanza-

nian culture, lengthy greetings and asking about how one’s family is doing are 

common practices in every social encounter. This culture greatly facilitated building 

relationships with the research participants through informal conversations. In these 

situations, we collaborated with my colleague who served as an interpreter and made a 

joint effort to create an open and relaxed atmosphere for the interviews. 

During the interviews, researcher subjectivity was conveyed by presenting the 

interviewees with the questionnaires they had filled out over a year ago and discussing 

how they felt about their answers at that time. Presenting and discussing the vision 

boards also provided opportunities for a democratic approach to the data. In their study 

on socially excluded Irish teenagers, Byrne et al. (2009) implemented participatory 

data analysis utilising the VCR method and considered it to enhance long-term, 

process-focussed, respectful and ethical engagement with the research group. In the 

future, it would be interesting to try participatory data collection, analysis and reporting 

in the Tanzanian context as part of student voice research (see Flecha 2011; McLeod 

2011). 

Issues related to the sense of power and control raise various ethical concerns in 

research utilising student voice. Kiragu et al. (2011) have suggested careful and con-

sistent decisions regarding transcribing voices, language usage and representing voices 

in written documents to be key considerations regarding power.
32

 In the VCR method, 

there is a risk of oversimplification when representing voices and reaching interpreta-

tions (Mauthner & Doucet 2003).
33

 The intensive listening practiced in the VCR 

readings acknowledges the relationship between the listener (researcher) and the 

speaker (interviewee), especially with respect to power, privilege and hierarchies 

                                                      
32

 These are discussed in more detail in  chapter 5.3 under ’Considerations on language, transla-

tion and interpretation’. 
33

 With regards to this study, these issues are discussed in detail in the previous chapter 5.3 on 

language. 
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(Lehtomäki et al. 2014). While reading the transcripts, I acknowledged some of the 

silences and misunderstandings caused by the unequal relationship. The interviewees 

coming from more privileged backgrounds were generally more open in their 

discussions and also asked for my reasons for conducting the interviews. One of the 

interviewees asked to be interviewed in English; since she was fluent, I had no reason 

to refuse. For me as a researcher, interviewing naturally felt more comfortable when 

done without interpretation. But as Bujra (2006) has reminded, English speakers are 

likely to be representing the wealthy and powerful. Had I chosen only interviewees 

competent in English, I may have not been able to include the perspectives of girls 

coming from poorer and rural backgrounds. 

 Recognition of the role of researcher as fully involved and responsible for one’s 

actions entails commitment to empowering research participants (Scheyvens et al. 

2006, 141). Kiragu et al. (2011) have argued that, especially among vulnerable youth, 

it is essential that the people involved get something out of participating the study. In 

their studies, developmental activities like photography workshops and shared 

reflections on their involvement in the study have been used to ‘give something back’. 

My research interviews focused on over-aged examination repeaters and thereby 

reinforced the focus of the study on marginalised groups. I aimed at using the 

interviews to provide the girls who participated with an empowering experience. The 

vision boards created in the collage exercise and the portrait photographs taken were 

given to the girls. Being able to make a genuine contribution to the lives of the 

participants through the reflective questions, vision boards and photographs made the 

interview experience very positive both for the participants and the researcher. 

Furthermore, the decision to conduct the interviews at the university campus proved to 

be a success. Many of the girls said that entering the campus for the first time greatly 

motivated them to pursue their professional goals. 
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6 Overview of sub-studies 

The research findings have been published in four peer-reviewed research articles in 

international research journals. Each sub-study engaged in a discussion around specific 

themes, including: 1) qualitative methodology in cross-cultural research on education; 

2) the role of family in the educational advancement of Tanzanian girls and women; 3) 

the value given to education in the transition to adulthood; and 4) the potential role of 

female students’ perspectives in the development of secondary education. To position 

the sub-studies within the whole of this dissertation, an overview of the four sub-

studies is presented here describing the focus, methodological approach and key 

findings of each study. In this chapter, the findings of the sub-studies are summarised 

according to the overall research themes and questions to form a basis for the final 

discussion. 

6.1 Study I – Methodological explorations in the study of students’ socio-cultural 
landscapes 

The aims of the first study were to gain an understanding of the contextual 

particularities of the research group and generate ideas for the research project in its 

initial stage. The data consisted of 200 empathy-based stories written by 100 Form 3 

students. The stories were written based on two introductory scripts about their 

imagined peers – one who managed to proceed to Form 5 and another who did not pass 

the Form 4 examinations. Adoption of an open, explorative approach enabled 

identification of critical issues for students regarding the transition from lower- to 

upper-secondary education. 

The analysis of the social and cultural determinants of success from students’ 

perspectives showed that educational advancement is perceived as a combination of 

personal attributes, and social and cultural factors. For the girl who did not pass her 

examinations, social and cultural factors were considered critical in determining 

continuation, whereas the girl who had enrolled in Form 5 was seen to mainly rely on 

her personal attributes and strategies. A thematic analysis on the social and cultural 

factors mentioned by the respondents resulted in the formation of 11 themes that were 

seen to form the supporting and constraining contexts for educational advancement. 

The importance given to family in enabling education led to conducting a more 

detailed content analysis of the familial relationships. The analysis portrayed extended 

families as networks of supporting relationships that have to be respected and utilised 

in order to pursue one’s goals. Presenting the narrative data gave voice to girls who 

may not otherwise have been heard. The study contributed to the discussion on 
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methods suitable for cross-cultural research in education and built grounds for an 

analysis on the support for the secondary education of Tanzanian girls.  

6.2 Study II – The role of family in enabling and constraining advancement in 
education 

The second study built upon the findings of the first study regarding the role of family 

in the educational advancement of girls and women. The study focused on the 

interconnectivity of education, work and family in women’s lives and the role of 

family and education in making the transition to adulthood. The data consisted of the 

seven interviews with young women enrolled in a non-formal secondary school who 

were pursuing the transition to upper-secondary education through re-sitting the Form 

4 examinations. Additional data were drawn from a separate study (Okkolin 2013) to 

compare the situation of the research group to the one of women who had proceeded to 

higher education. The data were analysed using the VCR method of data analysis with 

a particular focus on social relationships, cultural context and social structures.  

Family relationships were found to be central in the participants’ current 

considerations and their future visions. For the women interviewed for the study, 

family was considered both as an enabling factor but also as a constraint to individual 

aims and ambitions. Family served as a central future goal and a motivator for the 

women pursuing education in challenging situations. The study concluded that issues 

related to family relationships are critical to the successful development of policies and 

strategies to improve the educational levels and professional advancement of 

Tanzanian girls and women.  

6.3 Study III – The value given to education in the transition to adulthood 

The study focused on the aspirations and the value given to education by the 100 Form 

3 students who participated in the questionnaire study in 2008. The aim was to 

understand how students see the value of education in relation to their future 

orientation and its value in bringing about a better future. First, female students’ 

immediate plans and future orientation were depicted and their reasons for wanting to 

educate themselves further were analysed. Second, the value given to education was 

analysed in relation to students’ aspirations and their future orientation regarding work 

and family. 

Female students’ future orientation was strongly linked to advancing in 

education beyond the lower-secondary level. Half of the students considered 

alternative options in case their primary option to proceed to upper-secondary 

education failed to be realised. A great majority (89%) saw themselves employed and 

in a profession in 10 years’ time and 88% wanted to live in a family. Secondary 



 52 

education held multiple functions for students. Apart from the instrumental value of 

education in providing the essential credentials for continuing to higher education and 

increasing the probability of a future as an employed professional, education was 

appreciated for its ability to assist in developing feasible goals and strategies. 

Furthermore, education was given a significant intrinsic value and the life of an 

educated person was seen as ‘a life of hope’. The study argued that a positive future 

orientation can protect and assist female students in achieving what they want. The 

challenges for the education system are assisting students in creating realistic plans and 

providing strategies to realise them.  

6.4 Study IV – The potential role of student perspectives in the development of 
secondary education in Tanzania 

The last sub-study compared the female students’ perspectives of access, quality and 

advancement with the Tanzanian policy framework (the Secondary Education Plan 

2011–2015) and discussed the potential of student voice work in the development of 

secondary education in Tanzania. The analysed data were drawn from the 

questionnaire responses, individual interviews and SEDP documentation. Grounded in 

student voice research aiming at change and transformation, the analysis identified the 

critical issues stated by students that provide complementary perspectives to policy 

development.  

 The findings across all data highlight the important role of socio-cultural 

contexts, particularly family, in determining female students’ transition to upper-

secondary education. The current policy seems to inadequately consider the role of 

families and communities as active partners in policy implementation. Understanding 

the students’ familial context and the scale of economic problems in families is 

essential to culturally contextualised development of education. Where family support 

was available, students took the responsibility for succeeding themselves. School-

related issues only played a marginal role in students’ considerations. Students enrolled 

in non-formal education provided critical viewpoints of unequal treatment of students 

in different types of schools and particularly in the national Form 4 examinations. The 

analyses showed that students have valuable suggestions to improve the system. The 

study concluded that if converted towards the ’politics of listening’, student voice work 

can provide a new strategy for the educational leadership to enhance transformation in 

education. 

6.5 Summary of key findings 

In this chapter, the key findings of the four sub-studies are summarised according to 

the research themes and questions (Tables 5–8) to form a basis for the discussion in the 

concluding chapter. 
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Table 5. Research theme 1: access to and advancement in education. 

Research 
question  

Key findings 

What are the 

factors 

impacting 

advancement 

in education, 

as seen by 

students? 

• Own responsibility and learning strategies are considered 

important for success. (sub-studies I, IV) 

• Parents, peers, extended family, educated seniors, teachers and 

religious groups form an important social support structure for 

students. (I, II) 

• The most crucial (family) relationship is with the ‘person who 

educates her’, e.g. finances the studies. (II) 

• Families are committed to education of girls and they receive 

significant psychological and financial support from (extended) 

families. (II, III) 

• Family can also be a constraint to individual ambitions. (II) 

• Financial dependency on the family was experienced as an 

emotional burden by the over-aged students. (II) 

• Religion is a significant source of psychological support to 

young students struggling forward. (I) 

• School-related factors play a marginal role in students’ 

considerations on advancement. (IV) 

How do 

students 

assess their 

own position 

before the 

critical 

transition to 

upper-

secondary 

education?  

• Of the 100 students, 36% were very certain that their plans 

regarding education would be realised; 29% were quite certain; 

29% a little uncertain; and 7% very uncertain. (III) 

• Poverty and financial constraints in families, high enrolment 

rates and competition threaten participation and advancement. 

(IV) 

 Reflecting conditions for advancement through the empathy-based stories, 

students considered personal effort most critical to success in education. When 

considering their own situation prior to the final examinations in Form 4 and without 

knowing for certain whether they could continue directly to Form 5, the students 

emphasised the role of socio-cultural factors, particularly family, in determining their 

transition. Relationships with peers, parents, extended family, educated seniors and 

religious groups were seen to determine individual success to a large extent, and 

therefore they were cherished and respected accordingly. Family was seen as a major 
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enabling factor impacting advancement in education, but also as a factor constraining 

individual ambitions.  

The financial status of the (extended) family goes hand in hand with continuing 

education. Finding someone who can finance secondary studies is critical to advance-

ment. In particular, the interviewed over-aged students experienced financial depend-

ence on the family as a burden. In their lives, the adult and non-adult aspects of life 

were intertwined, which resulted in controversial roles and reactions.  

Where economic and emotional support from the family was available, students 

took the responsibility for succeeding themselves. School-related factors played only a 

marginal role in students’ considerations. Peer support, teachers’ support and access to 

appropriate learning materials were considered necessary for successful learning. 

Table 6. Research theme 2: students’ plans, aspirations and future orientation. 

Research 
questions 

Key findings 

What are 

students’ 

immediate 

and long-

term plans 

regarding 

education? 

• For 88% of students (n=100), continuing studies in upper-

secondary education was the first preference. The rest (12%) aimed 

to continue studies in vocational schools or teacher education 

institutions. Under half (44%) mentioned alternative plans and 

strategies. (III) 

What is 

their future 

orientation 

regarding 

work and 

family like? 

• In 10 years’ time, 89% of respondents envisioned themselves as 

employed professionals and 88% made explicit statements about 

family. (III) 

• Family as a social network was central to respondents’ current 

considerations and future visions. (II) 

A great majority (88%) of the 100 Form 3 students who participated in the study 

wanted to continue education at the upper-secondary level. One third (33%) of the 

students who only wanted to continue to A-level were very certain that their plans 

would be realised. However, in the 2009 national Form 4 examinations, only 6.3% of 

all students achieved the scores required for transition to Form 5. Furthermore, 

considering that only 44% of students mentioned alternative plans and strategies, there 

seems to be a wide gap between the educational expectations and the realities of female 

students.  

Envisioning the future in 10 years’ time, 89% of the students who participated in 

this study saw themselves employed and in a profession (ranging from secretaries and 
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nurses to bankers and ministers). Two thirds (69%) preferred living in a city, due to the 

increased availability of jobs, services and facilities. One fifth (22%) wanted to settle 

in the countryside because they wanted to work with rural communities or because that 

is where their families reside. The rest (9%) stated that they would live anywhere, 

depending on their future profession and success in obtaining employment. Eighty-

eight per cent made explicit statements about wanting to live with family, either by 

stating they would live with a spouse or other relatives or by saying they would like to 

have children. The interview data further explained the family-related reasons for 

pursuing education and highlighted the importance of family in both the current 

considerations and future visions of young women. Staying close to family and helping 

others were considered natural, and ideals of independent adulthood were not present. 

Table 7. Research theme 3: the value given to education. 

Research 
questions 

Key findings 

Why do girls 

want to 

educate 

themselves? 

• Girls want to study to develop themselves, to advance in life and to 

help others. (III) 

• Education is given an instrumental role in providing credentials 

and developing goals and strategies. (III) 

• Education is also valued as such: the life of an educated person is 

‘a life of hope’. (III) 

• To a great extent, the reasons for educating oneself were drawn 

from the overall benefits to the future of the family and society at 

large. (II) 

How do 

students see 

the role of 

education in 

future 

preparation?

• Students’ future orientation is strongly linked to advancing in 

education beyond the level they have already reached. (III) 

• They consider that schooling had assisted them in setting goals and 

had provided them with tools to encounter future life. (III) 

• Education is seen as a key for the transition to adulthood and 

gaining a good life. (II, III) 

• Secondary education should provide knowledge and skills 

necessary in life. (IV) 

The 100 research participants identified self-related (23%), future-related (58%) and 

social (19%) reasons for pursuing post-primary education. The self-related statements 

considered studying as something pleasurable and agreeable. A majority of the given 

reasons were strongly related to the future, portraying education as a key to a better 
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future for the female students and their families. Through their education and enhanced 

positions in society, the young women wanted to help others and give something back 

to their families. 

The future-related reasons for pursuing further education were strongly 

associated with the instrumental value of secondary education in providing opportuni-

ties for a better livelihood as an employed professional (43%). Furthermore, secondary 

education was considered helpful in setting goals and in realizing them to succeed in 

life (37%). The intrinsic value of education was emphasised in 21% of the statements. 

Advancing beyond lower-secondary education was considered critical to making 

the transition to adulthood and to the fulfilment of personal aspirations. The over-aged 

students also emphasised the importance of knowledge and skills relevant to future life. 

Learning only for examinations was not considered meaningful.  

Table 8. Research theme 4: female students’ perspectives of policy. 

Research 
questions 

Key findings 

What 

suggestions 

do students 

have for 

improving 

secondary 

education? 

• Students see learning as a collaborative process and they consider 

peer support and study groups essential for learning. (I) 

• Form 4 examinations are seen as a major threshold for advancement. 

Failures in examination are explained by lack of appropriate learning 

materials. (IV) 

• Students from non-formal schools are in a vulnerable position in the 

examinations as private candidates. Poor organisation of 

examinations has lead to violations and nullification of results. (IV) 

• Recognition of non-formal education and alternative paths is 

essential to reduce the vulnerability of students in non-formal 

(private) schools. (II, IV) 

• Student councils are important to school improvement. (IV) 

• Dialogue between public and private schools and the government 

can be a tool to ensure equal treatment. (IV) 

How can 

students’ 

perspectives 

complement 

and 

contrast the 

policy 

approach? 

• Students make sense of education based on their lived experiences in 

and outside school, and they provide relevant recommendations for 

improving the education system. (IV) 

• Understanding the students’ familial relationships and the scale of 

economic problems is essential to culturally contextualised 

development of education. (I, II, III, IV) 

• Studying in-school youth complements the existing structural 

analysis and research on marginalised youth in the Global South. 

(III, IV) 
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 Students considered learning as a collaborative process. Particularly in the 

empathy-based stories, peer support and study groups were described as essential for 

successful learning. However, previous studies conducted in government schools 

suggest that creating spaces for active and collaborative learning are objectives yet to 

be reached in practice.  

The experiences of over-aged students show that the Form 4 examinations are a 

major threshold for advancement. Re-sitting examinations extends the time spent on 

secondary education and significantly adds costs for the students and their families. 

Students saw the lack of appropriate learning materials as a major reason contributing 

to failures in examination. Use of commercial materials focusing on typical examina-

tion questions widely available in the city directed learning towards examinations at 

the cost of quality. Regarding Form 4 examinations, they suggested revising the 

examination system to avoid violation and unequal treatment.
34

The experiences of students in non-formal schools point to their unequal 

treatment as private examination candidates and raise concerns over their 

employability. Students suggested creating more dialogue between public and private 

schools. On a school level, student councils were considered effective in increasing 

student participation in school improvement.  

 The experiences of female students, the decreasing examination results and the 

public debates reflect the deteriorating quality of secondary education. The viewpoints 

of female students are raised from their lived experiences in and outside school and 

thereby complement the existing policy documentation and analysis. The findings of 

the four sub-studies increase understanding of the students’ familial relationships and 

the scale of the economic problems in their families. The existing structural analyses 

and research on marginalised youth are complemented by the present study focusing on 

the perspectives of urban in-school youth.  

  

                                                      
34

 See sub-study IV (Posti-Ahokas & Lehtomäki 2014) for a more detailed discussion. 
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 The findings of this study related to the four research themes increase 

understanding of issues critical to the development of secondary education from the 

perspective of female students. To conclude the chapter, the essential findings and 

recommendations related to each research theme are summarised as follows:  

1. Access and advancement

The findings highlight understanding of access and advancement in secondary 

education as a combination of personal effort, family support and the enabling 

structures of the education system. Self-related, school-related and social factors 

all need to be considered when making efforts to improve the quality and relevance 

of secondary education. Cultural and contextual understanding of advancement is 

required for relevant policy development and implementation. 

2. Aspirations and future orientation

Students’ future orientation is strongly linked to advancing in education beyond the 

level they have already reached. In a challenging environment where opportunities 

are limited, students’ resources for navigating through the transition need to be 

recognised and further developed as part of their formal education. The findings 

emphasise the need for increasing realistic counselling for students. 

3. The value given to education

Secondary education is given a strong instrumental and intrinsic value by female 

students. Education is seen as a key to a decent life both personally and socially. 

4. Students’ perspectives of policy

Female students’ recommendations are relevant to the current policy concerns 

related to equity, quality and transitions through national examinations. Therefore, 

mechanisms to include the voices and perspectives of students at the school level 

and beyond should be developed. 
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7 Discussion 

The purpose of this final chapter is to assess the contribution of this research by 

discussing the research findings in relation to previous studies and to evaluate how the 

study succeeded in achieving its aims. The first part focuses on reflecting on the 

research process by discussing the trustworthiness, credibility and limitations of the 

research. Lessons learnt for research work across cultures are outlined to share some of 

my experiences with colleagues interested in cross-cultural work. The second part 

assesses the contribution of the study of the perspectives of Tanzanian girls and young 

women to the literature on youth and transitions through secondary education. Female 

students’ views that complement and contrast the policy perspectives are discussed 

against the current policy framework. In chapter 7.3, the role of critical social research, 

including student voice, in policy dialogue on the development of education is 

discussed. The discourse on the relevance of education presented in the introduction 

and the literature review on secondary education is revisited in chapter 7.4. Finally, 

ideas for future research arising from this study are outlined. 

7.1 Reflecting on the research process 

Trustworthiness and credibility  

Merriam (2009, 229) has listed eight criteria for enhancing the rigor and 

trustworthiness of qualitative research, including: 1) triangulation; 2) member checks; 

3) adequate engagement in data collection; 4) researcher reflexivity; 5) peer review; 6) 

audit trail; 7) rich, thick descriptions; and 8) maximum variation. These criteria are 

used to evaluate the trustworthiness and credibility
35

 of the present study. 

Two types of triangulation, namely methods triangulation and analyst 

triangulation, have been used to validate the analysis and the findings of the study. 

First, the success of the methods triangulation is assessed by discussing the value 

added by each method to the whole. In the early stage of the research, the empathy-

based stories were valuable in collecting contextual and timely bound cultural mean-

ings and in providing research participants with the opportunity to use their own voice 

(see J. Eskola 1998). Through the written stories, a rich and detailed set of data could 

be collected relatively quickly and with fewer resources than what is required for 

interviews. The empathy-based stories greatly assisted in understanding the contextual 

particularities of the research group and generated ideas for the research project as a 

                                                      
35

 Following Merriam (2009), trusthworthiness refers to internal validity, reliability and gener-

alizability in interpretive qualitative research. Credibility contains both internal validity and 

researcher’s credibility.  
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whole. Empathy-based stories can be viewed as informal stories that may include some 

revelations that are not present in interviews where people speak about themselves. A 

comparison of the story data and the data from the thematic interviews revealed that 

the interview data contained similar issues to the written empathy-based stories 

collected before, particularly with regards to the experienced social position and 

opportunities. This can be seen as a factor supporting the reliability of the story data.  

The value of the questionnaire data was in its ability to describe the plans, 

preferences and future orientation of a large group of female students from varied 

socio-economic backgrounds enrolled in different types of schools. Like the empathy-

based stories, the questionnaire data was relatively fast to collect, although access to 

schools was made difficult by the bureaucratic research permit procedure. The 

interviews deepened understanding of the issues present in the stories and 

questionnaires and allowed a follow up of individual transition experiences. During the 

analysis, the role of interview data became less important than expected, which raised 

considerations about the feasibility of conducting extensive interviews with translation. 

In summary, the methods complemented each other and generated data for the research 

themes and questions from different perspectives.  

Second, the analyst triangulation practiced at different stages by the co-

researchers, other doctoral students and reviewers of the conference papers and 

research articles have greatly contributed to the validity of the research. Analyst 

triangulation has proved particularly important in cross-cultural research drawing from 

an interdisciplinary theoretical framework. Apart from the follow-up interviews, 

opportunities for member-checks have so far been limited.
36

  

 Within the limitations caused by finances and the geographical distance of the 

research site, I have put in maximum effort to engage with the research context and 

participants.
37

 The extensive literature review, the brief visits to Tanzania outside of 

the main data collection and, particularly, the regular collaboration with Tanzanian 

researchers have increased understanding on the political and economic developments 

in the country and thereby complemented the analysis. One of the purposes of this 

thesis summary is to give a broader overview of the contextual issues that have influ-

enced the formulation of the research questions, the study design and the interpreta-

tions made based on the data. More focused information, including statistical data on 

the research context, has been provided in the four research articles. To allow for a 

greater range of application of the findings, maximum variation (see Patton 2002) was 

sought in selecting the research group. Within the urban context of Dar es Salaam, 
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 I have had informal contact with several interviewees but no structured follow-up has been 

made until now.  
37

 See description of ’engaging with research context and participants’ in chapter 5.3.  
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female students representing a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds were 

selected from five schools differing in terms of ownership and performance.
38

  

Writing field notes and learning diaries after data collection have been core 

processes of researcher reflexivity that have formed the basis for data analysis and 

thereby constructed the validity of my work. Hyndman (2001) has argued that field 

experience does not necessarily stand in for knowledge, but it allows the researcher to 

tell certain kinds of stories. Furthermore, there are often several stories that could be 

written. This has very much been the case in my research, where the qualitative 

research design and the data have allowed for following different paths. Writing the 

field (see Cupples & Kindon 2003) has both made me aware of the different 

alternatives and also has brought me back to what is real and important in the female 

students’ realities. In research aiming at opening spaces for voice, data collection 

instruments, including interviews, have to be less formulaic and allow openness to 

authentic voice (Cook 2011, 314). As suggested by Cook, alternative ways of engage-

ment were connected to the interviews through the collage exercise. Applying the VCR 

method for analysing the interview data enabled a further focus on voice.
39

 According 

to Lehtomäki et al. (2014), the VCR method is valuable in providing a sense of experi-

enced and perceived agency and social location and in creating room for reflexion and 

alternative perspectives. Furthermore, researcher reflexivity and the researcher-

researched relationship are at the ontological core of the method (Mauthner & Doucet 

2003; Okkolin 2013).  

Analysis of data collected in a new cultural context through a foreign language 

has to be based on wider knowledge of the culture and society (Pietilä 2010). As 

discussed in chapter 5.3, efforts to minimise the limitations caused by the cultural and 

language barrier have been made to construct the validity of research. Close 

collaboration with Tanzanian researchers and the translation helped to overcome some 

of the barriers and increased the trustworthiness of the research. Awareness of the 

limitations caused by language and translation focused the analysis on issues less 

dependent on a detailed understanding of linguistic expressions. Constructivist 

interpretations are made within and against the respective context. Research from the 

Global North was helpful in creating the conceptual base and overall research design 

for the study, but the empiric inquiry was designed to be as open as possible to local 

interpretations. Throughout the analyses, I have aimed to be explicit about my 

understanding of the nature of my interpretations, done based on the translated data but 

also through my own observations and the socially constructed meaning-making 

processes that have filtered through several languages and my personal experience. 

An audit trail of the research process is provided in Chapter 5, where the 

chronology of the research is introduced (Figure 1). The literature review was written 
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 The variation in female students’ socio-economic backgrounds and their schools is discussed 

in more detail in sub-study III (Posti-Ahokas & Palojoki 2014). 
39

 This analysis is presented in sub-study II (Posti-Ahokas & Okkolin forthcoming).  
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with the aim of introducing research approaches that have influenced my thinking and 

have eventually led to the formulation of the research themes and questions. The 

summary of the key findings in Chapter 6 is presented to serve as a basis for the 

discussion in this concluding chapter.  

Limitations of the study

Using several methods is mainly considered a strength of this study, but it also led to 

some limitations in data collection and analysis. Limited time and financial resources 

made the study rely less on interview data than what was originally planned. Resource 

constraints encouraged testing different data collection techniques. Since resources had 

to be divided between several methods and analysis techniques, the methodological 

knowledge and skills required for using each of the methods had to be sought within a 

limited time.  

Having to compromise both on the extent of field presence and the amount of 

interview data can be considered a limitation of the study. Being dependent on 

bureaucratic procedures and different time conceptions, I still managed to do my 

inquiry and modify it as new relevant issues emerged along the way. Having more 

extensive access to the research site and learning the local language would have made 

following up with the research participants easier. Had the opportunity to interview 

several students from each of the five schools been realised, schools could have been 

compared and a more structured analysis of the contextual issues made. Since the 

number of translated interviews had to be cut down, it was more justified to interview 

students from one school and then interview teachers and school management to get 

alternative perspectives.
40

The research findings could have been better contextualised against data on the 

Form 4 examination results in each of the schools where the study was conducted. Data 

on the expected and realised transitions would have enabled contextualisation of 

individual perspectives and comparison between schools. In the school were the 

follow-up was made, it became evident that receiving exact information on students’ 

examination performance was particularly difficult for schools who did not serve as 

official examination centres. Therefore, the transitions of the interviewed students 

could not even be compared with the overall performance within the school.
41

Due to the high cost of data translation, the limited time allocated to recorded 

interviews limited my chances to ask further questions and request clarifications from 

the respondents. Some of the misunderstandings caused by interpretation were only 

revealed when I received the full interview transcripts. At the same time, I also 
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 Interviews with teachers and school management were conducted in English, which saved 

time and money.  
41

 This is discussed in more detail in sub-studies III and IV. 
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recognised that the interpreter’s decision to re-word some questions had possibly made 

my way a lot smoother. The reflections after each interview with the interpreter were 

recorded and they helped to recapture some further ideas and contextual issues present 

in the interviews. If the interaction with the research participants had been limited to 

just the recorded interviews, important aspects of the research participants’ experiences 

would have been left out. Despite being time consuming and expensive, I feel this 

double translation was the only way to get reliable data during the relatively short 

fieldwork period and without adequate knowledge of the local language. This 

challenging process encouraged me to make the best use of the data, while being aware 

of the limitations caused by the language barriers. Acquiring elementary conversational 

skills in Kiswahili language enabled me to handle greetings, introductions and some 

basic expressions to level out the cultural barrier and made me seem more polite and 

approachable. During interviews and conversations with officials, being able to 

understand whether a person’s response was positive or negative or understanding 

main points of responses and interpretation also helped to maintain control over 

situations. 

This research focuses on the personal relevance of education. Besides personal 

relevance, the social and economic dimensions of relevance need to be considered to 

re-evaluate the position of secondary education in Tanzanian society. This makes 

assessment of the findings of this study against a larger framework of positioning 

secondary education difficult. Furthermore, the delayed revision process of the 

Tanzanian Education and Training Policy has limited the reflection of the findings 

against the wider policy framework.
42

  

Ozga (2011) has pointed out that learning and knowledge transfer rest in 

communication, and therefore it is essential to present research findings in meaningful 

ways to those who should hear. To follow the principles of dialogic research and to 

ensure that students’ voices are heard by policy makers, the findings of the study need 

to be presented to education stakeholders to continue the dialogue initiated by the 

research project in 2008.
43
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 The current Education and Training Policy is from 1995 and it no longer reflects the current 

status of the education sector and society in general, particularly with regards to the rapid 

expansion of primary and secondary education. 
43

 See the workshop report at: 

https://www.jyu.fi/ytk/laitokset/yfi/en/research/clusters/concluded-

projects/educatedtanzania/Report. 
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Lessons learnt for research work across cultures 

Very few foreign scholars who have done research in Africa requiring translation have 

analysed or theorised their experience. However, the critical role of language and 

translation should be made more explicit when reporting cross-cultural research, 

particularly research claiming to give voice. The politics of language and translation 

are present in all research across cultures and languages. The politics of translation, 

discussed by Spivak (1992) with regard to feminist research and further elaborated by 

Temple and Young (2004), includes issues of power and representation that should be 

recognised by researchers doing cross-cultural and cross-language research. The 

politics of translation are present in the hierarchies implicit in translation, in between 

people and countries or language using the communities involved (Ibid., 167). 

Furthermore, the way researchers see the social world influences how people using 

other languages are represented in their work, pointing to the representation of voice 

and the impact of domestication of research into written English as critical political 

decisions (Ibid., 174).  

 Subjectivities and skill in translation play a large role in the production of youth 

voice (Kiragu et al. 2011). Despite language barriers, this study has shown how 

meaning can be unfolded through open inquiry and careful translation. The experience 

of this study points out the limitations of student voice research conducted by foreign 

researchers. Collaborative approaches with local experts could be used to increase the 

value of such research and enhance the empowering and transformative potential of 

student voice research. It is also important to make research findings widely accessible, 

preferably also in local languages. 

 The question of who can represent whom becomes central in cross-language 

research. In countries where English is the most widely used foreign language, English 

speakers are likely to represent the wealthy and powerful (Bujra 2006). Consequently, 

if the aim of the study is to capture a range of perspectives across segments of society, 

the use of local languages in data collection becomes relevant. My field experience 

also points out that local languages are a gatekeeping instrument for accessing research 

sites and information. This raises challenges regarding access to and quality of data 

collected solely by foreign researchers. Close collaboration with Tanzanian colleagues 

throughout the process has been rewarding and it has certainly increased the quality 

and relevance of my project. Our experience in this Tanzanian-Finnish research project 

shows that collaborative research can create spaces for cross-cultural learning and 

build the capacity of the participating persons and institutions. Therefore, collaborative 

approaches in professional intercultural teams are particularly valuable in cross-

cultural research.  
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7.2 Secondary education as a critical transition stage 

Supportive contexts to advancement in education  

The girls and young women participating in this study perceived secondary education 

as a key strategy to make the transition to adulthood in their context defined by poverty 

and competition, but also characterised by expanding opportunities and changing 

visions of a good life. The research theme access to and advancement in education

guided the inquiry to analyse students’ perspectives of the factors they perceive as 

determining whether and how they will carry on with education. Based on the findings 

of sub-studies I and IV, where advancement was analysed in detail, the socio-cultural 

and economic contexts influencing the educational advancement of Tanzanian female 

students are illustrated in Figure 2: 

Figure 2. Socially constructed contexts that female students consider to influence their 

advancement in secondary education. 
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 Students are supported by peers, teachers, parents, members of their extended 

family and religious groups. Maintaining and respecting these supporting relationships 

is essential to achieving individual aims. The extended family played a critical role in 

students’ considerations regarding their own opportunities to proceed to upper-

secondary education. Parents and extended family form the core of the social support 

structure, but can also serve as a constraint to advancement. Similar to the findings of 

this study, the educated women studied by Kakenya (2011) in Kenya and Okkolin 

(2013) in Tanzania emphasised the importance of family and guardianship support to 

their personal success. The insights gained from sub-study II on the role of family in 

enabling and constraining advancement increase understanding of the complex 

relationships within Tanzanian families that greatly determine the educational paths of 

their individual members. Importantly, female students also considered family as a 

major motivator to pursue education due to the potential of higher educational levels in 

providing a better life for the whole family. In addition to the insights on the critical 

role of family in the educational advancement of women, the findings of this study 

confirm the previous critiques on the individualised view of transitions provided by 

research on African youth (Tranberg Hansen 2005, 2008; Helgesson 2006; Arnot et al. 

2012) and encourage further investigations on the relational nature of the transition to 

adulthood.  

According to this study, the economic situation of the extended family was 

considered critical, particularly during the transition from lower-secondary to upper-

secondary school. The findings regarding the scale of economic problems re-emphasise 

the conclusion by Vavrus (2005) on the critical role of families’ economic situations 

for advancement of girls’ education and further remind that the economic problems are 

also pertinent in the largest city in Tanzania. In contrast, the official education statistics 

(URT 2011) claim that lack of school needs
44

 is a less pertinent reason for dropping out 

of school than five years ago. On the other hand, the statistics show that five times 

more students dropped out due to truancy in 2010 compared to 2006.
45

 With expanding 

access, students from poorer economic backgrounds are enrolling in secondary schools. 

This indicates that truancy and drop-out due to economic difficulties will remain 

critical. The interviews with the over-aged students confirmed the need for second 

chances among students who have not been able to build linear educational paths. In 

the absence of economic support from the (extended) family, having a job was a 

prerequisite for continuing education. Flexible evening programmes provided by non-

formal schools provide opportunities for combining school and work. 

Pregnancy has been identified as a pertinent issue affecting girls’ education in 

Tanzania, both in urban and rural areas (Khwaya Puja & Kassimoto 1994; Stambach 
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 These include school fees, books and other school-related costs. 
45

 According to the National Education Statistics (URT 2010), the number of pupils who 

dropped out from secondary school due to truancy was 9,600 in 2006, and increased to 

48,000 in 2010. Reasons for truancy are not recorded in the national statistics. 
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2000; Helgesson 2006). According to the basic education statistics (URT 2011), 

pregnancy caused 8.1% of all drop-outs from secondary school, suggesting that 

pregnancy is the second-most common reason for female students to drop out. The 

participants in the present study recognised the threats to their advancement caused by 

negative peer group influences and enticements like dating and substance use. Moral 

support was sought from peers and religion. The empathy-based stories revealed how 

getting married (and pregnant) was considered a serious threat to individual ambitions 

by the young women. 

The findings suggest that access and advancement are social processes tied to a 

complex set of personal, institutional and socio-cultural factors. When in school, own 

responsibility and learning strategies are considered important for success. During the 

transition from lower-secondary to upper-secondary education, the role of extended 

families becomes critical. Continuous financial and emotional support is required, 

particularly when students do not succeed in passing the Form 4 examinations on their 

first attempt. 

 The analysis reveals a social and cultural context different from the one exposed 

in studies on the Global North, which emphasise the impact of formal and informal 

social organisation within the school on individual development and educational 

achievement (e.g. Malmberg 1998; Pollard & Filer 2007). For the Tanzanian girls and 

young women, the social contexts outside the school provided both the motivation and 

the key conditions for advancement. The findings of this actor-centred, qualitative 

research project on transitions of Tanzanian girls and young women through secondary 

education contribute to the knowledge base on global youth and transitions through 

education. The present study re-emphasises the previous calls for studying education 

within the respective socio-cultural context to understand the range of issues 

influencing the development of education (Ozga & Lingard 2007; Okkolin et al. 2010; 

Camfield & Knowles 2010). 

Aspirations, opportunities and agency 

The aspiration gap identified in earlier studies on African youth (Ansell 2004; 

Helgesson 2006) is evident in this Tanzanian data. Students’ plans, aspirations and 

future orientation were depicted in the analysis of the questionnaire data. Pursuing 

secondary education played a central role in female students’ aspirations and future 

orientation. In the 2009 national Form 4 examinations when students participating in 

this study took their examinations, the pass rate was 72.5%. Furthermore, the small 

proportion of students (6.3%) who achieved the marks required for access to Form 5 

raises concerns over how the girls are able to adapt to the very probable disappoint-

ments and changes in plans. Along with the continuous deterioration of the results of 

the national examinations and the increasing enrolment since the data for this study 
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were collected, the number of youth struggling to complete lower-secondary education 

and proceed further is increasing year by year. Young people who are able to create 

alternative strategies at an early stage can be in a better position in the competitive 

education market. Instead of creating false aspirations, education should assist in 

creating realistic plans and provide strategies to realise them. Like school retention 

(Warrington & Kiragu 2012), transition through schooling is a process. In a 

challenging environment where opportunities are limited, students’ resources for 

navigating through the transition have to be recognised and further developed as part of 

the educational programmes offered. 

 In Tanzania, both qualitative and quantitative studies have shown that the labour 

market situation corresponds weakly with youth aspirations (Mukyanuzi 2003; 

Helgesson 2006; Al-Samarrai and Reilly 2008). Jeffrey and McDowell (2004) have 

argued that the crisis in the relationship between aspirations and outcomes is partly a 

product of global and regional imbalances in access to secure, salaried employment. In 

this study, the professional aspirations of the research group were contrasted with the 

current Tanzanian labour market situation. The most recent labour force survey 

conducted in 2006 showed that only 1.9% of Tanzanian women were employed in 

government or parastatal organisations and 4.8% in the private sector, while a great 

majority were involved in agricultural activities and the informal sector. The 

unemployment rate of 34.9% in Dar es Salaam for women with education at a 

secondary level or above, compared to 21.3% in other urban areas and 10.4% in rural 

areas (URT 2006), suggests major difficulties, even for educated women, in finding 

employment. The decreasing employment conditions in relation to school outputs 

(Mukyanuzi 2003) and the gender gap in employment rates of secondary school 

graduates
46

 further suggest major challenges for the participants in this research in 

fulfilling their aspirations and getting employed as professionals. This study confirms 

the previous findings on the aspiration gap related to employment and points to the 

criticality of improving student counselling on the lower-secondary level. Considering 

that lower-secondary school is the highest level of education that most students will 

achieve, the content and quality of the curriculum should be carefully examined. 

Reflecting the visions related to family against the most recent marriage 

statistics available (URT 2010a), 80% of Tanzanian women in the age group of 15 to 

34 were currently either married or in a consensual union. The percentage of never-

married women was 8% for the age group of 25–29 and 4.6% for women aged 30 to 

34. The mean ideal number of children reported by women with secondary education 

or above was 3.7 (URT 2010). Therefore, it seems that the respondents’ visions 

regarding future family life were in line with what is actually realised in the lives of 

Tanzanian women, and the contrast between what is preferred and what may be 

realised is not as sharp as for the personal goals regarding education and profession.  
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 The Integrated Labour Force Survey from 2006 showed an employment rate of 85.9% for 

male and 77.9% for female secondary school graduates (URT 2006). 
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Previous studies in Tanzania (Stambach 2000), Lesotho (Boehm 2006) and 

Ghana (Arnot et al. 2012) have shown how education changes girls’ preferences 

regarding family life, and how educated young women suggest and negotiate new 

gender roles and family models. In Stambach’s (2000) study on rural secondary school 

students, the idea of an independent ‘city sister’ was prevalent in female students’ 

considerations. Girls admired the city sisters for not having to depend on a husband for 

building a house and having children. Although the young women interviewed for this 

study can be considered as young city sisters, their lives seemed to be very far from the 

image created in the minds of rural girls. Their realities and future visions were tied to 

social relationships, while being economically independent was a distant dream, 

confirming that relationships lock people into responsibilities and obligations and 

impact individual goals and their realisation, as previously argued by Thomson et al. 

(2003). Similar to the Cameroonian female secondary school students studied by 

Gobina (2004), the Tanzanian students in this research were combining aspirations 

regarding post-secondary education, professional employment and family life. Many 

were taken care of by their mothers or other family members who were employed 

professionals. These role models might also have encouraged the respondents to aim 

for a similar arrangement. This can be seen as the “crafting of new kinds of adult 

gender relations” (Arnot et al. 2012, 182), for which secondary schooling opens up 

opportunities. The urban context with various family models and gender roles may 

therefore be less limiting for the educated girls than the rural environment studied by 

Stambach (2000) and Arnot et al. (2012).  

Female students navigated their transitions between their aspirations and the 

opportunities provided by the social reality and the education system. The analysis 

portrayed competent young girls who were capable of strategizing and pursuing their 

personal goals. A similar image of female secondary school students as capable, 

optimistic and living in the prime time of their lives is evident in earlier studies 

(Stambach 2000; Ansell 2004; Gobina 2004; Arnot et al 2012). An enhanced sense of 

agency created by accessing secondary education and the heightened aspirations that 

follow can be seen both as protective (e.g. Schoon 2006; McWhirter & McWhirter 

2008) and as creating a sense of failure within structural constraints (Ansell 2004; 

Crivello 2011). While the students who participated in this study recognised the 

competition and the structural constraints in proceeding to upper-secondary education, 

they took the responsibility for advancement on themselves (see Camfield 2011). This 

can be particularly risky, considering the enormous challenges caused by the poor 

quality of and very limited access to upper-secondary education. When room for 

agency diminishes, structural constraints come more sharply into view (e.g. Biggart 

2009). Internalising and personalising the lack of success caused by external 

constraints can result in the creation of a false sense of failure (Ansell 2004; Crivello 

2011). Therefore, balancing between creating healthy, protective aspirations supporting 
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agency construction and realistic counselling of students during lower-secondary 

education is critical.  

Constructing the personal relevance of education  

In this study, the personal relevance of education was defined as the meaning, value 

and usefulness of education experienced by students. The personal relevance of 

education is constructed through making sense of both the experienced and the 

expected values of education. The findings of this study show that accessing education 

beyond the lower-secondary level was given a critical role in students’ aspirations and 

future orientation. Whether gaining secondary education will actually help to realize 

aspirations or create alternative paths remains to be seen. Besides the instrumental 

value of getting the credentials required for accessing higher education and employ-

ment, students considered that schooling had assisted them in being strategic about 

their plans and decisions and had provided tools to deal with future life as it comes. 

These more general life skills can become critical if initial plans are not realized. 

Finally, the intrinsic value of education and the life of an educated person being 

valuable as such were also emphasised.
47

  

 Similarly to the accounts of Tanzanian and Mozambican youth studied by 

Helgesson (2006), students participating in this research related the continued interest 

in education to a sense of self, of being educated and the higher societal status of 

educated people. Despite limited opportunities and no certainty of realising their 

visions, the Tanzanian students in this research had significant expectations regarding 

the personal returns to education. In the same way, Müller (2006) found that the 

inclination of young Eritrean women towards education was strongly connected to the 

vision they had of a different future for themselves, reflecting the private rates of return 

to education. Beyond economic returns, self-fulfilment and individual freedom of 

choice were considered as the values added by education (Ibid.). The highly educated 

Tanzanian and Kenyan women studied by Okkolin (2013) and Latvala (2006) 

confirmed the increased opportunities and independence as the values added by 

education.  

 In Kenya, Chege and Arnot (2009) noted that when articulating the non-

economic outcomes of schooling, female students focused on family-level outcomes, 

whereas males emphasised community-based issues. In this study, family was present 

as an essential context for assessing the value of education. Family-related outcomes of 

education were prevalent throughout the data, but participants also expressed their 

willingness to help vulnerable communities and society at large. Similar to the Kenyan 

women studied by Latvala (2006), the young Tanzanian women interviewed for this 
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study were conscious of women’s poor position in society and they wanted to 

contribute to the empowerment of women.  

 In her study on the subject choices of Cameroonian female secondary school 

students, Gobina (2004, 170–171) concluded that the choices are intertwined with 

girls’ professional aspirations and tempered by their academic ability, the financial 

support from their family and the opportunities that the education system provides. 

This present study shows that the personal relevance of secondary education for female 

in-school youth is constructed through experiences, aspirations and the sense of agency 

within the structural limitations. While the outcomes of education for these students are 

still unknown, a realistic future orientation is a key factor in constructing meaning and 

relevance.  

Female students’ perspectives of policy 

Critical approaches emphasise the importance of evaluating policies from the 

perspectives of their intended beneficiaries. This study has evaluated the current status 

of secondary education in Tanzania and the Secondary Education Development Plan 

(SEDP II) from the students’ perspectives. The findings highlight the importance of the 

out-of-school environment to the advancement of female students. Therefore, the 

SEDP strategies focusing on in-school improvements seem insufficient from the 

perspective of students’ realities. Similarly, Vavrus (2005) has highlighted the health 

and employment sector as critical to the development of education. Subrahmanian 

(2007) and Kane (2004) have emphasised giving attention to the full range of eco-

nomic and cultural costs to families and identifying the inter-related sources of 

constraint as critical to successful gender equity policies and strategies. Subrahmanian 

(2007, 21) has further contended that “unless attention is paid to the underlying causes 
of female disadvantage in education and other aspects of well-being, and the 
interlinkages between all these dimensions are better understood, female schooling is 
unlikely to deliver the results expected from it in policy approaches and strategies”. 
Based on the analysis of the SEDP II, schools are seen to operate in isolation to a great 
extent. Other than their economic contribution to fees and construction, families and 
communities are not given any role in implementing the strategies of the SEDP. The 
findings of this study verify the economic problems present in students’ families and 

emphasise the interconnections between education and family economics, and thus 

emphasise the importance of cross-sectoral approaches and stronger community 

involvement in the development of education. 

Analysing the social environment of Eritrean secondary school from the 

perspective of gender roles and equity, Müller (2006, 370) has argued that equity 

should not be measured solely in terms of access, but it is also important to look at how 

the education system has succeeded in creating an environment where women are 
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enabled to strive for their aspirations. Moreover, Egbo (2005) has suggested that only 

education that permits reflective analysis of women’s overall condition and enables 

them to act on their own behalf would be meaningful in accelerating development. The 

findings of this study show that female students utilised and appreciated peer support 

and collaborative learning in peer groups as effective strategies to achieve results. The 

female students also felt and appreciated unity among students. Müller’s (2006, 370) 

description of secondary education as an institutional forum for women to re-define 

their world and create a space of their own is appropriate to characterise the Tanzanian 

schools studied here. Particularly the non-formal school where the interviews were 

conducted had made significant efforts to create an atmosphere open to equal 

participation and free expression of opinion. Along with these strengths, students 

articulated their concerns over negative peer group influence and the problems related 

to relationships with male students. In accordance with the findings by Sommer (2010) 

and Thomas and Rugambwa (2011), the findings of this study indicate that the policy 

efforts to make school environments more female friendly remain highly relevant.  

From the perspectives of female secondary school students, the national Form 4 

examinations and their continuously declining results are critical concerns. The 

students explained their failure in examinations as being due the lack of appropriate 

learning materials and the violations and nullification of results due to the poor 

organisation of examinations. They had also experienced the added costs and time 

wasted for re-sitting examinations. The findings show that students from non-formal 

schools who take the examinations as private candidates are in a vulnerable position 

and there are currently no mechanisms to follow up their transitions. The SEDP II 

includes a plan to improve the national examination assessment by reviewing the 

current status and impact of examination practises and establishing an appropriate 

assessment and examination system. Stromquist (2012) has argued that the dependence 

on national standardized tests as the sole indicator of learning outcomes further 

removes the focus from enhancing teacher competence and thereby risks the efforts to 

improve the quality of learning. Porfilio (2011, xiv) has further stated that in a test-

driven environment, teachers are compelled, even forced, to implement pedagogies of 

silence and control due to risk of losing jobs and increasing drop-outs. Likewise, the 

students interviewed for this study recommended that the focus should be moved away 

from teaching and materials meant only for the national examinations. The students felt 

that learning only for examinations was not meaningful. Instead, what is needed is a 

contingent pedagogy that adapts to the material conditions, local traditions and cultural 

politics of teaching (Vavrus 2009, 310). The further, dramatic decline in the Tanzanian 

Form 4 examination results since the data for this study were collected points to the 

need for urgent action. Based on these concerns expressed by students and in previous 

research, this study highlights the importance of the careful reconsideration of the role 

and reliability of examinations and improvement of examination practices to ensure 

equal treatment.  
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7.3 Contribution of critical social research to the development of education 

Potential of student voice 

The female students’ perspectives discussed in the previous chapter demonstrate that 

students can provide complementary viewpoints to the critical issues in the 

development of secondary education. The voices and perspectives of the ‘missing 

middle’ (Roberts 2011), the seemingly privileged youth who are enrolled in post-

compulsory education, highlight the resourcefulness of young women and their 

commitment to building better futures through education. Sub-study IV demonstrated 

that listening to students who succeed in national exams and to those who fail and face 

the risk of dropping out from the formal educational system opens a window to 

relevant recommendations for improving the system. The insights provided by the 

students participating in this study confirm the recommendations by previous studies 

on including the perspectives of students in the development of education in Tanzania 

(Sommer 2010; McLaughlin & Swartz 2011). 

 The critical issues brought up by students were discussed against the current 

Secondary Education Development plan.
48

 As Smyth (2010) has pointed out, what is 

omitted in policy text can be a useful source to analyse issues of inclusion and 

exclusion. Analysing the policy assumptions on how improvements should happen 

revealed the limited scope of the plan. The students’ experiences and perceptions 

helped to unfold the tendency of policy texts to remove the problems from their 

relational and complex historical, political, cultural, economic and ideological settings 

(Grace 1995).  

The findings also show that students have very few opportunities to express their 

views and recommendations and thereby speak back to policy either at the school level 

or above. Wisby (2011) has suggested student-teacher roles and relationships to be 

critical for successful student voice and called for a redefined understanding of teacher 

professionalism. This is particularly relevant in African cultural contexts, where voices 

of youth are easily silenced due to longstanding traditions determining who is to talk 

and who is to listen (Stambach 1994; Kiragu et al. 2011). Kiragu et al. further pointed 

out the perpetuation of silence and control and the crucial role of teachers’ sense of 

agency in initiating student voice. Therefore, teachers need to feel they are listened to 

in order to listen to their students if youth voices are to contribute meaningfully to 

social and educational change in adult-dominated societies (Ibid., 262). In the school 

where the interviews for this study were conducted, the students valued the student 

parliament as a dynamic body intermediating issues between students and school 

administration. However, the current SEDP does not acknowledge student councils as 
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part of the institutional arrangement and no data are available on their prevalence. 

Therefore, the role of teachers and school administration as gatekeepers is critical to 

the provision or denial of opportunities to speak back in both formal and informal 

settings. Previous research on student participation in decision making in Kenyan 

secondary schools by Jwan (2011) suggested that major changes in teacher and student 

roles are required for democratising school culture. This study suggests that student-

centred research could provide possibilities to initiate student voice work in schools.  

 Recognition of the plural and context-specific relations of power and 

participation and the existence of different forms of professional trust in the variety of 

national locations have been emphasised as conditions for successful student voice 

work (Taylor & Robinson 2009; Czerniawski 2012). Unterhalter (2012) has reminded 

of the importance of considering the structural conditions for youth voice, both in 

terms of initiating voice and the ability of youth to voice issues related to complex 

structural issues, e.g. poverty. The findings of this study further emphasise the 

importance of understanding the cultural and contextual conditions for successful 

student voice work. This experience showed that students were willing to speak about 

their experiences and give recommendations on how to improve secondary education. 

However, instead of making school-level recommendations, they referred to the 

‘government’, which may indicate that they viewed the teachers and leadership as 

powerless to change the system.  

The questions raised by the participants regarding my motives and the purpose 

of this study revealed that it was very unusual for anyone to consult their opinions. 

Inclusion of the silenced voices, in this case the voices of female students and 

particularly of over-aged students who had failed their examinations, is a requirement 

for achieving the potential of student voice work that can increase social justice (see 

Robinson & Taylor 2007). The members of the student government interviewed for the 

study represented the institutionalised student voice and were not able to provide 

genuine insights into issues of equity and marginalisation, as did the students who had 

failed their examinations. Therefore, ensuring equal opportunities for participation is 

an important consideration when initiating student voice work done for the purposes of 

promoting social justice on any level of the education system. As shown throughout 

this study, language has been critical to enabling participation. In their research on 

HIV/AIDS education conducted in four African countries and utilising student voice, 

Kiragu et al. (2011, 256) have similarly concluded that “despite these challenges 

[related to language and translation], evidence of the rich and textured data emerging 

from this study gives credence to the need for adults --- to listen to young people in 

intervention and policy-making contexts”. 

 As discussed above, issues of trust, power and equal participation are central to 

reflection on the potential role of student voice in developing Tanzanian education. 

Bergmark and Kostenius (2011) have encouraged exploring the cultural fundamental 

values of education and educational research to increase knowledge on how to find 
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new ways for voicing students’ experiences within education. Furthermore, McLeod 

(2011, 187)  has argued that rather than inciting students’ voices, the challenge is to 

convert those voices into meaningful and practical recognition and actions through ‘a 

politics of listening’. Inciting politics of listening that considers development of 

education as an inclusive and dialogic process is a challenge to authoritarian education 

systems led and controlled from the top down. Therefore, the challenge to the research 

community is to provide further documented evidence on the potential power of 

student voice work in African contexts.  

The role of critical social research in policy dialogue 

Research has a critical role in raising questions, providing critical perspectives and 

research-based information as basis for decision making and policy development. 

Takala (1995, 26–27)  has defined the two-fold practical functions of social research 

in: 1) pointing out societal reasons for problems and 2) proposing suggestions to 

reduce these problems. He further reminded that proposing suggestions carries a risk of 

ostensible functionality if the societal root causes of the problems are not seen. 

Therefore, critical viewing of the conceptions of people within the education system 

and the common opinion is more productive in providing a realistic approach to the 

limitations and opportunities of education (Ibid.). In the existing literature on education 

and development, there seems to be too wide a gap between the qualitative grassroots 

analyses and the macro-level analyses (e.g. Okkolin et al. 2010; Okkolin 2013; 

Lehtomäki et al. 2014). Miles and Huberman (1994, 10) have argued that “qualitative 

data, with their emphasis on people’s ‘lived experience’ are fundamentally well suited 

for locating the meanings people place on the events, processes, and structures of their 

lives and for connecting these meanings to the social world around them”. Finding 

alternatives to extensive ethnographic projects could enrich the qualitative research 

tradition and produce valuable knowledge on the contextual particularities that would 

be much needed to complement the current knowledge base for policy and practice. 

Although inspired by traditional anthropological and ethnographic studies, I have 

chosen a path connecting the grassroots reality and the national/international policy 

context.  

Analysing the relationship between the micro-level findings and the wider 

policy framework came to be central at all stages of this research. The research was 

initiated based on the understanding that addressing policy-relevant issues in a defined 

context requires understanding of people’s experiences across life spheres (e.g. 

Okkolin 2013). Ozga (2000) has argued that the wide acceptance of the instrumental 

role of research has decreased opportunities to pursue these kinds of social science 

projects in education policy research. This is particularly true in countries like 

Tanzania, where much of the research agenda is determined and studies commissioned 
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by international (donor) organisations. Therefore, the existing qualitative research 

should be better utilised in the development of policies and programmes. Good-quality 

knowledge production is influenced by and responsive to the abilities of different 

actors to re-evaluate the existing knowledge and learn from the processes they are 

engaged in (Ozga 2011). Jones (2011) has recommended that policy makers draw upon 

ethnographic insights into the specific, fundamental challenges to assess and inform 

policy. Vavrus (2009) has gone a step further and suggested an experimental compo-

nent through participatory fieldwork for experts responsible for policy formulation, 

implementation and evaluation. To complement these recommendations by Jones 

(2011) and Vavrus (2009), this study proposes student voice and actor-centred research 

as tools for generating contextually relevant knowledge for policy dialogue. 

Critical research approaches emphasise the importance of democratising 

education as a tool for improving the relevance of education. According to Abagi 

(2005), the role of schools in political socialisation is fundamental to the 

democratisation and good governance of African societies. The role of learning occur-

ring beyond curriculum content, including the dynamics of institutional life, rules of 

social relations, and the hierarchies they embed are crucial for preparing students for 

future challenges (Okeke-Ihejirika 2005). Critical research has promoted the 

democratisation of education by focusing on the roles of language and indigenous 

knowledge in increasing participation and engagement and by contributing to 

transformation. The equity aspects of democracy (Dei & Ascharzadeh 2005) are 

fundamental to developing education that is relevant for all. This study argues for the 

importance of including the voices of female students in the democratisation process 

through active participation in research and other forms of student voice work. 

Participation in decision making is central to democratic and transformative 

development. Subrahmanian (2007, 141) has argued that policy-making processes have 

to be made transparent and inclusive at all levels to ensure that diverse voices are heard 

and to safeguard the allocation of resources to meet priority gaps and needs. In line 

with the critical tradition and principles of critical pedagogy, this study considers the 

development of education as a dialogic process. Shizha (2005, 75–76) has argued that 
dialogic practices within classrooms should be extended to parents and communities. 
Students and parents can engage in school practices if they are given voices to 
participate and are considered as equal participants in the schooling process (Ibid.). On 
a national policy level, Subrahmanian (2007) has recommended that policy-making 
institutions should institutionalize the inclusive partnerships for policy development, 
which would contribute to holding public institutions accountable. In contrast, Green 
(2010) has critically analysed the participation mechanisms in the development of 
policies and programmes in Tanzania. As one of the first African countries to first 
introduce participatory planning in development activities in the 1960s, the 
participatory approaches have become heavily institutionalised throughout sectors. 
Green has argued that participation in its present form consolidates hierarchical 
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relationships, reduces complexity, formalises common knowledge, homogenises voice 

and de-politicises participation and thus makes participation work against its intended 

benefits. Participatory approaches can work both within the emancipatory discourse of 

liberation but also within the statist top-down programming (Ibid.). Similarly, cautions 

raised against technical approaches to student voice further alert us to the risks related 

to institutionalised student participation (e.g. Czerniawski 2012). These reservations 

point to the need to develop contextually relevant approaches that can maintain their 

potential for transformation and change. Some ideas for the future directions for 

student voice work in Tanzania will be put forth in the final part of this discussion.  

Cross-sectoral understanding, contextualised interventions and community 

involvement have been identified as successful strategies to promote girls’ education 

and increase gender equity(Kane 2004; Subrahmanian 2007). As a way towards 

targeted interventions, Smyth (2010) has suggested that we “view social inclusion 

through some richly descriptive narratives and biographies of the lives of those most 

directly and profoundly affected, rather than continue with evidence-based attacks on 

what is ‘perceived’ to be the problem” (Ibid., 125–126). Likewise, studies on 

successful African girls and young women (Latvala 2006; Kakenya 2011; Jones 2011; 

Okkolin 2013) show that valuable lessons can be learnt through personal biographies. 

This study contributes to the discourse on gender, education and development by 

providing insights into the aspirations and transitions of female secondary students and 

by discussing the personal relevance of secondary education. Empathy-based stories 

are suggested as a relatively quick way to gain insight on the shared socio-cultural 

meanings of education and a strategy suitable for collecting information from female 

students. In addition to the knowledge about strategies that work and the contextual 

understanding brought by qualitative studies on individual experience, a more active 

role for girls and women in policy dialogue is suggested to move from political 

acknowledgement to gender-responsive strategies and practices (see Okkolin et al. 

2010). This study presents student voice as a potential strategy to encourage students’ 

participation in policy dialogue.  
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7.4 Relevance revisited 

A fundamental re-thinking of the role and relevance of secondary education is of 

global concern (MacLean 2005). In particular, the least-developed countries need to 

reform, strengthen and upgrade secondary education in the face of increasing upward 

pressure caused by the successful expansion of primary education (Ibid.). By providing 

an analysis of the experienced personal relevance of secondary education for female 

students, this study has revisited the relevance discourse largely forgotten in Tanzania 

under pressures for expansion. To re-evaluate the position of secondary education in 

Tanzania and elsewhere in a holistic manner, the economic, social and personal 

dimensions of relevance need to be considered.  

 In Tanzania, the vocationalisation policies implemented from the 1960s through 

to the 1980s have been replaced by the expansion of a uniform, academically oriented 

system of secondary education. Recent monitoring shows that the schools have not 

been able to provide adequate infrastructure (books, laboratories) even for 

implementing the core curriculum. Although some African countries actively 

vocationalised their junior secondary education in the 1990s
49

 and the reasons to 

vocationalise secondary education remain viable, implementation of these policies with 

the resources available in countries in Sub-Saharan Africa
50

 remains unrealistic 

(MacLean 2005, 86; Hoppers 2011). Furthermore, the experiences of the least-

developed countries have shown that parental and student attitudes have not been 

supportive to vocationalisation (MacLean 2005, 87). The evidence from the present 

study equally shows that in its current form, technical and vocational secondary-level 

education is not an attractive option for Tanzanian female students. Makombe et al. 

(2010) found that Tanzanian parents, teachers, education officials and employers were 

supportive of enhancing the dual role of secondary education in preparing young 

people both for working life and higher education. Instead of introducing minor 

vocational content to the curriculum, Lauglo (2005) has emphasised the role of general, 

economically relevant process skills
51

 and good skills in language and arithmetic in 

increasing economic relevance. Development of these skills is closely related to the 

quality of general secondary education. Therefore, organising school work and social 

life in ways that enhance, rather than discourage, development of these general capaci-

ties is critical (Ibid., 47).  

 This study shows how female students construct the personal relevance of 

education through the experienced and expected values of education. Students consider 

education relevant to their future in terms of providing the necessary credentials for 

continuing education and ultimately for professional employment. The girls and young 
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women also emphasised the importance of learning to live together, learning how to set 

goals and how to implement effective strategies to improve one’s life as critical 

outcomes of secondary education. These ideas come close to what Lauglo (2005) has 

presented as process skills that are neither enlisted in the curriculum as learning 

outcomes nor measured in exams.  

The existing evidence on education outcomes for Tanzanian secondary school 

and university leavers points to enormous challenges to education and employment of 

youth in the changing labour markets (Mukyanuzi 2003; Al-Samarrai & Bennell 2007; 

Kondylis & Manacorda 2008; Makombe et al. 2010). As unemployment rates for 

women with secondary or higher education in Dar es Salaam are comparable to women 

with only primary education (URT 2006), the value added by secondary education 

remains questionable in terms of economic returns. Samoff (2008) has argued that the 

widely disseminated but narrow notion of relevance in relation to employment leads to 

a preference for training over education. Accordingly, Heinz (2009, 12) has argued that 

“employability cannot be the main criterion of adulthood but the competence to 

connect the participation in all life spheres in a self-directed way”. This is particularly 

true in the Tanzanian context, where formal employment will only be available for 

very few. Young people who are able to create flexible plans and strategies may be in a 

better position to navigate their transitions to adulthood in ‘Bongoland’.
52

  

Although students and governments share the continuing struggle to increase 

relevance, equal access, retention and advancement in over-burdened education 

systems, it is students who are most affected by inefficient policy implementation and 

structures reinforcing inequalities. For individuals who invest time and money in 

continuing education, participation in secondary education should be useful and 

relevant in terms of content and acquisition of qualifications enabling further studies or 

entrance into the world of work. Through this study, I have attempted to critically 

analyse the existing situation and thereby support a meaningful research–policy–
practice dialogue to address inequalities and increase the quality and relevance of 
secondary education in the Tanzanian context. 

 The concepts of voice, dialogue and participation drawn from the critical 
tradition have provided tools for critiquing the current education system that 
inadequately considers the views of students. Due to its transformative potential, 
student voice is suggested as a strategy to assist in creating a social climate enabling 
girls and women to challenge the status quo and transform from recipients to agents of 
change (Okeke-Ihejirika 2005). Therefore, rediscovering the critical participatory 
approaches used in Tanzania during the early independence in the 1960s would be 
fundamentally important to reviving the culture of equal participation required for the 
meaningful repositioning of secondary education. 
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7.5 Ideas for future research 

At the concluding stage of this study, several critical questions still need to be 

answered. Some directions for future research to complement the picture provided by 

this study are suggested to further the purpose of repositioning and improving the 

quality and relevance of Tanzanian secondary education.  

 As this study involved only female students, it is not in a position to comprehen-

sively analyse the gendered meaning of education and its relevance. A study including 

both male and female students would be helpful to better understand how the personal 

relevance of education is gender differentiated by young people. Further insights into 

the processes that reproduce gender inequality are needed for meaningful interventions. 

Analysing the gendered meanings of education for young people is important since the 

gender differences tend to be perpetuated as people enter adulthood (Egbo 2005; 

Subrahmanian 2007). 

 Hoppers (1996) has argued that during the formulation of the global Education 

for All targets, quality was predominantly associated with the delivery of curriculum, 

while insufficient concern was given to the social relevance and work orientation of 

secondary education.
53

 This tendency is still present in the current Secondary 

Education Development Plan in Tanzania. From the perspective of social relevance, it 

is important to analyse how much the Tanzanian education system is concerned about 

the ‘missing middle’ who are less likely to make the transition to upper-secondary and 

higher education. The new education policy
54

 could be analysed from the perspective 

of how the social and personal dimensions of relevance are addressed. Interviews and 

other modes of inquiry could be initiated to follow how the dialogue around secondary 

education is evolving. Further investigations on social relevance could be conducted 

with parents to understand why they are willing to send their children to school despite 

the problems related to quality and the low private returns to education.  

 In the future, further opportunities for student voice research in Tanzania will be 

sought to better utilise the transformative potential of critical research in education. 

Approaches utilising students as co-researchers have been suggested as options that are 

more transformative than using students as data sources or active respondents (Fielding 

2001). Applying participatory research approaches in the planning of sex education in 

Kenya, Ghana and Swaziland; Cobbett, McLaughlin and Kiragu (2013) demonstrated 

how creating participatory spaces through research can carry over to everyday prac-

tices in and out of schools. Initiating participatory action research in voluntary 

Tanzanian schools would provide opportunities to pilot student voice work for school 

improvement and gain further knowledge on the potential role of student voice. 
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Alternatively, introducing student voice work in teacher education could be a relevant 

avenue for introducing the approach in Tanzanian institutions.
55

 If student teachers 

were introduced during their teacher education to dialogic approaches that develop 

‘collective social expertise’ (Suoranta & Moisio 2006), student voice could become 

part of their professional skills and thereby contribute to the democratic development 

of schools.  

 Rudduck and Fielding (2006, 229) have contended that the patches of exciting 

student voice work can be difficult to move to the mainland of the school to create a 

productive and democratic community. Based on Brazilian experience of the 

democratic schools established by the movement of landless rural workers within the 

formal education system, McCowan (2011) has encouraged creating pockets of 

democratic experience within undemocratic school systems. The Tanzanian non-formal 

school where this study was partly carried out showed some encouraging examples of a 

more democratic and supportive school culture compared to the standard government 

schools. More could be learnt from these progressive schools to understand how 

students can contribute to the transformation of their schools and the education system 

as a whole.  

 These ideas are presented to encourage further research that is committed to 

enhancing equity and social justice in education. Instead of considering students 

merely as objects and targets of policy, they could become participating subjects in the 

dialogic development of education. As stated by social activist bell hooks (1989, 12): 

”Only as subjects can we speak. As objects, we remain voiceless - our beings defined 

and interpreted by others”.  

  

                                                      
55

 See Cook-Sather (2006) for an inspiring example of collaboration between secondary school 

students and teacher education students.  
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