Report of the Restitution session of the report of TAP survey on “Absenteeism of teachers in government primary schools in Cameroon”
Some fifty participants from the Ministries of Basic and Secondary Education, the civil society and the media attended on Thursday 12 August, 2010 at the Tandem Muna Foundation in Yaounde, the validation session of the TAP (Transparency and Accountability Program) survey report on the absenteeism of teachers in government primary schools in Cameroon. There was the remarkable presence of former Minister of National Education, Charles Etoundi, the head of the CHOC Programme, the Malagasy, Raboanarijaona Mamy, the Vice President of Transparency International, Barrister Akere Muna, and many other personalities.
Results and causes of absenteeism

It was for Transparency International-Cameroon an opportunity to officially present to the public the survey which began in June 2009 and which was funded by the U.S. NGO Results for Development Institute, with technical support from the World Bank. The overall results of the survey conducted in 30 schools in two divisions of the Centre Region (Mfoundi and Nyong and Kelle) reported that one out of three schools has no access to water and one out of six does not have a latrine. Regarding absenteeism itself, by category of teachers, it is 10% among the PTA teachers, 13% of civil servant staff and 22.2% for contract teachers, that is, an average of 15.1 %. The survey identified several causes of this absenteeism. They are:  socioeconomic, socio-cultural, psychological and related to the social climate. It is therefore about (i) monitoring the integration into the public service, (ii) the unavailability of health services, (iii) the lack of housing in the area of assignment, (iv) non-family grouping, (v) distance from the place of receiving salary, (vi) the mismatch between the salary and needs of teachers, and (vii) the poor health of teachers.
Recommendations of the survey

To resolve this issue and to reduce significantly the rate of absenteeism, the authors of the survey have made a number of recommendations. These include the construction of health huts and homes near schools, facilitation of family grouping, nearness to the place they are paid, salary adjustments for teachers and improving their working environment, the reinforcing of the control mechanism for the attendance of teachers and better follow up of their salaries and other benefits due them.
Discussions and debates

The first series of questions from participants focused inter alia on: 

Not taking into account other components of the education system in Cameroon (secular private, Catholic, Protestant and Muslim schools) 

The unrepresentative nature of the number of selected schools, only 30, and the risk to generalize a survey that was conducted in two divisions only (Mfoundi and Nyong and Kelle) to represent a national survey. 

Regarding the methodology, it was asked whether a difference was previously made between urban schools and rural schools given the typical rural character of the proposed solutions.
The gender most affected by the phenomenon of absenteeism?
To these questions the panelists responded that: 

The study worked with the hypothesis that private schools are generally run by individuals, private groups, and religious organizations and in most cases their teachers are always present. Time and budget constraints could not allow working with a larger number of schools. The budget made it possible to work with only 30 schools, in the future it may be extended to a larger number of schools. Moreover, the question of typically rural solutions demonstrates that these are actually schools that pose the most problems, and in terms of proportionality, there was more in the Mfoundi, considered as urban, than in the Nyong and Kelle, largely rural. The gender issue was not part of the goal. However, in other countries where the study was conducted, gender issues have been raised. It is a question of methodology. It is also a question of considering whether to generalize the study to the entire country. Moreover, the key to any study is sampling. TI-C conducted an investigation which was fairly representative, but by refraining from being general.
In the second series of questions/suggestions, the participants discussed: 

The need to take into account the realities of a particular area such as the North, where the government has already implemented a policy of transferring teachers and where it would be desirable to conduct a similar study; 

The need to pay attention to the English system of education which has its specificities;

The need to redefine the criteria for delimiting urban/rural areas (e.g. the case of the Mvan airport Government school in the study among the rural schools) whose categorization is not by size of the population but by the activities, communication links, access to social services etc… (see PASEC survey).
Taking note of the suggestions mentioned and recognizing the necessity of expanding the study to regions with certain characteristics, the panelists noted the difficulty in finding the necessary funding; hence the call by TI-C to the government to complete the study by expanding it to the other regions. Moreover, the classification urban/rural was the subject of much debate. 
During his very noticeable speech, Charles Etoundi, former Minister of National Education questioned the inclusion in the study of problems related to poor governance and lack of teachers but also on the various characteristics of absenteeism in urban areas as manifested by the presence of two or three teachers for one classroom while elsewhere there are none. According to him, the solutions proposed by the survey are not new and he questioned how it intended to do beyond what has already been done in proposing an innovative methodology and concrete solutions. He continued by suggesting that actors in the education system can develop a kind of partnership and make the best use of facilities, both internal and external funding that exist around the world but often is not known to officials in charge of education. Such funding streams can help relieve the State from certain tasks such as building community huts and health centers, or water points etc. For the former minister, the partnership could also extend to educational NGOs that can support the Ministry in the management of tasks such as monitoring and supervision of teachers and the management of attendance records of teachers, which as recognized by almost all participants, are not guarantees of reliability and seem mostly to be established for some time, all under the supervision of sub divisional inspectors. This would pave the way for a form of participatory governance. This is applied in the Ministry of Health where certain functions are entrusted to NGOs.

In conclusion, it was recalled that the study did not in fact address the problem of shortage of teachers but rather to know whether those transferred are actually in office. Returning to the non-new solutions proposed by the study, the program officer said that their regularity was just indicative of the fact that the concerns remain the same and do not seem to have been met. Some participants however expressed the view that it is unacceptable that the State should lay the education of its children on foreign aid, arguing for example that it is already desirable that each year the percentage of the national budget allocated to this sector which is so sensitive to the life of any nation, reach 22% of the State budget and control mechanisms and sanctions are implemented against absent teachers before requesting for foreign help. Henceforth, there is a need to focus on particular issues of governance and on the effective implementation of sanctions. The advocacy phase provided by the TAP survey on “Teacher absenteeism in government primary schools in Cameroon” will work on this. 
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