


Challenges Faced by Head Teachers in Supporting Low-Income Students in Public Primary Schools in Tarime Town Council, Mara, Tanzania

ABSTRACT
This study examined the challenges facing head teachers in supporting low-income students in Tarime Town Council. The study used a constructivist research philosophy and employed a qualitative research approach to collect qualitative data.  The target population consisted of head teachers and students, with a sample of 42 respondents selected through a combination of stratified random sampling and purposive sampling techniques.  Data collection tools were interviews and focus group discussions for head teachers and students. Trustworthiness criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were considered.  Qualitative data from interviews and FGD were analysed using thematic analysis. The analysis identified the most significant challenges facing head teachers in supporting low-income students in schools as:  a lack of financial capacity, a shortage of qualified teachers, an increased enrollment of students in schools, political interference in management and decision-making, and a lack of parental cooperation.  To improve the communication practices, head teachers should strengthen community engagement by building strong relationships with educational stakeholders.
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INTRODUCTION
Quality education for all represents a crucial shift towards sustainable development. Globally, most countries have adopted declarations to align with their policies in ensuring that every child obtains quality education (World Bank, 2024). A study by Angrist et al. (2023) found that most families in various countries increased their expenditure on primary education to ensure that every child attends school at low cost.
Learners from lower socio-economic backgrounds are reported to be affected in attaining quality education globally (Moscoviz and Evans, 2022). Some studies indicate that these families are at higher risk of dropping out (Lichand and Doria, 2024). Most lower-income families' students face difficulties such as limited access to authoritative schools, high-quality facilities, private tutoring programs, and the best extracurricular activities, and in some cases, they are regarded as having special education needs or even being labeled with disabilities (Kemanae and Mnjokaya, 2022).
In developing countries, such as Asia, poor families face numerous challenges, including affording school supplies and equipment for their children. Pupils from low-income families perform poorly and have to work harder than their peers, and as a result, drop out and experience psychological issues (Noora, 2021). African countries cannot be excluded when it comes to poverty and providing quality education. According to Burnett (2008), most African countries are taking education more seriously; however, there is a lack of learning opportunities for the most disadvantaged groups.
Most families in Africa put their hopes in sending their children to school despite their economic hardship because there is a positive relationship between socio-economic status and student achievement (Burnett, 2008), and education is taken to be an important tool towards poverty eradication (Hofmarcher, 2021), However, Studies show that pupils from low-income families are affected in terms of their education achievement. 
In Tanzania, like other countries, students who come from low-income families are affected by poverty in their pursuit of quality education. Since the majority of Tanzania's population lives in rural areas and experiences extreme poverty, it is estimated that 70% live below $2.00 per day (Raleigh and Coleman, 2020). It is therefore logical that most children are not attaining quality education as intended.
Head teachers, as frontline leaders, are well-positioned to understand the unique challenges faced by students from low-income families. By nurturing strong relationships with the community, head teachers are supposed to address issues like hunger, poverty, and cultural barriers that hinder learning. Research suggests that head teachers are responsible for ensuring good learner outcomes (Cilliers and Evans, 2024; Mwesiga and Okendo, 2018; Ipando, 2019). However, challenges facing them in supporting low-income students, particularly in the context of the Tarime Town Council, require further exploration. Therefore, this study explored the challenges facing head teachers in supporting low-income students in Tarime Town Council.




STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Reports indicate that students in the Mara region face significant learning challenges, with a 2014 study revealing many second-graders were unable to read basic words (Gomez and Lexa, 2025). This is attributed to overcrowded classrooms, insufficient teachers and books, and declining test scores compared to national improvements. Despite these difficulties, Mara boasts a high primary school enrolment rate and strong participation in adult learning programs, particularly in Tarime Town Council (URT 2018; URT 2019). 
While it is believed that head teachers are responsible for ensuring the government policies and programs reach every child regardless of the socioeconomic background (Cilliers & Evans, 2024; Maponya, 2020; Ngole and Mkulu, 2021; Mwesiga and Okendo, 2018; Ipando, 2019). Most head teachers in Tanzanian schools are facing challenges to help their students by understanding their difficulties and helping them improve their learning (Ngole and Mkulu, 2021). Therefore, the study examined the specific challenges faced by public primary school Head Teachers (HTs) in supporting the learning outcomes of low-income students in Tarime Town Council.
RESEARCH OBJECTIVE
To examine the specific challenges faced by head teachers in supporting low-income students in public primary schools in Tarime Town Council.
RESEARCH QUESTION
What are the specific challenges faced by head teachers in supporting low-income students in public primary schools in Tarime Town Council?
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This study adopted Social Reproduction theory as introduced by Pierre Bourdieu in the 1970s to study how inequalities can be influenced by factors such as gender, race, sexuality, and economic background, and how they are being passed down from one generation to the next and how it affects people in their social-cultural and economic development (Weiss, 2021). The theory explains that educational institutions such as schools are responsible for perpetuating social norms that can reinforce inequalities in societies (Rey-Araujo, 2023).
Social reproduction theory was a useful framework for understanding the challenges faced by public primary school head teachers in supporting low-income students. The theory helped to understand the social context in which education takes place. Additionally, the theory helped to obtain a different perspective on how education can both produce and challenge social inequalities. The theory was suitable because, by carefully considering both the advantages and disadvantages of the theory, head teachers in Tarime can use this framework to better understand how they can contribute and develop effective strategies to support all students, regardless of their socioeconomic background.
STUDY METHODOLOGY
This segment outlines the methodology used in this study. The study conducted in Tarime Town Council applied a constructivist research philosophy and employed a qualitative research design. The target population was public primary school head teachers and students. The sample size was 42 respondents obtained using stratified random sampling and purposive sampling techniques. Data collection methods were interviews and focus group discussions (FGD) for both teachers and students, and were analysed using thematic analysis. The study considered trustworthiness criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis. The study observed the ethical considerations by ensuring informed consent, confidentiality, and ethical clearance from Jordan College and Tarime Town Council.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
This manuscript is a significant contribution to the scientific community as it sheds light on the challenges faced by head teachers in supporting low-income students in public primary schools in Tarime Town Council. The study provides empirical evidence on systemic issues such as financial constraints, teacher shortages, and political interference, which are critical for understanding education inequities in low-resource settings. The study findings offer actionable insights for policymakers and educators to address these barriers, aligning with global efforts to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education). 
RESULT:
Data collected from respondents revealed that various challenges hinder head teachers' efforts to provide adequate support to low-income students, stemming from resource limitations and the broader socioeconomic context of their students. The challenges were themed through thematic analysis and are presented as follows;
[bookmark: _Toc201686479]Lack of Financial Capacity
Data from head teachers, WEOs, and DEOs specified that a lack of financial capacity hinders head teachers from supporting low-income students. During interviews, it was found that low financial capacity leads to failure to support low-income students.  One of the head teachers commented during the interview;
The money allocated by the government doesn't cover all school operation expenses. It is hard to run a school with an insufficient budget. (Ht. School H. Interview. April 11, 2025)
Similar comment on the lack of financial capacity was given by the DEO during the interview, which hinders the head teachers from helping the low-income students;
The support from the government to public schools is good, but the budget allocations are not sufficient to cover school operating expenses. (DEO. Interview. April 15, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc201686480]Shortage of Qualified Teachers
The data from respondents showed that the shortage of qualified teachers is also among the challenges faced by head teachers in Tarime Town Council. Implementation of FFE led to an increase in the enrollment of students. On the other hand, the increase in students does not match the number of teachers available. One head teacher during the interview said the following;
Lack of qualified teachers is experienced in many primary schools in our District because we have a lot of students in each class. (Ht. School C. Interview. April 4, 2025)
Also, another head teacher said the following during the interview to support this challenge,
One teacher can teach more than one class stream because some of our classes consist of more than 120 students. (Ht. School H. Interview. April 11, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc201686481]Increased Enrolment of Students in Schools
Data from head teachers and DEO showed that there is an increase in enrolment rates as a result of FFE. The FFE improved access to education for children from low-income families. Therefore, many schools encounter the problem of many students from low-income families, and it is hard for the teachers to help all those students on a stretched budget. This was supported by two head teachers during interviews. The following are their statements;
Through FFE, the number of students has increased from 950 to 2700, and a lot of the students come from low-income families. (Ht. School F. Interview. April 9, 2025)
We have experienced an increase in the enrolment rate of students in our school more recently. This is a good thing because we are happy to see students have access to education. (Ht. School B. Interview. April 3, 2025)
The DEO also said the following to support this challenge, 
There is a big increase in students in our schools; however, these students come from poor families, and they don't have a full school uniform or other learning materials. (DEO, Interview, April 15, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc201686482]Inadequate Infrastructure and Essential Learning Materials
The data represented this as another significant challenge. Shortage of different infrastructures like classrooms, desks, and toilets hinders the head teachers from helping the low-income pupils. There is also a lack of textbooks, limiting the learning opportunities for students, particularly from low-income backgrounds who may not have these resources at home. This was supported by one of the head teachers who stated;
One desk is supposed to carry 2 to 3 students, so other classes carry 5 students. (Ht. School D. Interview. April 7, 2025)
Another head teacher bewailed on this challenge by saying the following;
Sometimes, we stretch our pockets to buy teaching materials for the teachers so we can meet our requirements. (Ht. School A. Interview, April 2, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc201686483]Political Interference in Management and Decision-Making
The study data revealed that head teachers also encounter instances of political interference in the management and decision-making processes within their schools, adding another layer of complexity to their roles. Political leaders do interfere with their roles. This was supported by two of the head teachers during the interview.
For example, we can call a parents' meeting and discuss some initiatives that help the school, but after the meeting, we receive a call from the DEO telling us to forget those initiatives because the parents cannot afford them. On the other hand, these initiatives are being done to help their children (students). (Ht. School H. Interview. April 11, 2025)
Sometimes the school administration wants to implement a good strategy to help the students, but when we share it with the ward government officials, we face criticisms. (Ht. School D. Interview, April 7, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc201686484]Lack of Cooperation from Parents
 The data from respondents pointed out that there is a lack of cooperation from parents because the FFEP restricts parents from contributing to school development plans. Many parents perceive that the government has exempted them from all contributions to schools, and they do not want to cooperate with the teachers when a problem occurs. Some of the head teachers were quoted as saying the following during the interview;
After FFE, parents stopped supporting school development projects. Some do not buy school uniforms and materials for their children; they expect everything to be given out by the school. (Ht. School A. Interview. April 2, 2025)
Other parents resist supporting projects introduced by the school administration, claiming the government is responsible for everything. (Ht. School E. Interview, April 8, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc201686485]Poverty of Students
Data from the study respondents revealed that, beyond the direct limitations within the school environment, head teachers should also navigate the complex web of socio-economic factors that significantly influence the lives and learning of their students from low-income families. And that is poverty. Poverty itself creates numerous barriers to educational achievement. Poverty also challenges the low-income students to be supported by head teachers. Some of the students miss school to go and do daily labour to provide for their families. This can be supported by the following statement:
Some of the students fail to attend school because they have to work to provide for their families, for example, collecting plastic bottles and working as house girls. (Ht. School G. Interview. April 10, 2025)
Also, the DEO and DQA were quoted as saying the following,
Poverty leads to some low-income students failing to come to school and others dropping out. The older sibling is obligated to take care of his or her siblings at home because parents have gone to work.  (DEO. Interview. April 15, 2025)
Other parents withdraw their children from school because they cannot take them to school. Female students are forced into early marriage so their parents can receive a dowry to support them. (DQA. Interview. April 15, 2025)
Discussions
Many primary schools continue to face challenges due to insufficient funding, which limits their ability to acquire essential resources and execute effective educational programs Chikoko and Mthembu, 2020). Head teachers often face difficulties in effectively managing and allocating the scarce financial resources at their disposal to best address the diverse needs within their student population, particularly those from low-income backgrounds (Chacha and Kiwonde, 2022). Moreover, the study found that there is a shortage of qualified teachers in schools. The increased enrolment rates following the implementation of FFE lead to high pupil-teacher ratios and an increased workload for the existing teaching staff (Lucumay and Matete, 2024). Furthermore, rural areas like Tarime often experience difficulties in attracting and retaining experienced and qualified teachers, potentially resulting in a higher proportion of less experienced or unqualified staff in these schools (Boniface, 2019). 
The rapid increase in students has not been matched by proportional improvements in infrastructure and staffing. Many schools lack enough classrooms, furniture, toilets, and teaching materials, creating an environment where vulnerable students, especially those from low-income families, are at a disadvantage. Some Tanzanian public schools, the pupil-to-teacher ratio has exceeded 1:100, and the pupil-to-toilet ratio can go as high as 1:137 (Lucumay and Matete, 2024). In such conditions, head teachers struggle to identify and provide special attention to students who need extra academic or material support.
The study of UNICEF (2023) reported that there is often a scarcity of fundamental teaching and learning resources, including textbooks, adequate furniture, and access to modern technology in many primary schools across sub-Saharan countries. Even basic facilities, such as safe and hygienic toilets, are often lacking, creating an environment that is not conducive to effective learning and can negatively impact student health and attendance (Lucumay and Matete, 2024). 
Also, the study discovered there is political interference that hinders head teachers from making decisions. Political interference often leads to delays in decision-making, inefficiencies in fund utilization, and weakened accountability structures within schools (Kapelela et al., 2024). Additionally, head teachers may feel pressured to comply with political directives, even when these undermine educational goals or conflict with equitable service delivery. 
Moreover, the findings of the study identified a lack of parents' cooperation, which relates to the findings of Mzeli (2023), who reported that public primary schools faced the challenge of a lack of parental and community support for school plans. Also, the study by Uvambe (2021) described that parents resisted contributing and participating in the school development plans because the government announced fee-free education. Additionally, Matete (2019) revealed that parents and community members do not contribute to school development plans that could enhance the quality of education because of a lack of awareness of the importance of education for their children. 
Further, the study discovered that the extreme poverty of students hinders head teachers from supporting them. Shukia (2020) revealed that despite the FFEP, the inability of parents to afford essential school-related costs such as textbooks and uniforms remains a significant issue (Shukia, 2020). Additionally, students from impoverished households often come to school tired and unable to concentrate due to the burden of household chores they are expected to perform (Raphael et al, 2021). For many students, the long distances they have to travel to reach school each day not only contribute to tiredness in class but also increase the risk of truancy and expose them to safety concerns (Shukia, 2020).
CONCLUSION
Poverty was the main challenge that affected low-income students. However, a lack of financial capacity is the major challenge facing head teachers in supporting low-income students. Also, FFE supports the low-income family to have access to education, but the funds given by the government aren't enough to cover all the school operation costs. Furthermore, many public schools have inadequate infrastructure that somehow hinders some students from staying in school, especially students in classes six and seven.  
RECOMMENDATION
It is substantial that the government should allocate a reasonable budget that allows the head teachers to operate fully in school, by building new classrooms, toilets, and libraries, which will benefit all students. In this context, head teachers should strengthen community engagement by building strong relationships with educational stakeholders.
LIMITATION
The limitations of this study are that it was designed in a single town council, with a limited sample size, and with only a qualitative design. The field survey of this research was carried out in the 2025 academic year. The data was collected with structured interviews and focus group discussions. The study is limited in these aspects.
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