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Introduction
School participation in Tanzania has increased 
dramatically over the past two decades: primary school 
enrolment increased from 4.9 million in 2001 to 10.9 
million in 2020. While 81 percent of primary-school-age 
children are currently enrolled, over the last ten years, the 
primary completion rate has dropped and remains below 
70 percent since 2015 (data from UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics).1

Despite improvements in enrolment, indicators of 
foundational learning remain low. According to the 
2020 report of the Standard Two National Assessment 
(STNA), conducted by the National Examinations Council 
of Tanzania (NECTA), in 2019 five percent of Grade 2 
students pass the benchmark for reading proficiency 
(“Can correctly read exactly 50 words of the passage in 
one minute and with 80 percent or higher comprehension”). 
The report finds that 17 percent of students pass the 
benchmark (80 percent correct) of the addition and 
subtraction sub-tasks. 

These outcomes are not the result of students’ lack of 
academic aspiration: according to the RISE Tanzania  
baseline survey, 73 percent of Grade 2 and 3 students say 
they would like to complete secondary school or university 
(Figure 1).

In a recent report, the Global Education Evidence Advisory 
Panel (World Bank, 2020) asked what programmes and 
policies are the most cost-effective instruments for addressing the learning crisis and improving learning for all children. 
The report creates three categories: the “great buys” category includes programmes that provide very low-cost but 
salient information on the benefits, costs, and quality of education. The “good buys” category includes programmes

1  Data accessed through World Bank data portal, series SE.PRM.CMPT.ZS.
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that provide structured pedagogy, instruction targeted by learning level, merit-based scholarships and pre-school 
interventions. Finally, the category “promising but low-evidence” includes teacher accountability and incentive reforms. 

KiuFunza, a teacher performance pay programme in Tanzania, fits this last category. KiuFunza (shorthand for Kiu ya 
Kujifunza or Thirst to Learn) provides test-score linked cash incentives to teachers in Grades 1, 2, and 3 to increase 
foundational literacy and numeracy outcomes for students. The programme is managed by Twaweza East Africa, a Civil 
Society Organization, and was set up to provide evidence on the impact of teacher incentives in a series of experimental 
evaluations. This note discusses the rationale for teacher incentives in Tanzania, the design elements of KiuFunza and 
preliminary results for the most recent phase of KiuFunza (this phase was implemented in 2019-2021 and the impact 
evaluation is part of the RISE Tanzania research agenda).

Rationale
For Twaweza, the idea to start a teacher incentives programme was based on three sets of evidence: 

1. Evidence of the learning crisis that presents a lack of accountability to citizens for the large public expenditure in 
education, mainly on teacher salaries (World Bank, 2018; Bold et al., 2017; Bashir et al., 2018). 

2. Evidence that Twaweza’s Uwezo initiative, which performed large-scale assessments and informed communities 
about low learning levels, did not lead to community-based citizen engagement and improved learning at schools, 
although it did contribute to a focus on learning at national policy levels (see Lieberman et al., 2014; a similar result 
for India is found by Banerjee et al., 2010).

3. Evidence of the potential cost-effectiveness of performance incentives in primary education, and potential 
complementarity with existing large investments in education (see Glewwe and Muralidharan, 2016; Evans and 
Mendez Acosta, 2021).

The KiuFunza programme theory of change, supported by the experimental results, is that performance incentives linked 
to learning—implemented with good communication, fidelity and independent testing—will improve mastery of the basic 
skills tested. This theory of change is consistent with research in the economics of management (e.g., Bloom and co-
authors [2015, 2014]). These studies show that effective organisations are successful in setting clear goals; in measuring 
progress towards those goals; and instituting employee level accountability and consequences for measured progress. 
This research includes management of schools: Bloom et al. (2015) find that across schools in different countries, having 
strong school accountability for student performance to an outside body predicts better pupil outcomes. KiuFunza 
sets basic literacy and numeracy skill targets, organises independent student performance assessments, and rewards 
progress towards these targets. The aim is to increase school and teacher level accountability and ownership with 
regard to learning results. 

Figure 1: What level of formal education would you like to complete?

Source: RISE Tanzania Baseline Survey, 2019.
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The programme targets teachers in 
Grades 1, 2 and 3 for two reasons. 
First, foundational skills instruction 
takes a central place in these 
grades; between 2010 and 2016, 
Tanzania introduced a simplified 
early grade curriculum focusing on 
the “3Rs” in Grades 1 and 2 (Komba 
and Shukia, 2021). Students who 
do not acquire foundational literacy 
by Grade 3 will struggle to pick up 
higher order skills in upper primary. 
Second, class sizes in these grades 
are large, both in an absolute sense 
and relative to upper primary. 
Figure 2 illustrates this by showing 
two data points for each grade: the first is the average number of students per grade enrolled; the second is students 
divided by the full-time equivalent teacher (FTET) capacity per Grade.2 The latter is a grade-specific student-teacher 
ratio, adjusted for the fact that teachers assigned to more than one grade should not be counted as a full-time teacher 
in each of those grades.

Note that Figure 2 provides averages of enrolled students and does not account for student absence. However, even if 
20 percent of students are absent on average these numbers create a challenging workplace environment for teachers 
in the early grades. Large class sizes are mentioned by over half of lower grade teachers when asked about challenges 
to foundational instruction in the RISE baseline survey. Consistent with these findings, we find a substantial imbalance 
in terms of motivation: Figure 3 shows that 83 percent of all primary teachers prefer to only teach in Grades 4-7 (RISE 
baseline survey data, 2019), where student-teacher ratios are lower.

In addition, the first three grades in Tanzania 
lack a national monitoring system for learning 
outcomes; such a system could provide a common 
understanding and acceptance of outcomes. A 
lack of acknowledgement of learning outcomes 
is illustrated by results from the RISE Tanzania 
baseline survey, where teachers in Grades 1, 2 
and 3 were asked “What is the approximate share 
of pupils in your class that can read Kiswahili 
at Grade 2 level (for example a short story of 
five sentences); and answer comprehension 
questions?”. A similar question was asked for 
Grade 2 level addition: “What is the approximate 
share of pupils in your class that can do Grade 2 
level addition, for example 26+32?”

On average, teachers of these students estimated 
that 70 percent could read with comprehension,

2  The FTET accounts for the fact that many teachers need to divide their time over more than one grade: formally, if N is the 
number of grades that a teacher is assigned to, each grade is assigned 1/N FTE for the teacher. For example, if a teacher is 
assigned to teach in three grades, each grade is assigned 1/3 FTE for that teacher. If a teacher is assigned to one grade only, that 
grade is assigned 1 FTE for this teacher. For each grade, we add the assigned FTEs from all teachers to calculate total FTEs for 
that grade. Teacher assignments are based on the full teacher roster provided by the head teacher. 

Figure 2: Students per grade

Source: RISE Tanzania Baseline survey, 2019.

Figure 3: Teachers prefer upper primary (percentage of teachers, by 
current assignment)

Source: RISE Tanzania Baseline survey, 2019.
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and that 78 percent could do addition 
(see Figure 4). In the same survey, 
enumerators administered a low-
stakes survey assessment of these 
skills and found that only 27 percent 
of students in Grades 2 and 3 could 
read at Grade 2 level; and only 32 
percent of these students could do 
addition.3 

Finally, descriptive statistics 
from research surveys point to 
substantial problems with school 
level supervision and accountability. 
Teacher classroom attendance is not 
monitored regularly, but results from 
several surveys show that it is below 

50 percent (Bold et al., 2017; Mbiti et al., 2019b). Employee supervision is uneven, and often lacking: 41 percent of 
teachers indicate that a head or senior teacher never observes their classroom (RISE baseline survey). 

Intervention design 
The findings in the previous section point to the huge challenge of teacher performance improvement. According 
to Pritchett (2013), teacher management—the “implementation-intensive imposition” of norms and obligations—is 
among the hardest functions to organise in education, as it is transaction-intensive, discretionary, and high-stakes. The 
rationale for KiuFunza teacher performance pay is to provide a form of teacher management that focuses teacher effort 
on foundational learning. To maximise this focus and to keep the implementation complexity to a minimum, the bonus 
rewards are tied only to measures of foundational learning (rather than, say, a mix of learning, attendance, and lesson 
plan preparation).

The core intervention design of KiuFunza is simple (see Figure 5): at the start of the school year, programme staff 
visit a school, communicate the bonus offer, and enlist teachers; at the end of the school year they assess students; 

3  For the assessment, Grade 2 level was defined as adding up numbers between 1 and 20, without carrying over: 5+1, 11+4, 5+15.

Figure 4: Student performance (percentage passing)

Source: RISE Tanzania Baseline survey, 2019.

Figure 5: KiuFunza implementation cycle.



then, based on test scores, payments are calculated; incentives are paid at the start of the next year; schools and 
administrators receive a report on student performance by grade-subject.

The necessary inputs for a teacher incentive programme are good communication tools; a trustworthy assessment 
system, with a trained and trusted assessment team; a good data management system; a budget to pay the bonuses 
and the staff. In addition, since the programme allocates cash bonuses, the programme requires auditable processes 
and procedures. Systems were developed to maintain integrity, both in the field (during assessments and data collection) 
and at the management level. At the field level, for example, a key ingredient is randomised selection of test sets. At the 
data management and payment stage all steps are documented so that data and financial auditors can link raw data to 
teacher transfers.

Several implementation parameters have remained constant since KiuFunza started in 2013: 

• the focus on teachers and students in Primary School grades I-III; 

• the focus on foundational literacy and numeracy skills in the high-stakes tests; 

• the inclusion of the head teacher in the bonus offer; 

• measuring performance at the school-grade-subject-classroom level;4 and

• the absence of a downside risk for teachers. 

Incentive design
The KiuFunza incentive budget is based on an expected teacher bonus equal to about 3.5 percent of annual teacher 
salary. These mean reward sizes are close to those in some other teacher incentive experiments, including Muralidharan 
and Sundararaman, 2011 (India); and Behrman et al., 2015 (Mexico). In our experience it is sufficiently high to attract 
teacher attention, and survey data show that the programme is popular with teachers (Mbiti and Schipper, 2021). 

KiuFunza has tested different incentive designs (i.e., mappings between test results and teacher earnings). Mbiti et 
al. (2019a) describes and evaluates a standard threshold incentive design, where a student needs to pass a set of 
curriculum skills before the teacher earns a reward. Mbiti et al. (2019b) evaluates two designs that can provide rewards 
even if students do not pass the full curriculum test: a pay-for-percentile design and a design called “Stadi” (Levels) with 
payments for individual curriculum skills (e.g., reading a few sentences, subtraction). 

The impact evaluations (Mbiti et al., 2019a and 2019b) show that all these designs improved learning based on high-
stakes test data (at the time of writing we have only preliminary results for the most recent design, 2019-21). For the 
low-stakes (survey) test data, only the two designs in the second phase had a statistically significant impact on learning 
outcomes. Stadi was the most cost-effective of these two and this incentive design was selected for the third phase of 
KiuFunza (2019-21). 

KiuFunza III design adjustments
The third phase of KiuFunza (part of the RISE impact evaluation) featured a number of other, more practical design 
changes. A first change was made to reduce student assessment costs: with large student populations in the early 
grades, these form a substantial part of overall implementation costs and thus present an impediment to scaling test-
based accountability programmes. The student assessment approach was changed in two ways: in Grades 1 and 2, 
one-on-one census testing was replaced by one-on-one testing in a random sample of 15 students per grade (the 
consensus is that written tests are not practical before Grade 3). In Grade 3, one-on-one census testing was replaced 
by class-based census testing using a written test. Together, these changes lowered testing unit costs by about 60 
percent compared with the previous phase. 

4  This is equivalent to the teacher personal level in all but very few cases where teachers share teaching responsibility.
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Second, an “infrastructure bonus” was added to the incentive design, based on Government advice. The infrastructure 
bonus targets the bottom quartile of schools, by region, in terms of the Standard Four National Assessment. Third, 
government officers (from the School Quality Assurance department) were added to CSO implementation teams, to 
build more implementation capacity.

Fourth, KiuFunza removed the mobile money payment option for teachers, because these were much more likely 
to bounce back and require follow-up than bank payments. Fifth, the programme started to exploit the widespread 
ownership of smartphones, primarily through an app that captures test results for Grades 1 and 2 (in earlier phases 
test results were written on forms, then scanned). The app also has several other useful functions: it generates random 
numbers that are used for sampling; it randomly selects test sets, a feature that strengthens test integrity; it guides test 
administrators through the testing process; and it generates time and GPS stamps that help monitor field work. 

Preliminary results
Overall, we find that KiuFunza III is effective at improving learning outcomes, as measured by both the programme 
(incentivised) assessments and the survey (non-incentivised) assessments. Focusing on the results of the non-
incentivised survey assessment, we find significant test score increases in numeracy and reading (Kiswahili), especially 
during the second and third year of the programme. Using a composite learning measure, based on language (Kiswahili 
reading and writing) and numeracy scores, we estimate test score effects of 0.16 and 0.18 standard deviations, 
respectively, in years 2 and 3 of the experiment. These estimates translate to a learning improvement equal to one-third 
of an equivalent year of schooling (EYOS). Despite potential concerns that bonus pay may lead teachers to focus on 
well-performing students, we do not find systematic differences in the treatment effects by baseline scores in any year.

The incentivised programme assessment displays highly significant test score gains for both subjects too. The pass rate 
levels and impacts are larger than those for the non-incentivised tests, which we interpret as a “test-day effort” effect 
(see Mbiti et al., 2019b). Based on the incentivised test data the composite learning effects are 0.37 and 0.44 standard 
deviations. The finding that the programme is more effective after the first year is consistent with earlier phases. Our 
interpretation is that trust in the incentive offer is boosted by the receipt of the first-year bonus payments. 

Conclusion
The evaluation results for 2015-16 (Mbiti et al., 2019b) and preliminary results for 2019-2021 suggest that the KiuFunza 
performance pay model is a cost-effective instrument to improve foundational literacy and numeracy. The implementation 
work itself has provided several practical results, including the design adjustments we described; the experienced 
regional level CSO and government implementers; and an understanding of the programme by government officials at 
different levels. Twaweza has received donor support to continue KiuFunza and is currently designing a limited scale-up 
that will target low-performing schools, using a coalition of regional CSOs to assess public school performance.
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