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Introduction

It is patently obvious that, in ideal circumstances, EMIS and other strategic management information systems in education should generate a set of early warning signals in respect of impending system malfunction or failure.    The fact is that few EMIS systems in sub-Saharan Africa do so with any consistent reliability, but even if this were not the case, the capacity to adequately analyze and add value to the data generated is limited.     Even in the most functional of systems, remarkably little analysis and practical management and decision-support information finds its way into the hands of officials, particularly at the regional and district levels.

In respect of the most serious modern challenge to the function and output of education systems, namely HIV/AIDS, this failing is particularly problematic; we are aware that the system is reeling from the incremental impact of educator, manager and learner attrition, yet we are hard pressed to put numbers to the equation1.      We know that educator absence from duty is affecting quality in the classroom, yet we have no real measure of the loss of contact hours, for example.     We are left to assume, estimate and project, learning as we go from the emerging confirmation of these trends.

In terms of HIV/AIDS, the second point of importance is the fact that while policy and national planning are vital, particularly in demonstrating political will and commitment, the battle against this pandemic will be won or lost at the local level.   While policy and regulation may create a climate in which counter-measures can prosper, effective implementation lies in the hands of officials and educators down the line, in the districts, schools and communities.   If we are unable to empower and enable a management response at the most direct point of delivery, all the good intentions in the world will be meaningless.    

And this is about management: The education system in and of itself will not resolve the medical problem, and presently presides over networks of institutions that are themselves high risk environments.     The quest to mitigate the impact of the disease in the system relies fundamentally on its properly managed and normative function, and its status as a low risk environment in which learners can understand the issues and make considered choices.      Education campaigns and attempts to modify or change behaviour will continue to stand little chance, if located in an unmanaged or dysfunctional environment.

If we cannot manage our systems, we can have little expectation of arresting the course of the pandemic before it runs its long course.

Thus, there is considerable reason to pursue the restoration (or establishment) of good management practice as a means of mitigation, in conditions of community and other local partnership.     This is far from being an idealistic approach: In the midst of catastrophe, there is opportunity; in this instance, the sheer enormity of the crisis – denial notwithstanding – may well bind together education, health, welfare and other officials with local populations in unprecedented solidarity.      It is therefore an opportunity for communities to play an increasing role in the delivery of education, not least by demanding greater levels of accountability and responsibility in their professional civil servants.

In these circumstances, it is critical that a range of very basic indicators are available to alert management at various levels – but particularly at the district – and to guide and condition response.      The fact is that as the pandemic bites, the availability of senior officials at regional, provincial and national levels will be subject to similar levels of attrition as those experienced in the classroom and district office; officials at the local level are going to be confronted more and more with issues outside their experience and will be required to make decisions in increasing isolation.        For all these reasons, it is vital that they are able to collect data relevant to their area of operation, and analyze it locally in order to draw and communicate various basic conclusions.

The notion that this function may lie beyond the capacity of many school circuit and district officials may be predicated on the fact that this does not happen much at present: In fact, this is so mainly because data is seldom if ever returned to the very officials who collect it year in and year out, and second, because no-one has really asked them to do perform this task or provided them with the basic and appropriate tools to do so.     We believe that these conditions can and should be redressed with immediate effect, given one key precondition: The Department of Education concerned must issue an instruction integrating this task in the day-to-day functions of district level officials.   Discussion groups of such officials, at least in a South African context, confirm both the appetite and preparedness to take on such a task, and point to the fact that this is long overdue!  Nevertheless, they will not do so unless instructed to.

If there is merit in this argument, the question is, what indicators should be captured and how should this process relate to the regular collection of school statistics for EMIS purposes?

Local Indicator Capture and EMIS

Briefly, EMIS generally functions on the basis of annual or bi-annual data collection from the school level, and its transmission upward to provide key statistics for education planning and provisioning.      Even in functional environments, however, capture and analytical output lags many months behind collection, and value-added or decision-support information is seldom, if ever, returned to the reporting officers.

In respect of HIV/AIDS, there is comparatively limited value in establishing, a year after the event, that enrolment is collapsing, or that the incidence of orphans in the classroom is leading to a dramatic decline in school fees.     But since this is the best we’ve got, we remain grateful for small mercies, in spite of the limited prospect of establishing trends early enough to report and redress the situation.

The essence of this proposal is that school circuit and district level officials should capture local indicators, in a process that is both complementary and significantly different to the EMIS process, and which will in fact supplement it with strategic planning information of real and immediate value.       Very simply, in most systems, circuit and district officials (by whatever name) meet once a month anyway, to report and discuss issues that require clarification or some form of intervention or support

What is proposed here, to piggy-back this common procedure, is that a very simple reporting template is prepared and provided, for completion by school principals, also on a monthly basis.      The template, or questionnaire, will be very short indeed – perhaps a dozen questions requiring numerical answers derived from records the principal is anyway obliged to keep.     This monthly return would be immediately distinct from the annual cycles of EMIS and would enhance the conventional process of reporting by the principal, via the circuit inspector to the district manager.

The circuit inspector – him/herself already empowered by this data - would then capture it, for about 20 schools, on a corresponding template, for submission to the district manager.     This official would then capture the aggregated data on the simplest of manual spreadsheets, and have the basis for effective monthly reporting on issues of real management relevance; the fact that these data would also be the key source of data on the progress of HIV/AIDS in the district, would ironically be for these officials an unthreatening “side issue”.      The point, which cannot be over-emphasized, is that we are then locating the HIV/AIDS issue in management terms that officials can recognize and deal with, and consequently empowering them to tackle the problem on familiar ground.      And we are also seeing the development of primary information that resides in the district in which it is developed, as well as being available for upward transmission.

In summary, the capture of local indicators is neither duplicatory nor onerous; it dovetails with the existing functions of the officials concerned and would in fact generate locally relevant and useful information of the kind that they regularly request but never receive.     It would have the desirable effect of forcing principals and circuit inspectors to deliver on what they are anyway required to do, but would they do so uncomplainingly?     The answer is straightforward: The system is literally in mortal danger, and there is simply no choice in what amounts to an emergency; in any event, an instruction from the highest level would resolve the question.   

The most important point is that it is eminently do-able, with little likely delay.    But would the data reach the regional and national levels, and could it be integrated with EMIS?     Assuming only the will and the appetite, this would be an almost effortless next step, and has endless strategic possibilities, subject to the capacity of the department concerned.      From the HIV/AIDS perspective, tucked discreetly into the management agenda, it would be comparatively simple to either collect these data from the district or regional levels, or work at the provincial level to regularly collect monthly returns.     Whether this is or would have to be an EMIS function is a moot point, and probably directs our thinking to the need for an integrated strategic information function dedicated to its retrieval and analysis.

Whatever the fine print, this is something that can and should be done.    But what are the indicators that could be captured, and what is their value?

Proposed Indicators

Given that the emphasis should be on practicality, we have chosen to err on the side of simplicity and suggest indicators that may be self-evident.     The temptation to over-elaborate or seek indicators that cannot be easily or commonly captured is great, but it is suggested that this list must be constrained by two key conditions: First, they must be available in the average school and not be so difficult to capture that they are fudged or fabricated; and, second, they must be readily consumable by local level officials and communities.     In short, they must mean something of obvious management value.

The list is unsurprisingly broken into three categories, as follows:

a) Educators, by sex, age and qualification (by Principal)
1 Temporary Absence:  Number of days absent, by reason (list including sickness, official business, compassionate [pregnancy, family tragedy], study, unauthorized)

2 Permanent Absence:  Reasons including death, transfer/ relocation, promotion, loss to other employment, unknown

3 Replacement Educators:  Number of days required/provided

b) Learners, by sex, age and grade (by Principal)

1 Temporary Absence:  Number of days absent, by reason (list including sickness, compassionate [death in family, sickness in family, pregnancy in family], pregnancy, lack of nutrition, unpaid school fees, transport problems, unknown)

2 Permanent Absence:  Reasons including death, relocation, drop out, pregnancy, orphaning, employment, unknown)

3 Orphaning:  Number of learners who have lost, a] one parent, or b] both parents

4 School Fees:  Amount unpaid/lost in gross terms this month

c) Management and School Governing Bodies (by District Manager)

1 Absence of Circuit Inspectors:  By sex and age, a] Temporary Absence: number of days absent (list including sickness, official business, compassionate [pregnancy, family tragedy], study, unauthorized, and , b] Permanent Absence: Reasons including death, transfer/ relocation, promotion, loss to other employment, unknown

2 School Governing Body Members:  By estimated age and sex, a] Number of meeting days missed, by known or assumed reason, including sickness, other business, compassionate, unknown, or, b] permanent absence for reasons including death, sickness, resignation/relocation/retirement. 

Conclusions

The analysis of these data will generate any number of outcomes, not least a constant time series showing trends in morbidity, mortality (for any number of reasons), drop outs, rates of pregnancy, reduction in fee income, increased rates of orphaning etc.    The value and implications of the availability of such data, and the opportunity to analyze and link these are simply incalculable, given that this very simple proposal probably understates their value.

To an extent, this short proposal – or perhaps more accurately, concept paper – states the obvious: We can and should have access to more and better data from the school and district level, and should have this on a regular and systematic basis, in order to begin to mitigate the impact of HIV/AIDS on the education system.      However, what we aim to do is illustrate that this is not only possible, but that with political will and commitment, show that it is almost immediately feasible, at little cost and even less political exposure.

We have deliberately framed this proposal as a management imperative, to stress again that repeated emphasis on HIV/AIDS for its own sake may simply exacerbate the fear-induced paralysis that we repeatedly identify as denial in education officials; we have to understand that we cannot continue to face them with the bleak prospect of personal, family and institutional demise and still expect them to function rationally tomorrow.      

We ALL know that the disease is now our constant companion, but we have to move on to reassure education officials that its impact can be mitigated through better management practice and the normalization of systemic behaviour; in other words, we have to take them into the comfort zone of familiar territory for which they are trained and equipped.     And we can only do that by making them party to the management issues and provide them with the tools to derive the data they need, to take control of their own destinies.

We look forward to comments on these draft thoughts, in the hope that the eventual development of a hard list of properly formatted indicators will provide benefits for the system, its clients and the body of researchers so anxious to assist.
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1 See forthcoming paper (November 2000) by Peter Badcock-Walters: Where have all the flowers gone?: A preliminary analysis of the decline in first-year enrolment in KwaZulu Natal.





