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Theoretical framework 

Introduction 

The immediate effect of inequality in teacher deployment to public secondary 
schools in Tanzania is either overstaffing or being understaffed. In the case of 
ward secondary schools, being understaffed is the common state of affairs. 
Shortages of teachers in ward secondary schools expose both schools and teach-
ers in an environment where they have to come up with their own quick solutions 
for coping with inadequacy. In this way, teachers and secondary schools are con-
sidered to operate on the basis of their own discretion in providing the education 
service to the local communities. Therefore to have an understanding of the ef-
fects of the centralised teacher recruitment in ward secondary schools, as a social 
phenomenon being studied, there is a need to have a theoretical framework which 
is designed to explain it in a logical manner. Thus, the theoretical framework be-
comes the means to show the situation on the ground with its complexities in a 
way that is simple, yet logical and understandable. This means that it has to make 
sense within the framework of scientific inquiry (Kiflemariam 2001).  

Given the prevailing situation in ward secondary schools, it is considered that 
the theoretical concepts of ‘street-level bureaucrats’ and ‘semi-autonomous social 
fields’ may provide a way to explain it. Hence, in this chapter both concepts, 
street-level bureaucrats and semi-autonomous social fields, are elaborated on and 
later, in chapter eight, are used to explain the effects of centralised teacher re-
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cruitment in relation to the operations of teachers in six ward secondary schools 
in Tanzania. 

The concept of street-level bureaucrats 

Frontline operators are the individuals who experience how hard it is to imple-
ment the intended program. Using Lipsky’s (1980) perspectives, such individuals 
are referred to as ‘street-level bureaucrats’ who are identified as public service 
workers who interact with service recipients in the course of their jobs and have 
substantial discretion in the execution of their responsibilities. Examples of the 
street-level bureaucrats, among other public employees, include teachers, and 
they are the ones who allocate public benefits to others. Street-level bureaucrats 
have much in common because they are equally exposed and experience similar 
work conditions in relation to their specific responsibilities in the course of dis-
tributing public benefits.  
 
Characteristics of street-level bureaucrats 
The literature provides that street-level bureaucrats have relative high degrees of 
discretion when performing their jobs. They work in the circumstance where they 
have regular interaction with the recipients of the services. Despite being the 
ones delivering the services to the public at large, street-level bureaucrats work 
with a relatively high degree of uncertainty. They have very large workloads and 
at the same time, in most cases, their operational environment is never favourable 
to them. Thus they actually cannot fulfil what they are obliged to perform unless 
they devise certain approaches to assist them implement some of their responsi-
bilities (Lipsky 1980: 29).  

Encountering resource inadequacy, for street-level bureaucrats, is not only a 
theoretical consideration but a highly practical one as well (Lipsky 1980). Re-
sources are severely limited in relation to their duties. The issue of resource limi-
tation at the street-level is very broad. It covers personal resources in terms of the 
street-level bureaucrats’ individual capabilities in performing their jobs. What 
can occur is that at the street-level, individuals are undertrained or inexperienced 
in the jobs they are hired to perform. This is likely where unqualified individuals 
are engaged to assist in the provision of the services when the street-level bu-
reaucracy tries to manage its resource (workforce) inadequacy crisis. The un-
qualified engaged personnel lack skills to interact with service recipients. Also 
street-level bureaucrats often experience their duties in relation to inadequate 
personal resources, and this inadequacy is attributed to the nature of the job 
rather than rooted in some personal failure (Lipsky 1980: 31). 

Another characteristic of street-level bureaucrats lies with the demand for their 
services which tends to increase to meet their supply. Virtually this is the factor 
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which constrains the resources on their part in a way that they find themselves in 
the circumstance where they are overwhelmed by the demands for the services 
they provide. Thus in case of any additional service, demand will increase; the 
same applies to the resources. More resource means pressure for additional ser-
vices (Lipsky 1980: 33). The result of this is the notion that street-level bureau-
crats work in situations where the resource problem is solved. The reasons being 
that the service of the street-level bureaucrats tends to be limited to only a frac-
tion of the number of people that could be served (Lipsky 1980: 37). 

Moreover the tendency for the public service goals to have an ‘idealised di-
mension’ makes them difficult to achieve, confusing and complicating the ap-
proach (Lipsky 1980: 40). These circumstances make street-level bureaucrats 
perform their jobs with conflicting and ambiguous goals. Their work objectives 
become vague and contradictory, despite having discretion (Lipsky 1980: 40). As 
a result, street-level bureaucrats cannot claim that they are doing a perfect job or 
performing the way the job is required to be performed. The only thing they 
normally do is what is referred to as to function effectively and properly under 
the constraints they encounter. Here street-level bureaucrats view themselves as 
fighters in the front line of the local conflict, however, with little support and less 
appreciation from the public whose dirty job they do (Lipsky 1980: 82).  

 
Operations of street-level bureaucrats 
In their operations, street-level bureaucrats make the necessary attempts to do a 
good job in some way; given the resources they have (Lipsky 1980: 82). To un-
derstand their operations, there is a need to study the routines and subjective re-
sponses they develop in their operations in order to cope with the reality of their 
work environment. Lipsky points out that in dealing with the difficulties and am-
biguities of their jobs, street-level bureaucrats respond to ‘this indeterminacy’ in 
the following ways. First, they come up with patterns of practice that tend to 
limit demand and maximise utilisation of the available resources. In this way, 
they organise their operations within their resource constraints. Second, they 
modify their concept of their works in order to lower or otherwise restrict their 
objectives and thus reduce the gap between available resources and achieving 
objectives. Third, they modify their concept of their service recipients so as to 
make acceptable the gap between accomplishments and objectives (Lipsky 1980: 
82-83).  

In so doing, the street-level bureaucrats just seek to simplify their responsibili-
ties by imposing their own subjective orientation when implementing them. 
Hence, they create procedures to make their obligations manageable. That is to 
say, street-level bureaucrats devise ways to deal with demands placed upon them 
and face the reality of inadequate resource at the street-level settings (Lipsky 
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1980). Weatherley & Lipsky summarise the ways street-level bureaucrats can 
pursue in their operations to include the following: making procedures routine, 
modifying goals, rationing services, asserting priorities and limiting or control-
ling the recipients of the services. These options are referred to as ‘the accommo-
dations and coping mechanisms that the street-level bureaucrats are free to de-
velop’ when serving their service recipients (Weatherley & Lipsky 2002: 172). 
This means the street-level bureaucrats develop operational arrangements that 
assist them in some ways to fulfil their obligations. Although the coping mecha-
nisms are used by the individuals in the street-level settings to manage the de-
mands of their jobs, they can constrain and distort the implementation of the 
aimed program (Weatherley & Lipsky 2002: 171). Hence the argument that:  

Public policy is not best understood as made in legislatures or top-floor suites of high-
ranking administrators because in important ways it is actually made in the crowded offices 
and daily encounters of street-level workers. (Lipsky 1980: xii) 

 
Routine and simplification 
The developed routine, simplification and low-level decision making environ-
ment of the street-level bureaucrats constitutes the political street-level settings. 
In such settings, the actions of the street-level bureaucrats are also political since 
they can potentially harm some service recipients while others benefit from the 
prevailing patterns of distributing and allocating services. Actually the routine 
and simplification adopted by the street-level bureaucrats in their operations be-
come the policies to be delivered (Lipsky 1980: 84).  

The rationale for the street-level bureaucrats to develop routines is to have 
control over their work environment. The essence of the prevailing routines as 
coping behaviour in the street-level settings is to enable the street-level bureau-
crats to confront the operational problems and deal with their work stresses (Lip-
sky 1980: 86). The routines can be structured to maximise either the achievement 
of the service objectives or the responsiveness to the service recipients. However 
the extent to which routines are structured to maximise workers’ control over the 
work indicates how difficult it is to achieve the (ideal) policy objectives (Lipsky 
1980: 86). 

 
Rationing service at street-level setting 
According to Lipsky to ration services is to establish the level of their distribu-
tion and allocation to the targeted recipients. This is done through either fixing 
the level of the services distributed or allocating a fixed level of services among 
different classes of beneficiaries. In this way, street-level bureaucrats make some 
attempts to arrange their work so as to facilitate the accomplishment of their ob-
ligations or to rescue time for their own interests (Lipsky 1980: 87).  
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The objective for rationing the service is to try to reduce the demand for the 
service and it is done in the following ways. The first way is setting procedures 
designed to ensure regularity, accountability and fairness as well as protecting 
workers from the recipients’ demands for responsiveness. The second way is le-
gitimising an excuse for not dealing flexibly with the recipients. The third way is 
that street-level bureaucrats can formally or informally ration service by refusing 
to perform certain tasks which they are expected to handle and are within the 
scope of their responsibilities (Lipsky 1980: 100-101). 
 
Distributing public benefits at street-level 
At street-level settings, services are distributed differently for at least four inter-
related reasons. The first reason is to enable the street-level bureaucrats to re-
spond flexibly to unique situations. The second reason is that street-level bureau-
crats need to make some improvements in service delivery. The third reason is to 
fulfil the requirement for differentiation which provides that not everyone is 
equally entitled to public benefits. And the fourth reason is to develop discrimi-
natory practices at the street-level setting in order to enable street-level bureau-
crats manage their workloads or just to help them cope with their work environ-
ment (Lipsky 1980: 106-107). 

Teaching in Tanzania in Lipsky’s perspective 

The establishment of ward secondary schools in Tanzania through the implemen-
tation of Secondary Education Development Programme in the 2000s has been 
for the purpose of meeting the increasing demand for secondary education ser-
vice (Wedgwood 2005: 36). However the prevailing situation in ward secondary 
schools in Tanzania is in line with what Lipsky (1980) points out on the uncom-
promised relationship between demand for service and supply of resources at the 
operational level. Although ward secondary schools are regarded as ‘a success 
story’, the challenge they generate is that the demand for secondary education 
surpasses the supply of teachers. Teachers as human resources who occupy the 
frontline position in the provision of education service are inadequate in most of 
these schools (see Appendix 2).  

The experience in Tanzania, as indicated in various reports, shows that public 
secondary schools, particularly those in the wards, encounter the severe problem 
of inadequate teachers (Agola 2009). Recalling the recent report published by the 
World Bank on secondary education in Tanzania, Navuri (2010) points out that 
ward secondary schools are an attempt at an effective, affordable model of sec-
ondary education in Tanzania, but these schools have been ‘handicapped’ with 
too few teachers, contributing to weak learning results. Masuguliko (2010) re-
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ports that due to shortages of teachers some ward secondary schools have re-
sorted to employing both form four and six leavers to redress the gap in the 
teaching workforce. Also Bugaywa (2007) notes that after being overwhelmed by 
the number of students in classes and periods, teachers have decided to group 
their students into those who are capable and those who are not. However, the 
teaching concentration in this situation tends to favour those whom teachers be-
lieve are capable of producing good results. In some extreme cases, the situation 
is as reported by Sumra & Rajani (2006) that the experience in many secondary 
schools is that teachers are often not in the classrooms interacting with students. 
Their report notes that this means teachers in Tanzanian public secondary schools 
spend the least amount of their time in normal class sessions, and there is no evi-
dence to suggest that the situation will improve in the near future. 

The essence of using Lipsky’s concept of street-level bureaucrats in explaining 
the situation in Tanzania’s secondary education lies in the following: the expan-
sion of secondary education through the establishment of ward secondary schools 
is the response to the demand for secondary school level education service; how-
ever the schools face a shortage in the supply of teachers. This happens despite 
the claim that the centralised teacher recruitment approach is for equality in 
teacher deployment in the country. The result is that both teachers and school 
administration orient themselves so as to cope with their work environment. 
Therefore, the hypothesis that is advanced to propose the possible explanation of 
this situation in the perspective of the concept of street-level bureaucrats is:  

 
H1 Teacher inadequacy triggers internal operational arrangements. 

The concept of semi-autonomous social fields 

The purpose of employing the concept of semi-autonomous social fields in this 
theoretical framework is to provide the basis for explaining the extent to which 
there is limited effectiveness of the central (formal) rules to the operational envi-
ronment of the social fields (ward secondary schools). In order to achieve this, 
there is a need to understand the way semi-autonomous social fields operate. Ac-
cording to Moore, semi-autonomous social fields have their own customs and 
rules and the means of coercing or inducing compliance. The qualities which 
compel the individuals in the fields to adhere to the internally generated rules 
which immediately form the forces that dictate the mode of their compliance or 
non compliance with the formal rules (Moore 1973: 721-722). 

The semi-autonomous social fields have their own defined boundaries and any 
attempt to direct change often fails to deliver the intended objectives and even 
when it succeeds wholly or partially, it frequently comes out with the unexpected 
consequences. The formal rules are seen as thrust upon the ongoing social (local) 
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arrangements in which there are already binding obligations in existence. Given 
the prevailing operational environment in these social fields, the local ‘legal’ or-
ders are often stronger than the formal rules directed against them (Moore 1973: 
723). The operational environment of semi-autonomous social fields, in most 
cases, is characterised by the extra-legal activities. The justification of such ac-
tivities in semi-autonomous social fields is based on moral obligations whose 
compliance lies on members’ desire to avoid the expected losses and the ultimate 
exclusion. Moral obligations are the only obligations of the relationship that are 
not legally enforceable; however they depend on the value of the relationship 
itself for their enforcement. The force behind these obligations of relationship in 
the social fields is the intention of the individuals to aim at staying and the need 
to perform well in it (Moore 1973: 727-729). The internal environment of semi-
autonomous social fields provides strong pressures for the individuals to conform 
to the established system of interdependence if one continues to remain in the 
social fields (relationship). Also in semi-autonomous social fields, the rules are 
produced within the field of action itself, and some other rules (normative orders) 
arise as the individuals in semi-autonomous social fields perform their work 
(Moore 1973: 728). 

Teaching in Tanzania in Moore’s perspective 

This dissertation is interested in using the concept of semi-autonomous social 
fields to understand the effects of the centralised teacher recruitment in ward sec-
ondary schools. The aim is to show the extent to which the internal arrangements 
in these schools limit the effectiveness of the formal rules governing the provi-
sion of education service in Tanzania. The Tanzanian situation has been brought 
in Moore’s perspective of semi-autonomous social fields when the case of the 
Chagga of Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania is discussed. The Chagga case pro-
vides a synopsis of the extent to which local formation or internal structure can 
be resistant to the central efforts which are aimed at it. In the context of the 
Chagga, three pieces of legislation, namely the 1963 Act which declared that 
there would no longer be any private freehold ownership in land; the introduction 
of a ten-house cell system as a direct attempt to change local social relationships 
and the abolition of chieftainship, were found to have very limited effects. Actu-
ally the land issue in the Chagga society, according to the customary system, has 
been tightened in the lineage system and is based on the mutual rights and obli-
gations of kin and neighbours which have continued to be intact as they were 
before and even after the 1963 Act (Moore 1973: 733). That means the values of 
the Chagga lineage organisation such as kinsmen should help each other, broth-
ers should support each other or land should never be sold without the consent of 
one’s brothers are still observed (Moore 1973: 735). Moore also provides the ob-
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servation that such values as help, support and consent held in the Chagga soci-
ety have relevance even to the current situations confronting modern societies. 
According to Moore:  

These values may also be interpreted as the ideological side of a very considerable modern 
mutual social and economic interest. They are not merely a survival from a traditional past. 
(Moore 1973: 735) 

Furthermore, the state introduced ten-house cell system in 1964, for the pur-
pose of collecting and distributing information was only found to be grafted on 
the local branches of lineage and neighbourhood. It is reported that within the 
Chagga society, the system of selecting ten-house cell leaders was arranged in 
such a way that it was in favour of all neighbours at the time (Moore 1973: 737). 
In this way, it can be said that the introduction of the ten-house cell system made 
little difference to dominant Chagga lineage with its pre-existing neighbourhood 
patterns. In this locality, Moore provides that:  

… ten-house cells are units of neighbours; they inevitably involve people who have … at-
tachments to kinship, affinity and neighbourhood … The members of the ten-house cell are 
… men whose primary identity for one another is as neighbour, affine or kinsman. (Moore 
1973: 737-738) 

Although the 1963 abolition of chieftainship succeeded, for the Chagga, the 
chieftain families continued to prosper and their children joined the emerging 
literate elites. Being well economically compared to their subjects, Chagga chiefs 
were able to afford to pay for the education of their children. Thus with the aboli-
tion of chieftainship, the chiefly offices may have gone, but it seems that the 
powerful extended networks were already in place. According to Moore:  

… the informal position of advantage of these men is the network of connections that mem-
bers of chiefly lineages had with persons in positions of power and authority both in busi-
nesses and in government. (Moore 1973: 740) 

Therefore what this study draws from the Chagga case is the idea of lineage 
organization (interdependence). Through it the study aims to explain the extent to 
which the internal arrangements and structures in ward secondary schools limit 
the effectiveness of formal rules governing the provision of education service in 
Tanzania. It seems the pressures directed to teachers to conform to the local 
agreements and structures emanating from their environment make the influence 
of the formal rules to be less effective. In Moore’s perspective,  

… the social field is semi-autonomous not only because it can be affected by the direction of 
outside forces impinging upon it, but because individuals inside the social field can mobilize 
those outside forces. (Moore (1973: 729) 

According to Moore (1973), the local lineage organization advocates for the 
bound unit of individuals closely connected through their own contingent inter-
ests, being contiguous and sometimes through affection, as is the case for teach-
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ers in ward secondary schools in Tanzania. The reason for positioning teachers in 
this way is that their social set up in the localities seems to make them rely on 
each other for help, support and consent regarding various issues that happen in 
their environment and they automatically become involved. For example, it is 
reported that local teachers have agreed to overcome the pressure of their work 
by modifying their teaching modality and focus more on teaching by reviewing 
the past examination questions. This has happened despite the directive by Mo-
EVT that requires the adequate teaching of students in accordance with the ap-
proved syllabus in each subject (Sauti za Marafiki wa Elimu (the voice of friends 
of education) 2004). Hence the concept of semi-autonomous social fields in this 
study has the objective of providing the ground for explaining the extent to which 
teachers’ coping with their workloads limits the effectiveness of the formal rules 
on the provision of education service. The hypothesis which is advanced to pro-
vide the proposed explanation of this situation in the perspective of the concept 
of semi-autonomous social fields is as follows:  
 
H2 Internal operational arrangements become local rules that regulate inter-

nal affairs and limit the effectiveness of formal rules. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1 Limited effectiveness in ward secondary schools 
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Conclusion 

The developed theoretical framework links the two concepts, namely street-level 
bureaucrats and semi-autonomous social fields. The argument raised in this theo-
retical framework is that teachers in the ward secondary schools are inadequate 
and at the same time are required to continue with the provision of education ser-
vice. This compels them to cope with their situation, something which leads to 
them being seen as street-level bureaucrats. In their coping, teachers come up 
with their normative orders (local ‘legal’ orders), which regulate the provision of 
education in ward secondary schools. This development suits these schools to be 
seen as the semi-autonomous social fields. Eventually the local ‘legal’ orders in 
place limit the effectiveness of the formal rules on education delivery and gener-
ally affect the quality of education provided by these schools (see Figure 3.1). 
 
 
 




