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In this paper, we describe the phenomenon of a need for help that comes about as a result of problematic 
classroom practices, as re-lived and described by Tanzanian high school mathematics students. Through 
the students’ experiences, we demonstrate how unequal power relations in the classroom can suppress 
students’ voices, rendering their attempts at seeking justice futile. The students’ experiences were 
characterized by pain and resignation. 

Introduction 

Background



Methodology

Seeking Help or Seeking Justice? 

Orienting Oneself Toward Injustice: Re-orienting One’s Way of Being with the Other 

It pained me to see him kick me out of class for lack of money when he was being paid by the 
government to teach me. But even more painful was the fact that he would not be repeating this topic 
during the regular class time. 

poena



Injustice Demands to Be Heard 

Now the class monitor has an attendance register. When a lesson is taught, the monitor remarks: 
“Taught” and appends his signature against the remark. If the teacher assigns someone to copy some 
notes for the class, the monitor remarks: “Notes Written” and appends his signature. The teacher is 
then expected to countersign against each of the monitor’s signature. But I have several experiences 
where the teacher comes to class, gives you questions, hangs around for a few minutes, and then 
leaves. The questions will not be graded nor discussed. Of course the teacher will not agree to sign if 
the monitor remarks: “Untaught” And so when the headmaster or his deputy delves through the 
attendance register, he will find that the teacher’s signature is there, almost everywhere. And the game 
is over. But it is we the students who really know what goes on inside the class. 

It reached a point where everyone was dissatisfied with how we were learning maths. One day, the 
Deputy Headmaster came to our class and, in a very friendly manner, asked: “What problems are you 
facing in this class?” Now I just said to myself: “This is our administrator. If we don’t tell him what 
we are going through, whom shall we tell?” So I decided to be honest. And it was as if everyone else 
was waiting for someone to initiate. So we said we had this and that problem in maths. The Deputy 
promised to look into the matter. But then I don’t know how he presented the issue to the maths 
teacher, because the next time the teacher came to class, he was very angry with us. Thereafter, we 
became the marked group. Anytime you went to the staff room, a teacher would always find something 
to punish you for—your blouse, tie, shoes, socks, finger nails. And there was enmity between us, the 
“bad” class, and the teachers. From that incident, I learnt to persevere, whatever the case. Now if 
someone comes and asks how we are doing, I’ll just look at them. And so people are just dying like 
that, each one on her own, quietly but surely. 
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