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ABSTRACT 
 

Student leadership refers to education principles and practices that give young people the 
opportunities and support to find their voices, to participate in decision-making, understand their 
rights, and responsibilities as active citizens. The study used a descriptive survey to understand 
the role and challenges of students’ leadership in secondary schools in Tanzania. There were a 
total of 94 participants, amongst these, 70 students’ leaders, 6 discipline heads and 18 ordinary 
teachers were obtained from 6 public and private schools in Arusha Region using purposive and 
stratified sampling technique. Students and teachers filled out questionnaires and discipline heads 
were involved in the interviews. The results show that Head boys, Head girls and Secretary 
General were the top positions of the students’ government. Results also reveal that good 
discipline, confidence and academic competence were the main qualities that teachers used to 
select a student to be a leader. The results therefore show that missing lessons while attending 
student matters, failure to complete class assignments on time, lack of enough time to engage in 
private studies, fear to report on teachers who miss classes/come to class late and lack of 
leadership training were the challenges that student leaders faced as while performing their duties. 
Conversely, no significant difference was found in students’ leadership role and academic 
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performance in the classroom. The study finally concludes that training for student leaders is vital 
so as to allow them to perform their duties diligently, since the future leaders of our society are the 
current leaders in schools. 
 

 
Keywords: Leadership role; challenge; student leader; discipline; secondary school; Tanzania. 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 
For many years, studies have been conducted in 
the area of student leadership across the world. 
The idea of student voice became prominent in 
the 1960’s and has fostered a range of student 
leadership initiatives within the schools. The term 
student leadership refers to education principles 
and practices that give young people the 
opportunities and support to find their voices, to 
participate in decision-making, to understand 
their rights, and responsibilities as active citizens 
[1]. Vividly when students are given the skills and 
opportunity to lead within their schools, they are 
empowered to have a real impact on their 
learning school environment and are prepared to 
participate meaningfully in their community [2]. 
Therefore, developing the leadership potential                
of the young generation is a vital aspect as it 
allows them to become effective partners in the 
educational management structure of the      
school.  
 
In reality, schools are in a distinctive position to 
influence the leadership development of young 
people. Such influence comes in the shape of 
offering formal and informal opportunities for 
leadership, specific training in leadership, and 
teachers to support young people on their 
leadership journeys [3]. A growing body of 
literature suggests that student leadership plays 
a central role in building essential skills such as 
motivation and confidence and creates growth of 
trust between teachers and students, which 
helps to build effective relationships [4]. The 
involvement of student leaders in the school 
management is valuable due to the fact that                    
it enforces discipline behaviours to their 
colleagues inside and outside the classroom, in 
dormitories and in the dining hall [5]. 
Furthermore, student leaders assist teachers to 
organize and maintain orders of different 
activities and creating a friendly and orderly 
atmosphere amongst the students [6,7]. In 
Tanzania student leaders are charged with 
advisory and supervisory roles. The head 
prefects (boy/girl), for-example, are the 
chairpersons of the student council as they are 
supposed to advise Heads of Schools on matters 

concerning student affairs and maintaining 
students’ discipline. In classes, student leaders 
control noise and maintain the general hygiene; 
outside the classroom, they control activities 
such as games, clubs and societies, supervise 
communal work within the compound, oversee 
the organization and life of students in 
dormitories, and ensure that those concerned 
serve meals well and on time [8,9].  
 
Although student leaders play a major role in 
maintaining an orderly atmosphere among fellow 
students; in most cases, the way they are 
obtained is not democratic and participative to all 
members of the school. The election of student 
leaders is supposed to make students have a 
feeling of being part of the school organization as 
well as being exposed to the functions of the 
democratic process through participation [7,10]. 
Under such circumstances, it could be argued 
that the student leadership system in schools 
could be an ideal mechanism of developing 
democratically active citizens who do not only 
hear about democracy, but also experience it 
[7,11]. Research indicates that there is a culture 
of teachers sitting in a staffroom and appointing 
student leaders without or with very little input of 
students in the choice of their leaders [10].  
Research further shows that sometimes when 
students are given the chance to submit names 
of colleagues whom they trust to be their leaders; 
teachers screen those names and reject the 
ones that they think do not possess the right 
qualifications [7,11]. The danger of such 
approaches of teachers sitting in a staffroom and 
appointing student leaders is the creation of a 
sub-set of chosen students who may not 
necessarily represent the views and needs of 
their peers and that some students remain 
disenfranchised [12].  
 
According to the Tanzania school discipline 
guideline, student leaders are meant to help 
teachers in maintaining discipline among them 
[13]. Besides that, in the leads to help teachers, 
student leaders face several challenges which 
are either from their fellow students or school in 
general. These challenges include being look-
upon with suspicion by fellow students keeping a 
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grudge with them in case they punish them or 
report them to teachers. Sometimes, student 
leaders are ridiculed by other students when they 
do not perform well in academics. Other 
challenges that a student leader may encounter 
are from the school administration; this includes 
lack of guidelines on how to perform their duties, 
irregular meetings, as well as lack of training on 
discipline management upon taking office [4]. In 
the same way, it is unfortunate that some student 
leaders do not know how to utilize their 
leadership function. Some of them may abuse 
their power and loose easily and thus argue with 
fellow students, or sometimes even with 
teachers. Hypothetically, this might be due to 
lack of individual thinking, confidence, leadership 
skills, communication, and conflicting resolution 
skills as they were supposed to be prepared 
before assuming offices. 
 
Occasionally, some student leaders in school are 
empowered to administer punishments to their 
fellow students. In 2004, for example, students in 
Kahororo Secondary School in Bukoba - 
Tanzania rioted and ended up hitting their 
teachers and prefects and damaging school 
properties as they blamed the school 
management for empowering prefects “to 
administer punishment on their fellow students” 
[14]. To avoid such confusions and conflicts 
there is a need to select, train and equip student 
leaders with skills to manage themselves, fellow 
students, time, school duties and their studies. 
This is because if responsibilities are delegated 
to them without proper guidance they can get 
confused and be stressed. So far, while 
conducting the current study, the researchers 
were aware of the substantial studies done on 
student leaders worldwide, but few empirical 
studies have been carried out in Tanzania to 
analyse the role of student leaders in secondary 
schools. Furthermore, the challenges of leading 
while learning have been understudied. The 
present study was, therefore, aimed at filling this 
gap. 
 
1.1 Purpose and Research Objective 
 
The main purpose of this study was to 
understand the role and challenges of student 
leadership in secondary schools in Tanzania. 
The findings can provide insight into how to 
engage student leaders in school decision 
making at the same times fostering their 
engagement in academic issues. Specifically, the 
study objectives were to:  
 

1. Identify different categories of student 
leadership positions in secondary schools 

2. Examine student leaders’ responsibilities 
and privileges  

3. Find out the relationship between the 
student leadership positions and academic 
performance 

4. Explore challenges encountered by 
student leaders in secondary schools  

 
2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
The study adopted a descriptive research design 
as supported by both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches. In identifying participants, 
convenience purposive and stratified sampling 
techniques were used to select 6 school 
discipline heads, 18 teachers and 70 student 
leaders from 6 selected public and private owned 
secondary schools. Student leaders are defined 
as those students who are tasked to supervise 
their fellow students on a daily basis in schools. 
After obtaining permission from school 
authorities, interviews were used to collect data 
from school administrators, i.e., discipline heads, 
in order to grasp their views on the role of 
student leaders and how they are obtained.             
In addition to that, two sets of questionnaires 
were developed to get primary data for the study 
from teachers and student leaders. The 
questionnaires for both types of participants 
comprised closed and open-ended items. Face 
and content validity were ascertained by 
presenting the instruments to two experts in the 
educational administration at the college of 
education in the University of Dodoma, and their 
inputs were incorporated.  
 
The collected quantitative data were cleaned and 
coded using SPSS version 20.0 windows. 
Quantitative data were analysed using 
descriptive statistics such as frequency counts 
and percentages. Other statistics including 
multiple responses and t-test were applied for the 
verification of relationship of student leaders and 
their academic performance in schools. 
Qualitative data were transcribed, analysed and 
systematically organized into themes and sub-
themes as they emerged. Besides, the study 
recruited a small sample of 70 student 
participants from four public and two non-
government secondary schools using convenient 
purposive and stratified sampling. Thus, the 
results were limited and therefore cannot                       
be generalized to all schools over the entire 
country. 
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

3.1 Demographic Characteristics of 
Participants 

 

This part deals with the questions aimed at 
establishing student respondent’s background 
information such as gender, age, duration in 
leadership positions and comfortability. 
 

As presented in Table 1, the sample was fairly 
distributed for males 54.3 percent and females 
45.7 percent. The age of participants ranged 
from 11 - 20 and the majority of respondents had 
been in leadership positions for a period of 6-12 
months, 50.0 percent, followed by 0-6 months, 
28.6 percent and the lowest were 1-2 and 2- 3 
years with 10.0 percent and 11.4 percent 
respectively. Furthermore, 37.1 percent and 34.7 
of student leaders reported to be very 
comfortable and comfortable in their leadership 
positions, whereas 4.3 percent were not 
comfortable in their leadership positions.  
 

3.2 Common Leadership Positions 
Available in Schools 

 

The study sought to establish students’ 
leadership positions available in schools. The 
study results showed that in public and non-
government secondary schools there were 
common student’s leadership positions available. 
Responding to the question: What is your current 
leadership position? A number of student 
leadership positions were singled as presented in 
Table 2.  
 

Furthermore, discipline heads responses concur 
with those of the students’ with the addition of 
special education prefects (with disability being 
the major criteria for that position), self-reliance 
prefects, deputy monitor and monitress, and 
guidance and counselling prefects. Besides, the 
number and names of the student leadership 
positions vary as per need and size of the 
school. This study found that in some schools, 
the top student leadership positions composed of 
Head Boy/Head Girl and Prime Minister (who is 
also the secretary general of the student 
government), who in other schools are known as 
President, Vice President and Secretary General 
while the prefects may be referred to as 
Ministers.  
 

3.3 Awareness on the Student Leadership 
Positions 

 
The study sought to assess student leader’s 
awareness on various issues related to student 

leadership positions. The Student leaders were 
asked if they were aware of how student leaders 
were obtained. It was apparent that almost 97.1 
percent of student leaders who responded to this 
question were aware of how leaders are obtained 
in their schools. When asked if they got any 
allowance or payment due to the job tasked to 
them, 100 percent of the student leaders who 
participated indicated that there was no 
allowance or payment given to them. This finding 
was further supported by teachers who agreed 
that student leadership positions were voluntary 
jobs aimed at creating future leaders who would 
be able to serve their communities in different 
circumstances.  
 
Furthermore, the interviewed discipline heads 
reported that even though there were no material 
allowances for student leaders, there were some 
privileges which were entitled to them such as: 
not being punished publicly or except if it is 
academic related; not being reprimanded by a 
teacher before fellow students; being exempted 
from all duties because he or she is the one who 
supervises them; being provided with certificates 
of appreciation for good leadership. When 
student leaders were asked if they had gone for 
any leadership training before assuming the 
offices, 59.4 percent showed that there was no 
training given to them, while 40 percent said yes. 
Nearly, 86 percent of teachers were of the view 
with the student leaders that there was no 
specific training given to them except raising 
awareness on position descriptions and 
responsibilities and how they were supposed to 
behave as a leaders’. Moreover, student leaders 
were asked if they felt that they were being 
respected by students whom they were leading. 
Almost 72.5 percent of the student leaders felt 
respected by their fellow students, 21.7 percent 
felt that they were sometimes respected and 5.8 
percent felt they were not being respected by the 
students whom they were leading. This was 
further supported by teachers, whereby 94.4 
percent agreed with the student’ leaders that 
they were being respected by their fellow 
students. 
 
3.4 Criteria for Selecting Student Leaders 
 
The study sought to establish the criteria used by 
schools to select student leader’s among a large 
group of students. Firstly, teachers were asked if 
they were involved in selecting students to be 
part of student leaders. Results show that 94.4 
percent of the teachers indicated to be involved 
in identifying and selecting student leaders. 
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When asked if their schools had specific criteria 
for selecting student leaders, 88.9 percent 
agreed and 11.1 percent did not. The criteria for 
selecting student leaders identified by teacher 
respondents are presented in multiple responses 
in Table 3. 
 
The information in Table 3 shows that good 
discipline and academic performance, 93.8 
percent as well as confidence, 50 percent and 
smartness and cooperation with other students 
were the main criteria used by teachers, who 
were in an election committee, to screen a few 
among many students to be student leaders. 

Few students who managed to go through 
screening stage were given one or two days for 
the campaign. Nevertheless, in boarding schools, 
prefects responsible for the food (food prefects) 
is appointed by food master with exceptional 
qualities namely, authority and discipline. 
 
3.5 Responsibility of Student Leaders in 

Schools 
 
The study sought to establish the responsibilities 
of student leaders in schools. Their responses 
with regards to their responsibility are presented 
in multiple responses in Table 4. 

 
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the s tudent participants by gender, age, 
duration in leadership and comfortability in leader ship position and school type (n=70) 

 
Variables  Frequency  (n) Percentage  (%) 
Gender    
Male  38 54.3 
Female  32 45.7 
Age   
11-20 70 100 
Duration in leadership position    
0-6 months 20 28.6 
6-12 months 35 50.0 
1-2 years 7 10.0 
2-3 years 8 11.4 
Comfortability in leadership position    
Very comfortable 26 37.1 
Comfortable 25 35.7 
Somehow comfortable 16 22.9 
Not comfortable 3 4.3 

 
Table 2. Commonly student’s leadership positions av ailable at schools (n=70) 

 
Leadership positions  Frequency  (n) Percentage  (%) 
Head boy 3 4.3 
Head girl  3 4.3 
Secretary of students’ government 2 2.9 
Academic prefect 2 2.9 
Discipline prefect 5 7.1 
Environmental prefect 8 11.4 
Health prefect 5 7.1 
Security prefect 3 4.3 
Maintenance prefect 1 1.4 
Project prefect 1 1.4 
Sports and games prefect 3 4.3 
Information and communication prefect 2 2.9 
Social and welfare prefect 2 2.9 
Food prefect 2 2.9 
Class monitor 11 15.7 
Class monitress 11 15.7 
Timekeeper 2 2.9 
Dormitory leaders 3 4.3 
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Table 3. Teachers responses on the criteria used to  select student leaders (n=18) 
 

Criteria for selecting student leaders        Respo nses Percent of cases 
N Percent  

Good discipline 
Confidence 
Smartness 
Academic performance 
Physical fitness 
Cooperation with others 
Responsible and accountable 
Self-awareness 
Fluent in English 

15 25.9% 93.8% 
8 13.8% 50.0% 
5 8.6% 31.2% 
15 25.9% 93.8% 
1 1.7% 6.2% 
5 8.6% 31.2% 
4 6.9% 25.0% 
1 1.7% 6.2% 
4 6.9% 25.0% 

Total 58 100.0% 362.5% 
 
Table 4 shows the main roles of student leaders, 
as reported by student respondents were to 
maintain school rules and regulations, 50.0 
percent, followed by linking students to their 
teachers, 35.7 percent, maintaining student 
discipline, 18.6 percent and maintaining 
cleanness the schools, 12.9 percent. 
Furthermore, the interviewed discipline heads 
added that class monitors or monitresses were 
responsible for keeping class timetables, 
reporting about sick and absent students, 
attendance registration and reminding teachers 
to attend their respective classes. 
Correspondingly, head boy/head girl were 
reported to be overall in charge to ensure that 
other student leaders perform their duties 
effectively. When asked if the school permitted 
student leaders’ to administer corporal 
punishments to their fellow students, the 
interviewed discipline heads maintained that 
student leaders’ were not allowed to do so. 
However, it was learnt that student leaders had 
the mandate to administer punishments like 
commanding students to mop corridors and 
classes, cleaning the environment, kneel down, 
frog jumping to students who have misbehaved. 
 
3.6 Involvement in Decision-making 
 
Student leaders’ were asked if they had been 
involved in school decision-making. Results 
show that the majority of student leaders, 44.3 
percent revealed that they were not involved in 
decision making, 30 percent said that they were 
sometimes involved and 25.7 percent indicated 
that they were fully involved. Furthermore, when 
asked in which matters they would prefer to be 
involved in making decisions, 78.3 percent 
indicated planning academic programmes and 
activities, followed discipline issues, 71.7 

percent, health programmes for students, 20.0 
percent and school development project, 16.7 
percent. For details, see Table 5.  
 
Moreover, teachers were asked if student 
leaders were involved in decision-making. 55.6 
percent of the students agreed that student 
leaders were not involved in school decision-
making. In contrary to teachers’ responses, 
interviewed discipline heads stressed that 
student leaders such head boy, head girl, 
general secretary and security prefect were 
involved in security meetings, though it is not 
significant enough to commend that student 
leaders were involved in decision-making. 
Teachers were asked to suggest areas whereby 
student leaders could be involved in decision-
making and their responses are presented in 
Table 6. 
 
As shown in Table 6, 62.5 percent of teacher 
respondents showed that student leaders could 
be involved in school discipline matters and 
student leaders election, whereas 43.8 percent 
suggested the involvement in budgeting of 
school materials and school meeting and Baraza. 
 
3.7 Academic Engagement and 

Leadership Role 
 
The study sought to establish a comparison of 
time spent by student leaders in academic 
engagement and leadership roles. Results show 
that 74.3 percent of student leaders spent less 
than 3 hours a day on leadership role, while 25.7 
percent spent more than 4 hours a day on the 
role. Moreover, about 55.7 percent of student 
leaders spend their time in reading and 
completing school assignments very often, 
whereas about 6 percent completed their school 
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work occasionally. The results indicate that the 
majority of student leaders spent more time on 

leadership roles than on academic engagement 
(See Fig. 1). 

 
Table 4. Student leadership roles in schools (n=70)  

 
Roles of student leaders          Responses Percent  of 

cases N Percent 
Maintaining student discipline 
Controlling students not to skip classes 
Controlling classroom noises 
Maintaining school rules and regulations 
Keeping attendance records for students 
Defending fellow student matters 
Reminding teachers to attend their lessons 
Maintaining peace and security of the school 
Linking students with teachers 
Maintaining cleanness in and out of classes 
Representing of teachers and students 
Time management 

13 9.9% 18.6% 
3 2.3% 4.3% 
5 3.8% 7.1% 
35 26.7% 50.0% 
8 6.1% 11.4% 
4 3.1% 5.7% 
4 3.1% 5.7% 
8 6.1% 11.4% 
25 19.1% 35.7% 
9 6.9% 12.9% 
8 6.1% 11.4% 
9 6.9% 12.9% 

Total 131 100.0% 187.1% 
 

Table 5. Student leaders’ responses on the matters in which they would like to be involved 
(n=70) 

 
Involvement in decision       Responses Percent of 

cases N Percent 
Student discipline behaviours 
Planning academic programmes and activities 
Health programmes for students 
School development projects 

43 38.4% 71.7% 
47 42.0% 78.3% 
12 10.7% 20.0% 
10 8.9% 16.7% 

Total 112 100.0% 186.7% 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. Comparison of time spent by student leaders  on academic engagement and leadership 
roles (n=70) 
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Table 6. Teacher’s responses on areas that student leaders could be involved in decision-
making (n=18) 

 
Area of student leaders involvement    Responses Pe rcent of 

cases N Percent 
Discipline matters 
Budgeting of school materials 
Election of student leaders 
School meetings and Baraza 

10 29.4% 62.5% 
7 20.6% 43.8% 
10 29.4% 62.5% 
7 20.6% 43.8% 

Total 34 100.0% 212.5% 
 
Student leaders were also asked to rate their 
academic performances in class. The results 
showed that, 22.9 percent had very good 
performance, 47.1 percent had good 
performance and 28.6 percent and 1.4 percent 
had fair and poor performances respectively 
Table 7. 
 

Table 7. Student leaders’ responses on 
academic performance in class (n=70) 

 
Performance in 
class 

Frequency  
(n) 

Percentage  
(n) 

Very good 16 22.9 
Good  33 47.1 
Fair 20 28.6 
Poor 1 1.4 

 
When asked if their involvement in leadership 
role affected their academic engagement in 
class, 54.3 percent said yes, while 45.7 said not. 
The results indicate more males, 55.3 percent 
and females, 44.7 percent had been affected 
academically due to their engagement in 
leadership roles, although there was no 
significant association between academic 
engagement and leadership roles by gender 
(p<0.858). Unlike student leaders, 100 percent of 
the teachers noted that there were no effects on 

classroom performance due to their engagement 
in school leadership roles. 
 
3.8 Challenges Student Leader’s Face in 

Their Leadership Position 
 
The study sought to establish the challenges that 
student leader’s face when implementing their 
duties. The student leaders respondents were 
asked to identify the challenges that they faced 
as they engaged in leadership roles. Their 
answers are presented in multiple responses in 
Table 8.  
 
The information presented in Table 8 shows that 
the main challenges that student leaders faced in 
their leadership role was to be looked upon 
suspiciously by their fellow students, 67.1 
percent, followed lack of leadership training, 
missing classes while attending student matters, 
55.7 percent and fear to report teachers who skip 
classes or coming to class late, 48.6 percent. 
These findings concur with [4] who found that 
student leaders did not know who to tell their 
worries and fear; they were being discouraged by 
their fellow students when they perform poorly in 
class and lack of training on managing student 
discipline problems. 
 

 
Table 8. Student leaders’ responses on the challeng es they face in their leadership role (n=70) 
 

Challenges student leaders face         Responses  Percent of 
cases N Percent 

Missing lessons while attending student matters 
Failure to complete class assignments on time 
Inadequate time to engage in private studies 
Fear to report teachers who skip classes 
Looked upon suspiciously by fellow students 
Lack of leadership training 

39 18.6% 55.7% 
25 11.9% 35.7% 
24 11.4% 34.3% 
34 16.2% 48.6% 
47 22.4% 67.1% 
41 19.5% 58.6% 

Total 210 100.0% 300.0% 
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4. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Student leaders should be given training 
on leadership skills so as to allow them to 
perform their duties diligently because 
future leaders of our society are today’s 
leaders in schools. 

2. Students in schools should be given 
opportunity to elect their leaders so that 
they can respect them instead of looking at 
them as spies.  

3. Schools should come up with better 
mechanisms to assist student leaders 
performing their duties without 
undermining their academic engagement. 

4. School administration should have regular 
meetings with student leaders’ and should 
make sure that they are not overloaded 
with responsibilities. 

5. School administration should endeavour to 
involve student leaders in their decision-
making. 

 
5. CONCLUSION 
 
Students’ leadership in schools is an important 
element in the smooth running of school activities 
and maintaining students’ discipline. The results 
show that Head boys, Head girls and Secretary 
General were the top positions of the students’ 
government. The study further reveals that good 
discipline, confidence and academic competence 
were the main qualities that teachers used to 
select a student to be a leader. The results 
therefore show that missing lessons while 
attending student matters, failure to complete 
class assignments on time, lack of enough time 
to engage in private studies, fear to report on 
teachers who miss classes/come to class late 
and lack of leadership training were the 
challenges that student leaders faced as while 
performing their duties. Moreover the study found 
that the challenges that student leaders faced 
while performing their responsibilities were 
mainly caused by the fact that students did not 
elect them and therefore they were regarded as 
the spies who were there to serve the interests of 
the school administration, not students. It is 
crucial for the school administration to practise 
genuine democracy by allowing students to elect 
their leaders because future leaders are 
groomed from schools. Hence, they must learn 
about democracy and practise it. It is also 
important for the school administration as well as 
teachers to consider student leaders as partners 
and therefore involve them in the planning and 
implementation of school strategies in discipline 

management so as to improve academic 
performance in their schools. 
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