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Abstract: 

Mobile phone coverage has extended to rural areas of Papua New Guinea (PNG) since 2007. 

Prior to this, few people in PNG had access to any kind of phone (Watson, 2011). This paper 

focuses on teacher absenteeism in PNG and asks whether mobile telephony can offer a solution 

to this problem. Research has shown that, compared to ten years ago, teachers must travel longer 

distances to access basic services such as banking and stores, while on the other hand, the travel 

time to access telecommunications has fallen substantially, with most teachers owning a mobile 

phone or having access to one (National Research Institute and Australian National University, 

2012; Kaleebu et al., 2013b: 51). The hypothesis addressed by the research is: Access to mobile 

banking and payments would make teachers less likely to leave rural areas, thus improving their 

attendance. The study has determined that research data on teacher absenteeism are not available. 

Therefore, the hypothesis could be neither confirmed nor rejected. Key stakeholders in PNG are 

aware of the problems facing rural-based workers, yet further research needs to be undertaken in 

order to better understand teacher absenteeism and thence to design interventions to address the 

issue.  

Keywords: Mobile phones, Mobile media, Global media and development, New media. 
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Can mobile phones help reduce teacher absenteeism in Papua New Guinea? 

Marina van der Vlies and Amanda H A Watson 

 

Introduction 

 

Mobile phone coverage has extended to towns and rural areas of Papua New Guinea (PNG) since 

2007. Prior to this, few people in PNG had access to any kind of phone (Watson, 2011). In recent 

months, smartphones have become available at retail outlets in urban centres and some urban 

users are accessing social media through mobile devices. Nonetheless, most citizens live in rural 

areas and are still primarily using basic handsets which are easy to use and have batteries that 

can last several days, although they do not offer advanced capabilities such as Internet browsing 

and email access.  

 

Scholars and practitioners alike ask whether mobile telephony can be used to increase service 

delivery, social inclusion and development efforts, particularly in rural and marginal 

communities in PNG (Watson, 2012). This paper focuses on teacher absenteeism in PNG and 

asks whether mobile phones can offer a solution to this problem. It will outline mobile phone 

research undertaken to date in PNG, provide contextual information about teacher absenteeism in 

PNG, give an overview of mobile banking and payments in PNG, and address the question of 

whether mobile banking services can help in reducing teacher absenteeism. 

 

The hypothesis addressed by the research is: Access to mobile banking and payments would 

make teachers less likely to leave rural areas, thus improving their classroom attendance rates. 

Research interviews were conducted with strategically selected stakeholders, including the PNG 

Department of Education, donors and financial institutions involved in mobile banking in PNG. 

Findings from the panel of interviews were complemented by a literature search addressing 

mobile telephony, mobile banking and teacher absenteeism. 
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Mobile telephony in PNG 

 

Up until 2007, government telecommunication provider Telikom PNG held a monopoly in PNG. 

From 1 July 2007, competition was introduced to the mobile sector, after the Independent 

Consumer and Competition Commission (ICCC) opened up the market, granting licences to two 

additional companies (Watson, 2011: 47). From that time, mobile phone coverage began to 

spread to previously unserved rural areas. The number of mobile phone users increased 

dramatically, from 100,000 users in 2006 to one million in 2008 (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2009: 34) and 2,700,000 users in 2012 (The Economist, 2014). At the time of writing, there are 

three mobile operators in the country: Digicel, bmobile Vodafone and Citifon, a wholly owned 

Telikom PNG subsidiary. An additional licence has been granted to a new player, which is 

expected to enter the market in the near future (Post-Courier, 2014). 

 

Research undertaken during the early days of mobile phone access and adoption in rural areas of 

PNG determined that rural villagers were pleased to be able to communicate with loved ones 

around the country (Watson, 2011; Watson, 2013). While people generally viewed mobile 

telephony more positively than negatively, there were still some negative concerns that were 

strongly felt: “economic costs of the telephone services to poor people, obstacles to recharging 

batteries, and fears of negative social change, like parents’ concerns over to whom their children 

would be talking” (Watson, 2013: 171-172).  

 

Other research has examined mobile phone text messaging and documented the use of vernacular 

languages, English and Tok Pisin through this newly accessible medium (Temple, 2011; Temple 

et al., 2009). A research project conducted in semi-urban areas in PNG has found that mobile 

phone use demonstrates “collective and individual action [which] conforms to pre-existing 

concepts of moral personhood and purpose, such as contacting hereditary trading partners, 

arranging illicit sexual liaisons, and making demands upon, lampooning or insulting kin” (Lipset, 

2013: 351). 
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Teacher absenteeism in PNG 

 

Teacher absenteeism is higher in developing nations than in developed economies (Guerrero et 

al., 2013: 466; Suryahadi and Sambodho, 2013: 12-13; Duflo et al., 2012: 1241). In resource 

poor economies, “teacher absenteeism is a waste of the resources required to educate children 

and adversely affects the quality of education” (Suryahadi and Sambodho, 2013: 13). Other 

factors that can influence education quality include availability of teaching resources, suitability 

of curriculum, standard of teacher training and more. Even so, teacher absenteeism clearly plays 

a negative role: “a teacher in the classroom is an important prerequisite for learning to take 

place” (Guerrero et al., 2013: 466). It is the “teachers’ individual knowledge and skill that 

strongly influence student learning and achievement” (Suryahadi and Sambodho, 2013: 5). If a 

teacher is not present in the classroom, this situation “reduces the opportunities for children to 

learn at school” (Guerrero et al., 2013: 466). Education “quality starts with teacher attendance” 

(Suryahadi and Sambodho, 2013: 12) and is also linked to teacher performance (Dang and King, 

2013: 27). In addition, “teacher absence can also affect access to education and school 

completion rates” (Suryahadi and Sambodho, 2013: 13). 

 

Research shows that teacher absenteeism in developing nations is a function of a number of 

factors, such as remoteness (and all the problems associated with it, including access to financial 

services and goods markets), teacher housing availability and quality, teacher resources and 

quality of teaching environment (including infrastructure, materials available in the classroom, 

engagement of students), monitoring mechanisms (either formal or community based), teachers’ 

age, sex and level of education, professional development opportunities, and incentives for 

teachers (and the negative impact of late salary payments and not receiving pay) (Department of 

Education, 2004; National Research Institute and Australian National University, 2012; National 

Research Institute et al., 2004; Department of Education, 2009; Duflo et al., 2012; Dang and 

King, 2013; Suryahadi and Sambodho, 2013; Guerrero et al., 2013).  

 

There is scant available information on teacher absenteeism in PNG. However, one longitudinal 

study undertaken in eight provinces found instances of teacher absenteeism in all eight provinces 

and identified particularly high teacher absence rates in four provinces (National Research 
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Institute and Australian National University, 2012). Meanwhile, access to telecommunications 

services has become easier in all eight provinces, particularly so in two cases (National Research 

Institute and Australian National University, 2012). 

 

An initial research study was undertaken in 2001 (National Research Institute et al., 2004). 

Randomly selected schools and health clinics were visited in eight provinces in a nationally 

representative sample. The provinces covered were Gulf, Sandaun, Morobe, Enga, Eastern 

Highlands, National Capital District, East New Britain and West New Britain. The 2012 survey 

included the same 166 schools and 63 clinics surveyed in 2001, plus some others. In total, 214 

schools and 141 health facilities were visited in 2012 (Swan, 2013). The preliminary results 

show that teacher absence is particularly high in Enga, Morobe, Sandaun and Gulf provinces 

(National Research Institute and Australian National University, 2012). The average teacher 

absence rate measured using the percentage of teachers who are regularly working and are on the 

school roster but were absent on the day of the researcher’s visit is 11%. However, if the average 

teacher absence rate is measured as the percentage of teachers who are posted to the school but 

were absent on the day of the visit, then the average teacher absence rate increases to 18% 

(Swan, 2013).  

 

The preliminary research also shows that over the ten-year period 2001–2012: access to banking 

facilities and trade stores has decreased, the quality of school infrastructure has deteriorated, the 

supply and quality of teaching materials and resources have decreased, and school oversight 

(formal and informal) has not significantly improved (National Research Institute and Australian 

National University, 2012). In contrast, the travel time to access telecommunications has fallen 

substantially, particularly in Gulf and East New Britain provinces.  

 

The preliminary 2012 research findings indicate that the relatively remote provinces of Morobe, 

Sandaun and Gulf have the highest teacher absenteeism rates, the highest incidences of teachers 

not being paid at the appropriate level and the highest incidences of teachers not being paid on 

time. Of key relevance to the current paper, the researchers found, compared to ten years ago, 

teachers must travel longer distances to access basic services such as banking and stores 

(National Research Institute and Australian National University, 2012). On the other hand, the 
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travel time to access telecommunications has fallen substantially, with most teachers owning a 

mobile phone or having access to one (National Research Institute and Australian National 

University, 2012; Kaleebu et al., 2013b: 51). Therefore, the researchers reached a similar 

hypothesis to the current paper, regarding the potential for strategic use of mobile telephony to 

assist teachers and other workers based in rural districts around PNG (National Research 

Institute and Australian National University, 2012). The researchers have suggested that mobile 

phone access could assist in addressing “problems of remoteness” (National Research Institute 

and Australian National University, 2012: np), for example in relation to teacher pay and 

coordination of education provision (National Research Institute and Australian National 

University, 2012). Can access to mobile banking improve teacher attendance? Can 

telecommunications be utilised to improve management and oversight of schools? Can 

telecommunications assist in ensuring that teachers can be better motivated?  

 

Mobile banking and payments in PNG  

 

In this paper, the terms ‘mobile banking’ and ‘mobile money’ are used interchangeably, designed 

to encompass mobile banking, mobile money and mobile payments. The terms refer to any use 

of mobile phones for accessing or transferring money. In addition to the mobile banking referred 

to here, superannuation funds in PNG offer the ability for members to access an account balance 

through mobile phone text messaging and the option to receive text message updates when 

changes are made to their account (Watson, 2011: 161).  

 

Mobile banking is a new and emerging market in PNG. The key players are the major banks, the 

leading mobile telecommunications operator and the postal service. Senior managers 

representing the key players in the mobile banking and payments sector were consulted to gain a 

broader understanding of the dynamics at play in the current market. The key players spoken to 

were: Bank South Pacific (BSP), ANZ, Westpac, Nationwide Microbank (NMB), Digicel PNG, 

bmobile Vodafone, Telikom PNG, Post PNG, the Bank of Papua New Guinea, Microfinance 

Expansion Project (a project of the Government of PNG, the Asian Development Bank and 

Australia), International Finance Cooperation, Pacific Financial Inclusion Project, Super Value 

Stores and Teachers Savings & Loans Society. 
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The market is still relatively immature. All mobile money service providers offer an 

Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD), menu-driven solution which is accessible via 

a specific short number (a ‘shortcode’) via a mobile phone. The different services offered by 

these mobile money providers include: view balance, transaction history, mobile top-ups, 

transfer funds, utility bill payments, text message (SMS) alerts and account management, cash in 

and cash out services at agents, and cash out at Automatic Teller Machines (ATMs) and 

Electronic Funds Transfer at Point of Sale (EFTPoS) terminals. All the mobile money services 

are transaction based, with different usage fees depending on the provider and the service 

offered.  

 

There are two mobile money service models that can be identified: the bank-led model and the 

non-bank-led model. Bank-led models include the commercial banks: BSP, ANZ, Westpac and 

NMB. NMB is a licenced financial institution which offers a mobile wallet, MiCash, connected 

to a bank account. The bank-led mobile money services are focused on improving banking 

efficiency, for example moving customers from branches to mobile banking and increasing 

mobile banking transaction volumes in order to increase economies of scale, thereby driving 

down costs. BSP is currently the only bank that offers interbank fund transfers at 50t per transfer, 

either through mobile banking or using Wantok Moni, if the recipient does not have a bank 

account. BSP charges K5–K10 per transaction, billed to the sender. The maximum amount that 

can be transferred is K500. ANZ Go Money also offers the ability to transfer money from an 

ANZ account to a recipient without a bank account, at K15 per transaction, billed to the sender. 

 

The non-bank-led models include Cellmoni, a mobile wallet solution, operated by mobile 

operator Digicel and Salim Moni Kwik (SMK), also a mobile wallet solution, offered by Post 

PNG. The three mobile wallets (Cellmoni, MobileSMK and MiCash) all operate on Digicel’s 

mobile money platform (using Telepin software). The non-bank-led models (Cellmoni and 

MobileSMK) are focused on domestic remittances and increasing the volume of mobile 

transactions. Interoperability for provision of mobile money services has not yet been regulated 

through the central bank, as the market is still relatively immature and the approach has been to 

not over-regulate the market, so that growth is encouraged. 
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Use of mobile technology to enhance service delivery in PNG 

 

One of the conclusions from the 2012 research was “substantial improvements to 

telecommunication potentially open up new ways to get around the problems of remoteness” 

(National Research Institute and Australian National University, 2012: np) related to teacher pay 

and the coordination of education provision. Teacher absenteeism may be another problem worth 

considering in relation to the quality of educational service provision in rural and remote areas of 

PNG. The use of mobile technology could potentially have a positive impact in terms of 

increasing service delivery to rural areas.  

 

The Government of PNG has been exploring the potential use of mobile phones in service 

delivery and development efforts in PNG. To this end, three trial projects have been conducted 

involving mobile phones. The three trial ‘mobile phone for development’ (M4D) pilot projects 

have been conducted as research projects, in partnership with the Australian Government. The 

findings from these pilot projects using mobile technology have been positive and encourage 

further development in this area. A brief summary of these projects is given below. 

 

1) Trial Project in Education: SMS Story (Kaleebu et al., 2013a; Kaleebu et al., 2013b) 

The aim of the SMS Story research project was to determine if daily mobile phone text messages 

to teachers, containing stories and lesson plans, would improve children’s reading in PNG 

elementary schools. The research was a controlled trial in which half of the teachers received text 

messages for twenty weeks and half did not. The stories and lesson plans were designed to 

introduce children to reading English and followed an underlying phonics and key word based 

methodology. SMS Story was designed and managed by Voluntary Services Overseas, in 

partnership with the Department of Education. 

 

At the time of enrolment, all participating schools had very few reading books, if any, available 

in the classroom. At baseline, there was no statistically significant difference between the active 

and control groups, with respect to school characteristics and children’s reading assessment 

results. At the end-point reading assessment, there was a statistically significant difference 
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between the results of the control and active groups, with the active group performing better than 

the control group across four of the five reading skills tested. Therefore, the text messages to 

teachers improved students’ reading ability in decoding, fluency, reading familiar, high-

frequency words and reading phonetically correct nonsense words. 

 

2) Trial Project in Health: Childbirth Emergency Phone (Watson and Sabumei, 2013a; Watson 

and Sabumei, 2013b)  

A toll-free hotline was established for rural health workers to use mobile phones to consult with 

staff in the labour ward of the provincial hospital on maternal health matters. Research deemed 

the phone line to be successful and outlined “clear examples of cases where the lives of a woman 

and/or her baby were saved through use of the phone line” (Watson and Sabumei, 2013b: 40). 

The project has been handed over to the Milne Bay Provincial Health Authority, which is 

continuing to run the phone line.  

 

3) Trial Project in Law and Justice: Village Courts Data (Watson and Morgan, 2013) 

The aim of this trial project was to determine if data collection via mobile phone is more 

effective than other data collection methods (in particular, the paper forms commonly used). 

Findings indicate that questioning through mobile phone text messaging can be a useful way of 

collecting data from rural and remote areas. Data collected were received in a timely manner (by 

contrast to receiving paper forms) and respondents found text messaging to be a quick, easy and 

enjoyable process for data collection. The project was run jointly by two government agencies in 

the law and justice sector: Magisterial Services and the Village Courts Secretariat. 

 

Mobile technology and teacher absenteeism 

 

The results from these M4D trials show the potential for the use of mobile phones to improve the 

efficacy of rural workers in PNG. The ability for teachers to remotely manage their financial 

accounts via their mobile phone (mobile phone banking) has the potential to have a positive 

impact on teacher absenteeism, as common knowledge suggests that teachers travel to town to 

check if their salary has been paid, to transfer funds and to purchase goods (Caseley, 2013). A 

commonly held premise is an assumed link between access to banking and absenteeism, often 
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discussed in relation to education quality in PNG. Nonetheless, the authors acknowledge that the 

situation is actually more complex, with other factors also likely to influence teacher attendance 

rates. This paper is a contribution to the research required to determine whether there is a causal 

link between banking access and teacher attendance rates. There are as yet no research studies 

that have explored such a link. 

 

Utilisation of mobile banking and payment services could eliminate the need for teachers to 

travel to town and result in teachers spending more teaching hours in the classroom. Mobile 

banking services which may be beneficial in this regard include: receiving a free SMS alert 

message when a teacher’s salary has been paid into the account, the ability to transfer funds to 

friends and family (including those without a bank account), and the ability to be able to pay for 

goods electronically (without the need for physical cash, using either a debit card via EFTPoS, 

via cash withdrawal or Phone to Phone (P2P) transfers) at the local trade store. More than 80% 

of the roughly 48,000 teachers nationwide have a bank account and the majority of these 

accounts are with BSP (Podarua, 2013). Those teachers without bank accounts are paid using 

cheques or cash. 

 

There are examples of teachers working in very remote areas who are using mobile banking to 

purchase goods. Head of BSP Retail Banking, Paul Thornton, spoke about teachers working at a 

rural school outside Buka, in the Autonomous Region of Bougainville, not having to travel to 

town anymore as they can now purchase their basic goods at a trade store (which is a BSP 

mobile banking agent) beside their school by using the trade store’s BSP EFTPoS facility.  

 

On Bali Island in West New Britain Province, there are twelve teachers that have access to 

NMB’s mobile banking service, which is utilised to withdraw cash and then purchase goods at 

the local agent and trade store on the island. It takes Bali Island residents seven hours by boat, at 

a cost of K100, to travel to Kimbe, the provincial centre, to buy goods. Bali Island has a 

population of 7,000 people, with Digicel coverage. There are three schools, with close to twenty 

teachers. The community produces copra so there is a vibrant cash-based economy, with the need 

for a local banking service for safe deposits and withdrawals of cash. A survey was performed by 

NMB and found that the Bali Island teachers still travel to Kimbe to access their pay when it 
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comes into their BSP accounts and transfer it to their MiCash accounts (Lavaki, 2013). Teachers 

use MiCash on Bali Island to withdraw cash to pay for goods at the local trade store and to top-

up their mobile phone. They also use MiCash to top-up other people’s mobile phones, at a profit. 

If their salaries were to be paid directly into their MiCash accounts, the teachers could be saved 

the time-consuming and expensive trip to Kimbe to access their pay. It would cost them K2 to 

cash out K100 from the MiCash agent and purchase basic goods.  

 

Examples of teachers currently using their mobile phones to withdraw cash and purchase goods 

are few and only found where there is a local cash economy that enables the existence of a 

mobile money agent in such a remote area. Nevertheless, these case studies show that there are 

rural and remote areas where mobile banking services can be provided, which could have a 

positive impact on teachers’ class attendance. It is a matter of identifying these specific areas or 

financial ecosystems with the prerequisites necessary to be sustainable.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Research data on teacher absenteeism rates are not available. Nor is there empirical information 

on the reasons why teachers may not be in classrooms during all school hours. Therefore, the 

hypothesis could be neither confirmed nor rejected. Key stakeholders in PNG are aware of the 

problems facing rural-based workers, yet further research needs to be undertaken in order to 

better understand teacher absenteeism. Once such research has been concluded, it may be 

possible to consider strategic use of mobile telephony to address the issue.  

 

Further research is recommended to collect quantitative and qualitative data related to teacher 

behaviour, which will assist the Department of Education to develop and implement more 

effective solutions. It may be possible to use mobile phone text messaging to send survey 

questions to teachers, school board members, head teachers and community leaders, in a similar 

manner to the approach taken in the SMS data collection project mentioned above (Watson and 

Morgan, 2013). Questions could include information about how many teachers were absent 

during the last week, how many students dropped out of class over the last month, and so on. The 

SMS data collection methodology could be complemented with qualitative research interviews 
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or focus group discussions with teachers, seeking teacher perspectives on the issues influencing 

their attendance patterns. It is anticipated that such research may help to identify the issues 

around teachers’ conditions and the factors impacting upon teacher attendance and absenteeism.  

 

Initial discussions with the Department of Education have shown that there is a need for 

improved data collection. Departmental officers see the use of mobile technology as a potential 

tool to reach out to teachers in rural and remote areas. Most teachers have a mobile phone or 

have access to a mobile phone (Kaleebu et al., 2013a). The mobile phone may be functional in 

terms of collecting useful data, informing teachers, distributing content, motivating teachers and 

assisting them to deliver a high quality of education.  

 

Informative research outcomes would be of interest to the Department of Education, 

telecommunication companies, mobile banking providers, scholars and others. Through 

information collected via SMS surveys and qualitative research methods, it may be possible to 

identify ghost teachers on the payroll. Such research may also pave the way for the 

implementation of innovative initiatives to support rural-based workers. Such initiatives may or 

may not harness the potential of mobile technology in PNG. Depending on the outcome of the 

research, it may be possible to offer productive assistance to teachers, through mobile phones or 

other interventions, aiming at improved teacher attendance patterns in classrooms and possibly 

resulting in a higher quality of education in PNG. If mobile phones are to be used, the lessons 

learnt from the M4D trials mentioned above can be incorporated into such a trial. If deemed to be 

valuable, such a model of support could be applied to health workers, village court magistrates, 

land mediators, and other rural-based workers.   

 

An example of a research approach that can lead to policy recommendations or the introduction 

of appropriate interventions is taken from a study conducted in India. In the study, cameras were 

used to monitor teacher attendance, coupled with financial incentives for being in class (Duflo et 

al., 2012). Teachers in randomly selected schools were given cameras: 

along with instructions to have one of the students take a picture of the 

teacher and the other students at the start and close of each school day. The 

cameras had tamper-proof date and time functions, allowing for the 
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collection of precise data on teacher attendance that could be used to 

calculate teachers’ salaries. (Duflo et al., 2012: 1242) 

 

This paper has set out to answer the question: Can mobile phones help reduce teacher 

absenteeism in PNG? What has been established is that there is currently not enough evidence to 

answer this question. The paper has uncovered an urgent need for research to be undertaken 

regarding teacher absenteeism: both rates of attendance and also qualitative data as to the factors 

influencing teacher attendance. Certainly it is evident that mobile phones provide for teachers in 

rural and remote schools a communication tool that allows them to have contact with loved ones 

around the country (Watson, 2011; Watson, 2013). The use of mobile phones in strategic 

manners is a field still in its relative infancy. It may be possible that mobile phones could be used 

to improve access to basic services for teachers, especially those working in the more rural and 

remote areas of PNG. 

  

 

Marina van der Vlies is a telecommunication consultant with Senis Limited. Dr. Amanda H A 

Watson is Mobile Communication Research Consultant with the PNG Economic and Public 

Sector Program. 
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