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The Silent Revolution in Northern Uganda
Beneath the rustling mango trees of schools across Northern Uganda, a quiet but powerful rev-
olution is taking place. In classrooms and district offices, educators and officials are harnessing 
an unexpected tool to transform learning outcomes: data. What began as scattered numbers 
in dusty and worn ledgers and dog-eared notebooks has evolved into a powerful movement.  
A transformative movement where real-time insights from spring files, digital dashboards, and 
evidence-based analysis are now driving systemic change, unlocking essential funding, and 
restoring community trust in education.

Schools like Gulu Public Primary, Cwero Primary, and Oguru Primary nested in the heart of 
a remote village are at the forefront of this shift. School buildings stand as symbols of both 
struggle and determination constructed from sunbaked bricks and corrugated iron, their walls 
bearing the marks of communities doing much with little. These classrooms, often built by hand 
using local materials, lack reliable electricity or running water. Pupils walk kilometers each day 
under the scorching sun, their uniforms dusty from long journeys along unpaved roads. Inside, 
teachers face overcrowded benches and scarce textbooks yet persist with chalkboards and 
handmade teaching aids. The absence of staff housing means educators either commute im-
possible distances or sleep in makeshift quarters, yet these very challenges reveal extraordinary 
resilience. By turning raw numbers into actionable strategies, they are demonstrating that even 
in resource-constrained settings, data literacy can turn scarcity into opportunity. For district 
officials, these cases show how timely insights can shape policy decisions. For school leaders, 
they offer a replicable model for advocacy and improvement. And for donors, they demonstrate 
how targeted investments rooted in verifiable need can yield transformative impact. 

In Gulu District, a powerful partnership between district officials, teachers, and donors is driving 
an education transformation fueled by data. District education officers utilize the District Health 
Information Software 2 platform to make informed decisions assigning teachers to schools 
where Primary Leaving Examination performance lags, building access ramps where disabili-
ty inclusion gaps are documented, and incorporating data into local budgets for sustainable 
change. Meanwhile, teachers have become skilled data analysts, monitoring patterns from 
menstrual-related absences to science diagram comprehension challenges, then presenting 
compelling evidence to parents that sparks community-led solutions. International organiza-
tions like Hope is Education International and the German Corporation for International Coop-
eration amplify these efforts by funding only data-verified initiatives, from solar-powered kitch-
ens (shown to reduce energy costs by 60%) to dignity kits for girls (supported by attendance 
records showing monthly dips).
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DHIS2 for Education Empowers Schools in Northern Uganda
Health Information Systems Program (HISP) Uganda, a local not for profit organisation, is trans-
forming education and health data management in Northern Uganda by leveraging DHIS2 to 
bridge critical gaps in school-based surveillance, resource allocation, and cross-sector collabo-
ration.. Through initiatives like the decentralized DHIS2-DEMIS (District Education Management 
Information System), districts like Gulu now harness real-time data to track pupil enrollment, 
teacher shortages, and health interventions such as malaria prevention and immunization 
campaigns—enabling evidence-based decisions like targeted teacher transfers and commu-
nity sensitization programs. During the COVID-19 pandemic, HISP Uganda’s pilot projects in 
Wakiso and Ntungamo districts in 2020 - 2022 linked school screening data with national health 
systems via SMS, ensuring rapid case referrals and safer school re-openings. By empower-
ing local stakeholders with user friendly dashboards and capacity-building workshops, DHIS2 
transformed Northern Uganda into a model for data-driven decision making for equity, where 
schools use actionable insights to combat dropout rates and optimize limited resources.
This digest tells their story, offering a blueprint for data-driven education reform one that 
empowers teachers, engages communities, and unlocks the potential of every child.

1: The Attendance Crisis – How Oguru Primary Filled Empty Classrooms
The morning air thick and still over Oguru Primary as Headteacher paced through the silent cor-
ridors. It was the first Tuesday of the term, yet only 104 of 746 pupils occupied the classrooms 
a hollow echo of the vibrant, school he had once envisioned.

Headteacher had faced absenteeism before, but this time, he was armed with a powerful a new 
tool: data. His team had spent weeks tracking patterns:

•	P1 and P7 were ghost classrooms (15/121 and 10/64 pupils present).

•	 	Girls vanished monthly because deteriorating latrines turned 
	 menstruation into a shameful ordeal.

Armed with these numbers, headteacher convened parents and teacher’s meetings. “We 
showed parents the truth,” he recalled. One father stood, shaking the attendance sheet: “If 
only 10 P7 pupils are here, how will our children pass their PLE?”

Within three weeks, 435 pupils filled the benches out of 746 pupils enrolled. Parents formed 

patrol committees; teachers crowned “attendance champions.” 

Lesson 1: Data turns neglect into collective action

2: When Numbers Built Latrines – A Win for Girls’ Dignity
The girls of Oguru Primary had a secret: they dreaded the latrines. Five broken stances served 
401 girls; 80:1, double Uganda’s standard. During menstruation, many resorted to using the 
bush or simply stayed home to avoid embarrassment.
Headteacher knew stories alone wouldn’t move officials. His team documented:

1.	The disparity: Boys had 8 stances for 392 pupils.

2.	The policy gap: Uganda’s National Health Policy (2016) guaranteed girls’ sanitation rights.

3.	The cost: 37% of girls missed school monthly.
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Oguru primary used the data generated from the termly tool on sanitation and wrote a proposal 
to Hope is Education International (HoE) a development partner in Gulu whose key component 
is sanitation. The proposal included photos of collapsed walls and handwritten notes from 
pupils like 12-year-old Auma (not her real name): “When it rains, the blood washes onto our 
uniforms.”

Through verified school data, the response was swift: a 4-stance latrine block with washrooms, 
an incinerator, and “Hope Kits” (sanitary towels, pads, soap and pain killers). One teacher later 
whispered: “Now girls linger after class—they finally feel safe.”

Lesson 2: Data + policy = a lifeline for the voiceless

3: The Solar Miracle – How Data Cut Costs and Empowered a Community
Oguru’s kitchen was a money pit. Each term, 2.8 million UGX vanished into firewood funds 
that could have bought 300 textbooks. Worse still, the village grappled with widespread de-
forestation. When Germany’s development agency (GIZ) Renewable Energy Program arrived, 
Headteacher presented them with 10 years’ worth of kept fuel receipts. Indeed, GIZ verified 
the school data through a feasibility study and confirmed:

•	Solar cookers could save 60% of costs.

•	A 2,000-tree woodlot would sustain future needs.

Skeptical parents demanded proof. Headteacher showed them:

•	Termly savings projections (visualized in colored chalk).

•	Testimonies from neighboring schools.

Today, 18KW solar panels hum atop the kitchen. “Parents see the savings,” Headteacher 
laughed, “and now they ask, ‘What’s next?’”

Lesson 3: Data turns doubt into demand

4: Teacher Housing – How Cwero Primary Turned Data into Bricks and Mortar
At Cwero Primary, teachers slept in leaky grass huts or trekked 10km daily. “How can we teach 
well when we live like refugees?” protested one educator.

Headteacher didn’t beg—he proved. His dossier included:

•	Staff audits: 6 houses for 17 teachers.

•	 	Parent contributions: 3,000 UGX/child/year, showing community buy-in.

•	 	PLE correlations: Schools with housing scored 20% higher.

Save the Children, an NGO responded with cement, iron sheets, and doors. Within months, 5 
new units stood. “Teachers now stay past dusk to mentor,” said Headteacher. “That’s the ROI 
of dignity.”

Lesson 4: Human need meets? numbers to scale
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5: The Ripple Effect – How Gulu City Scaled Success with DHIS2
Gulu’s education office once overwhelmed by stacks of paper. Today, DHIS2 dashboards illu-
minate real-time crises via the DHIS2 mobile app:

•	Attendance drops trigger radio campaigns.

•	 	PLE maps guide teacher deployments.

•	 	Disability alerts led to ramp constructions at 3 schools.

“Before, we shouted ‘water!’ without knowing where to dig,” said District Education Officer 
“Now data leads us to the thirstiest.”

Lesson 5: Visibility breeds justice

6: The Digital Backbone – How DHIS2 Became Gulu’s Education Nervous System
In a dusty server room, DHIS2 hummed a system repurposed from health to education. Early 
resistance faded when:

•	Offline tablets reached remote schools.

•	 	“Girls’ Sanitation Stress Index” combined latrine data with menstrual reports.

•	 	Blockchain secured PLE results, ending grading disputes.

At Layibi Primary, Headteacher averted a literacy crisis after DHIS2 predicted a 15% drop. 
Reading camps reversed it to a 22% gain.

Lesson 6: Technology thrives when it solves visible pain

7: The PLE Turnaround – Gulu Public Primary’s Data-Fueled Revival
The 2023 PLE results devastated Gulu Public Primary: 38% pass rate. Parents fled. Deputy 
Headteacher: “Our classrooms turned into maize stores.”

A forensic analysis revealed:

•	65% of Science errors traced to poorly taught diagrams.

•	 	72% of absentees were girls helping harvests.

•	 	83% of failing pupils reported chronic hunger.

The fixes were surgical:

1.	Hunger: World Vision provided porridge after verifying attendance data.

2.	Diagrams: Classteacher crafted labs from recycled bottles—44% improvement.

3.	Harvests: The term calendar shifted to avoid peak farming.

By 2024, pass rates soared to 61%. The Pupil, now at St. Joseph’s, smiled: “Full stomachs and 
bottle circuits changed everything.”
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Lesson 7: Micro-data drives macro-change
Epilogue: The Classroom of Tomorrow

In Gulu Public’s P7 class, a “Victory Chart” tracks:

•	94% weekly attendance.

•	 	427 library books read.

•	 	78% PLE target.

Headteacher watched pupils cheer their progress: “We’ve taught them the greatest lesson—
evidence is power.”

Final Lesson: When data speaks, communities rise

Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) in Northern Uganda Schools: Da-
ta-Driven Transformations
Schools in Northern Uganda have leveraged DHIS2 data to advance Gender Equality and So-
cial Inclusion (GESI) by addressing disparities and fostering equitable learning environments. 
For instance, Oguru Primary School used enrollment and sanitation data to reveal a critical 
gap: girls faced an 80:1 latrine stance ratio, far exceeding national standards and exacerbating 
menstrual hygiene challenges. This evidence-based analysis prompted advocacy to Hope is Ed-
ucation International, resulting in the construction of gender-sensitive latrines that address the 
specific needs of all students, incinerators, and the provision of sanitary kits directly improving 
attendance and dignity for girls. Similarly, Gulu Public School utilized DHIS2-DEMIS to track 
gender-parity metrics, revealing low female enrollment in P1 and high absenteeism linked to 
hunger. The school implemented targeted interventions, including community sensitization on 
school feeding programs and radio campaigns to engage parents, which improved retention. 
Additionally, data on learners with disabilities informed infrastructure upgrades, such as ramps 
at Gulu Primary School, ensuring inclusive access. These cases exemplify how schools transform 
GESI commitments into action by harnessing data to identify inequities, mobilize resources, and 
tailor interventions turning insights into tangible progress for marginalized groups.

Challenges and Lessons Learned
Despite progress, schools still face hurdles in data quality, technology access, and sustainability. 
Outdated records and validation gaps persist as Cwero Primary noted that textbook invento-
ries change termly, but updates lag, while manual data entry errors highlight the need for staff 
training. Limited information, communication and technology (ICT) infrastructure also poses 
challenges; teachers at Cwero must travel to district offices to input data, wasting time that 
could be spent analyzing results. Additionally, reliance on fluctuating contributions, like Gulu 
Public Primary’s parent-funded feeding program, raises concerns about long-term viability. Key 
lessons emerge: regular audits and community verification improve accuracy, low-tech mobile 
tools can bridge the digital divide, and embedding data use in local budgets as Gulu City has 
done ensures sustainability.
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Conclusion

The Data-Driven School of Tomorrow
These schools prove that data isn’t just numbers it’s the language of justice, ensuring girls aren’t 
sidelined by poor sanitation, hungry pupils aren’t dismissed as lazy, and teachers aren’t forced 
to educate in crumbling classrooms. For leaders, the path begins with small, actionable steps: 
track attendance or latrine usage, and train staff to weave data into compelling narratives, like 
visualizing trends for school management committees. For donors, the call is clear: invest in 
schools that diagnose problems before pleading for solutions and prioritize offline tools to 
bridge the digital divide in rural areas. When data speaks, equity follows transforming empty 
classrooms into thriving hubs of hope.

As one teacher of Oguru Primary put it: “With data, we’re no longer beggars. We’re partners 
in progress.”

This work was supported by the Global Partnership for Education Knowledge and Innovation 
Exchange, a joint endeavour with the International Development Research Centre, Canada

Disclaimer: The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent those of IDRC or its Board 
of Governors.


