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1 List of Acronyms 

ASAL  Arid and Semi-Arid Lands  
APBET Alternative Provision of Basic Education and Training  
BITI  Bridge International Training Institute  
CEB  County Education Board 
ECDE  Early Childhood Development and Education  
EFA  Education for All 
ESQAC Education Standards and Quality Assurance  
EGRA  Early Grade Reading Assessment 
EGMA  Early Grade Math Assessment  
EMIS  Education Management Information System  
FPE  Free Primary Education 
FSE  Free Secondary Education 
GDP  Gross Domestic Product 
GoK  Government of Kenya 
ICT  Information and communications technology 
KCPE  Kenya Certificate of Primary Education  
KCSE  Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education  
KNEC  Kenya National Examinations Council  
KES  Kenyan schilling 
LCS  Low cost non-state schools  
MoEST Ministry of Education, Science and Technology 
NACECE National Centre for Early Childhood Education  
NEB  National Education Board 
NER  Net enrolment rate 
GER  Gross enrolment rate 
NGO  Non-governmental organization 
PPP  Public Private Partnership 
SDI  Service Delivery Indicator  
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund 
USAID  United States Agency for International Development  
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2 Introduction 

Education is a powerful driver of development and one of the strongest instruments for 
reducing poverty and improving health, gender equality, peace, and stability. Recognizing this, 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), along with 
other development agencies, national governments and civil society groups, created the 
international initiative Education for All (EFA) in 2000, aimed at achieving universal primary 
education and reducing illiteracy by 2015 (UNESCO, 2015). 
 
Significant progress has been made toward meeting this goal. According to the United 
Nations, the primary school net enrolment rate in developing country regions has increased 
from 83 percent in 2000 to 91 percent in 2015. The number of children in secondary education 
also increased, with the gross enrolment rate (GER) increasing from 52 percent to 61 percent 
between 1999 and 2007 (United Nations, 2015). These increases in enrolments were driven 
largely by shifting attitudes towards girls’ education (the gender parity index in primary 
education for all developing countries improving from 0.92 to 0.97) and by the abolition of 
school fees and obstacles to enrolment (Burnett, 2010). 
 
Despite these encouraging signs, the goal of universal primary education has not been 
achieved. In fact, 124 million children and youth are still out of primary and lower secondary 
school and 250 million cannot read or write, although many have attended school. Nearly three 
quarters of out-of-school children can be found in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia (World 
Bank, 2016). While many governments have increased spending, few have prioritized 
education in national budgets, and most fall short of allocating the recommended 20 percent 
needed to bridge funding gap. The 2010 EFA Global Monitoring Report puts the global funding 
gap at $16 billion a year (UNESCO, 2010). 
 
In order to address this funding gap, many countries are choosing to engage with the private 
sector through partnerships where government pays all or part of the fee for a child to attend 
a non-state school. This can expand access and put positive pressure on quality standards in 
areas where private schooling is viable, particularly in urban areas (UNESCO, 2015). Public-
private partnerships (PPPs) can include initiatives under which private operators are 
contracted to manage public schools, voucher programs, and school infrastructure 
partnerships (Fielden and LaRocque, 2008).  

2.1 Typologies of state and non-state actors 

While official data on non-state education provision are likely underestimated, available data 
on non-state enrolments show they remain a relatively small percentage of total enrolments 
but have increased rapidly over the past two decades (Steer et al., 2015). Forty-four 
developing countries have shown substantial (at least 50 percent) increases in non-state 
school enrolments since 1991, as compared to 24 countries with similar percentage increases 
in government school enrolments (Aga Khan Foundation, 2007). 
 
As non-state provision of education has increased, there has been an accompanying increase 
in the types of non-state providers.  At the same time, financing models for these providers 
has become more diverse. Some non-state providers are publicly funded and others are not. 
Some schools charge fees while others do not. In some cases, non-state provision could also 
be called state provision. Furthermore, there are school types such as faith-based and 
community schools which receive both state and non-state financing. There are also schools 
which rely heavily on non-state financing (e.g., NGO schools) which may also receive funding 
from officials donors. In addition, some non-state schools are for-profit and some are not-for-
profit (Steer et al., 2015). 

With such complexity surrounding the role of state and non-state actors, Steer et al. (2015) 
have created a framework based on a continuum of provision and financing (Figure 1). This 
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identifies the types of schools based on the varying degrees of relationship with the state and 
the financial incentive of the provider (for profit/not for profit). There are eight different 
categories of schools based on a combination the following criteria: (1) fee paying/non-fee 
paying; (2) state/non-state financed and (3) state/non-state provided. State provision is 
defined by the level of management and oversight by the state, from schools that are fully 
state-run (government schools) to those that are partially-administered by the state 
(community schools). School financing varies according to the type of arrangement with the 
state and can range from fully-funded schools (for example, governments offer vouchers for 
students to attend non-state schools) to those that receive partial support in the form of 
subsidized teacher salaries, infrastructure or land. While most innovative financing 
mechanisms to date have been in the health sector, there is also scope for innovative financing 
mechanisms to fund education in developing countries (Altman, 2010). 

This case study will refer to Steer’s typology as a starting point in assessing the role and 
impact of non-state providers in Kenya. 

 

 

Figure 1: Steer’s Typology of State and Non-state actors on a Continuum 

Note: FP = for-profit and NFP = not-for-profit LFPS = low fee private schools. 

3 Education Context in Kenya 

Kenya has seen a significant increase in primary school enrolment over the past decade. From 
2003 to 2013, the primary net enrolment rate (NER) increased from 83 percent to 96 percent. 
Various efforts have been made to increase access, including a laptop provision programme, 
mid-day meal provision, increased funding for special needs children, and outreach efforts to 
Arid and Semi-Arid Lands (ASAL) and poverty areas. 
 
Another important initiative to increase enrolment was the abolishment of school fees at the 
the primary. While enrolment has increased, this was not matched by a sustained increase in 
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funding. In fact, Kenya significantly decreased the amount of GDP allocated to education from 
7.3 percent in 2005 to 5.5 percent in 2010 (World Development Indicators, 2016). 

3.1 State and Non-state Actors in Education in Kenya 

Following the implementation of the Free Primary Education (FPE) policy in 2003, there was 
an immediate surge in public primary enrolment. However, this was followed by a steady 
decline as wealthier families moved their children from public to private schools. This resulted 
in public primary enrolment remaining unchanged from 1997 to 2006. At the same time, public 
primary schools became segregated, educating poorer students (Bold, Kimenya, Mwabu, and 
Sandefur, 2013). 

 

Figure 2: Primary Net Enrolment Rates, Before and After FPE 
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Source: Bold, Kimenya, Mwabu, and Sandefur, 2013 

 

Public schools in Kenya continue to charge user fees (uniform, materials) while students 
perform poorly on examinations. According to a World Bank survey of public and private 
primary schools, private primary schools do significantly better than public schools on 
measures of provider effort. Specifically, private school teachers were a third less likely to be 
absent from the classroom and spend 50 percent more time teaching while in the classroom. 
These differences translate into, on average, 1 hour and 9 minutes more teaching time per 
day in private schools (World Bank, 2013). 

The low quality of public primary education compared to private primary education was 
highlighted by a recent study by UWEZO, a civil society group that monitors literacy and 
numeracy in East Africa. The study found low levels of learning among public primary school 
children. Private schools continue to dominate in the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education 
examination (KCPE), which is taken at the end primary school to determine enrolment at the 
secondary level (UWEZO, 2010). 
 
As stipulated in the Basic Education Act of 2013, private schools must be registered with the 
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST). Registration is provisional for one 
year, renewable for a further one year until quality assurance is established. Private schools 
must follow the MoEST curriculum, maintain an enrolment data base and meet other 
government requirements including teaching, material standards and facilities standards. 
School inspections are undertaken as deemed necessary by MoEST (MoEST, 2013). There 
is no funding of non-state providers by the government at any level of basic education, as 
indicated in Table 1.  
 

http://www.uwezo.net/
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Table 1: State and non-state providers in Kenya based on Steer’s typology 

  Provision 

  State Non-state 

Finance 
State 

Government 
schools 

 

Non-state  Private schools 

 

Source: MoEST, 2014 

3.2 Government Basic Education 

Kenya’s Constitution (2010) has the Bill of Rights at its core which guarantees free public basic 
education to all. Education policy in Kenya has been under reform, and there are now several 
new education acts in place, including the Basic Education Act of 2013, which prioritizes 
decentralized decision-making authority on financial and human resources and related 
functions in basic education (World Bank, 2014).  
 
The Fourth Schedule to the Constitution states that the central Government will retain control 
over education policy, standards, curricula, examinations, primary schools, secondary schools 
and special education.  The County Education Board (CEB) is responsible for pre-primary 
education. Specifically, the CEB is responsible for (i) monitoring  curriculum implementation 
and the conduct of examinations and assessments at the basic education level in collaboration 
with all the relevant national bodies; (ii) collaborating with the Teachers Service Commission 
on teacher management within the county; (iii) preparing and submitting an annual report 
including Educational Management Information System data to the Cabinet Secretary on all 
areas of its mandate including education and training services, curriculum, policy 
implementation and school based audit report within the County; (iv) coordinating with all 
relevant agencies to ensure that all the barriers to the right to quality education are removed 
and with the National Government to facilitate the realization of the right to education within 
the county and (v)  ensuring  all children and youth of school going age within the county 
attend and stay in school to complete basic education.  At least 15 percent of the national 
budget is allocated to county governments to undertake these responsibilities. The 
administration of schools within the county shall remain the sole responsibility of the National 
Government (Sihanya, 2013). 

The National Education Board (NEB) is the link between the MoEST  the Cabinet Secretary 
and the CEB. The NEB will advise the MoES and Cabinet Secretary on policy related to 
collaboration with the Quality Assurance and Standards Council, the Teachers Service 
Commission and other stakeholders to promote standards in basic education and training. It 
will also work with relevant agencies to ensure education quality and access (Sinhanya, 2013). 

There are several challenges regarding the implementation the decentralization of education 
systems in Kenya.  First, some of the roles assigned to the CEB and the National Education 
Board are vague.  Second, there remains a lot of discretion by the Cabinet Secretary in 
national Government institutions as well as at the county level (Sinhanya, 2013).Recent 
reforms have led to an expansion of basic education, which currently starts with pre-primary 
(early childhood development) starting at 3 to 5 years, followed by 8 years of primary education 
from 6 to 14 years, followed by four years of secondary school. 

3.3 Low Cost Non-State Schools 

Low cost, non-state schools (LCS) in Kenya were commonly referred to as non-formal schools. 
The number of LCS schools in Kenya increased significantly from 1990 to 2000 as households 
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struggled to enrol their children in school despite escalating cost, reduced incomes and 
widespread poverty. Unable to pay the fees associated with public schools, the lower fees 
charged by LCS were attractive to parents (Thompson, 2000). LCS in Nairobi slums cost 
approximately KES 600 ($US 6), which was about 9 percent of the minimum monthly wage 
for a general labourer (Sivasubramaniam, 2014). They are predominantly located in urban 
slums where there is a lack of public provision. For example, in Kibera, a Nairobi slum with a 
population of 2.5 million, there are only five public schools and 76 private schools. 

 
LCS schools in Kenya are not homogeneous. In Tooley et. al.’s (2008) study of the LCS in 
Kibera, 30 percent were run by individual proprietors, 26 percent were managed by religious 
organizations, 38 percent were run by community groups and one was managed by a 
charitable trust. It is estimated that in 2008, 924,192 primary school children, representing 11 
percent of total primary education enrolment, were in private schools. While this data points 
to some indication of numbers, the actual numbers of LCS serving low-income families is 
unreliable. In 2014, MoEST indicated the total number of students enrolled in LCS, operating 
at basic through vocations levels, at half a million (MoEST, 2015). 

 
In an effort to regulate these schools, the Government of Kenya (GoK), enacted the 2009 
Kenya Policy on Alternative Provision of Basic Education and Training (APBET) schools, 
which is still the policy in force guiding provision of alternative basic education in Kenya. 
Guidelines governing the recognition of APBET (formerly known as non-formal) schools were 
established by MoEST in 2015 (MoEST, 2015). 
 
Under the guidelines, APBET schools receiving government funds will be governed by MoEST 
regulations and testing, including curriculum and hiring practices. They will be subject to 
inspection by Education Standards and Quality Assurance (ESQAC) inspectors. In addition, 
schools must provide facilities in accordance with MoEST guidelines. However, special 
guidelines make exceptions for APBET schools in urban areas with acreage limitations 
(MoEST, 2015). 
 
Despite these new guidelines and the formal recognition of APBET schools, the relationship 
between LCS and government suffers from regulatory inconsistency. This is because LCS in 
Nairobi are subject to the authority of the central MoEST, the Provincial Education Office and 
the City Education Department. In addition, LCS in Nairobi are answerable to other 
government departments related to health, safety and trade.  
The fact the LCS can register as either a private business or community-based self-help group 
only complicates matters. LCS are frequently asked to buy business licenses (a requirement 
from which LCS are exempt) and LCS must go to court to challenge these demands, MoEST 
officers claim they are unable to resolve this conflict. Thus, regulatory inconsistency drains the 
resources and administrative capacity of LCS operators (Edwards, et al., 2015). 

3.4 Low Cost Non-State Schools: An Example 

Bridge International Academies (commonly referred to as Bridge) is a for-profit education 
company which was founded in Kenya in 2008 and opened its first private school in the slum 
of Mukuru in Nairobi in 2009. By 2014, it expanded to 359 academies in Kenya alone. By 
2016, Bridge operates more than 470 pre-primary and primary schools in Kenya, Nigeria and 
Uganda, with a total student population of over 100,000 students. Two-thirds of the academies 
are located in areas of high population density, with 33 percent of its academies in urban 
slums, 30 percent in peri-urban communities, and the remaining 37 percent in remote rural 
areas (Brookings Center for Universal Education, 2016). 
 
Bridge’s business model is based on low-cost provision provided at scale, meaning it needs 
at least 250,000 to 500,000 students enrolled in order to break even. Bridge has been able to 
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leverage volume to drive down costs over a large number of academies. Bridge operates every 
aspect of the supply chain, including building its own schools, training its own teachers, and 
creating its own curriculum delivery system. Bridge has been able to grow by partnering with 
a variety of investors, including venture capitalists, the International Finance Corporation 
(IFC), bilateral agencies such as the UK Department for International Development (DfID), 
foundations, and individuals such as Bill Gates (Brookings Center for Universal Education, 
2016). 
 
According to Bridge,  parents pay $US 6.60 per student per month (for an eleven month school 
year), well below the per child funding levels of Kenyan public schools, which for 2015 were 
conservatively estimated to be on average $US 20.11 per child per month (for a nine month 
school year), or about $US 181 per year. As of 2016, Bridge has enrolled 100,000 students 
(Brooking Center for Universal Education, 2016). Bridge will not become profitable until it 
reaches enrolment of half a million students (Buchannan, 2014). 
 
Each academy is run by a locally-based Academy Manager, who relies on smartphone 
technology to support administrative tasks. The smartphone is used to record attendance, 
track payments, and communicate with a central support team, allowing them more time to 
engage with parents and teachers and monitor classroom activities (Brookings Center for 
Universal Education, 2016). 
 
Bridge also seeks out local teacher candidates with the minimum qualifications necessary to 
apply to a government teacher training college but who do not have teaching qualifications. 
Successful Bridge applicants attend a 5-week training course at the Bridge International 
Training Institute (BITI). Successful candidates are entered into a hiring pool from which 
Academy Managers can hire. Hired teachers receive ongoing in-service training, professional 
development, and opportunities for additional training and certification from BITI. Bridge 
teachers also receive daily support from Academy Managers and professional development 
coaches in a particular class. Bridge often pays its teachers an average salary of $US 114 to 
$US 125 per month, less than the typical government salary of approximately $US 145 to $US 
175 per month. Unlike teachers paid through the government public school system, Bridge 
teachers are paid on a regular basis without delays (Brookings Center for Universal Education, 
2016). 
 
Bridge teachers are provided scripted teaching guides through their tablets. These guides set 
out lesson plans as well as instructions for how to deliver that content. The guides tell the 
teacher how to prepare for the lesson, how to present the lesson to the students (including 
what to say and what to write on the board), what homework to assign, and how to quiz or test 
the students on the material. The tablets also track lesson pacing, lesson completion, and 
assessment scores. While Bridge follows the Kenyan national curriculum, it uses best practice 
delivery methods designed by international experts. Bridge also develops its own books, 
instructional games and other child development tools to reinforce learning. By tracking 
learning on the tablets, Bridge can quickly change lesson plans to respond to student needs 
(Rangan and Lee, 2010). 
 
Absenteeism is also tracked through tablets.  This encourages attendance and allows 
Academy Managers to bring in substitute teachers in a timely manner (Brookings Center for 
Universal Education, 2016). While absenteeism is a serious concern in public schools, the 
absenteeism rate at Bridge schools is less than 2 percent. Bridge teachers are also more likely 
to be spending their time teaching, with their students receive on average, 8 hours and 25 
minutes of instruction per day compared to the World Bank’s estimate for public schools in 
Kenya of, on average, 2 hours and 19 minutes of instruction per day (World Bank 2013). Again, 
technology allows Bridge teachers to free themselves of time consuming administrative tasks 
such as taking attendance. 
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To measure student learning, Bridge undertakes its own longitudinal testing study of 5,000 
students every six months to monitor improvements in reading and math.  Using a test 
developed by the Research Triangle Institute and the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) called the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) and Early Grade 
Math Assessment (EGMA), Bridge compares the performance of 3,000 of its own students 
with that of 1,000 students at government and other LCS.  The results show performance 
gains in basic reading skills, compared with its peers and less strong, but still measurable, 
gains in math (Bridge International Academies, 2016). 
 
In 2015, Bridge’s first class of 2,900 primary school graduates sat the KCPE. Since MoEST 
no longer ranks schools based on results, it is difficult to ascertain how Bridge academies 
compare with other LCS and government schools. According to Bridge, 19 Bridge academies 
achieved a 100 percent pass rate and 76 Bridge academies achieved a 70 percent or better 
pass rate. Overall, the Bridge mean score was 264 compared to a national mean score of 242 
points (Bridge International Academies, 2016).  A score of 250 is needed to pass the KCPE. 
 
The first independent, rigorous evaluation of Bridge academies is currently being carried out. 
A randomized controlled trial was launched by Dr. Michael Kremer and colleagues in 2016. 
This study aims to compare the impact of attending a Bridge academy compared to an 
alternative school in the same community. 
 
While Bridge is rapidly expanding its academies, it does encounter difficulties in some 
markets.  For example, the Ministry of Education and Sports in Uganda recently ordered 
Bridge to close its academies because they do not meet government standards on education, 
hygiene and sanitation. Bridge has operated pre-primary and primary schools in Uganda since 
2015 (Public Finance International, August 15, 2016). 

3.5 Early Childhood Development  

Under the Basic Education Act of 2013, county governments are now responsible for providing 
early childhood education, which serves children aged 3 to 5 years (World Bank, 2014). 
 
Children in Kenya often are unprepared for primary education, with poor readiness to learn 
(World Bank, 2014). Recognizing the importance of primary school readiness, the GoK has 
made increasing Early Childhood Development (ECD) enrolment a priority. As a result, the 
net enrolment rate increased from 33 percent in 2005 to 53 percent in 2012, with near gender 
parity (MoEST, 2014). 
 
However, regional inequalities in access and participation are significant, with most counties 
recording relatively low levels compared to the target of universal access by 2015. About 60 
percent of the counties had NERs above the national rate of 49 percent in 2009, with the 
lowest levels of 5 percent in three counties. To increase access, county governments are 
charged with increasing outreach, including public-private partnerships where needed 
(MoEST, 2014). In addition to a lack of access, there are concerns that public ECD centres 
do not have well development early childhood curriculum (World Bank, 2014). 
 
In 2014, fees for public ECD centres were KES 1,800 ($US 18) per term, a substantial increase 
from KES 510 ($US 5) per term charged the previous year. These fees cover meals, learning 
materials, uniforms, transport, healthcare, security and some personnel costs (World Bank, 
2014). 
 
One program specifically target Muslim children who were identified by the National Centre 
for Early Childhood Education (NACECE) as having low enrolment in ECD.  Following 
discussions with Muslim leaders, it was agreed that the Integrated Islamic Education 
Programme be developed and that Madrassa and duksi teachers be trained on how to 
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integrate religious learning with the secular ECD activities. The move has been accepted and 
children from Muslim dominated regions benefitting from the program, which is now being 
implemented nationally (Kenya Institute of Education, 2007).  

3.6 Government Primary Schools 

The NER at the primary level has been rising steadily from 83 percent in 2003 to 96 percent 
in 2013. Gender parity in access has also improved at primary level, increasing from 0.95 in 
2005 to 0.97 in 2010. The primary completion rate has also increased, from 58 percent (60 
percent boys, 55 percent girls) in 2000, to 82 percent (80 percent boys and 79 percent girls) 
in 2013 (UNESCO, 2014). 
 
Despite these gains, Kenya has yet to achieve universal primary enrolment, and enrolment 
and completion rates vary greatly according to geographic location and gender. Poverty is a 
factor as well, especially in the urban slums and ASAL areas, which is often combined with 
security concerns and negative cultural practices that affect girls in particular, such as early 
marriage (UNESCO, 2014). 
 
Another barrier to universal primary enrolment is cost. While the FPE policy abolished tuition 
fees in schools, other fees remain and continue to hinder educational attainment. Parents 
continue to pay a variety of fees, such a one-time “signing on” fee and admission fees, each 
costing the equivalent of $US 35. They pay an additional equivalent of $US 10 for end-of-term 
exams, uniforms and books (The Economist, February 22, 2014). 
 
MoEST has a variety of initiatives in place to expand education provision, including increased 
support for low cost boarding schools in the ASAL’s, capitation grants for special needs 
education and mid-day meal programs in underprivileged neighbourhoods. The flagship 
program at MoEST is the one laptop per child project, aimed at integrating information and 
communications technology (ICT) into the curriculum. This program has achieved minimal 
success, however, with a personal computer to student ratio of 1:1000. The physical 
infrastructure of most of the schools remains undeveloped, with only 10 percent of schools 
connected to the main grid. 
 

In addition to access, quality of education provision is a serious concern. Teachers often lack 
subject mastery of math and reading, and absenteeism is rampant. According to the 2012-
2013 World Bank Service Delivery Indicator (SDI) study, low content knowledge, teacher 
absenteeism, and low time on task negatively impacted learning outcomes. The survey found 
that out of every 100 teachers, 55 were in class teaching, 16 were absent, 27 were in school 
but not teaching, and 2 were in class and not teaching. With only two-fifths of Grade 4 teachers 
mastering the student curriculum for lower primary, the study also found that teachers’ content 
knowledge in math and English was low (World Bank, 2013). 
 
In addition to high teacher absenteeism and low content knowledge for teachers, FPE resulted 
in an increase in enrolment which has led to high primary student/teacher ratio increased from 
42:1 in 2005 to 46:1 in 2009, before declining slightly to 40:1 in 2011 (MoEST, 2014). Table 
2, on the following page, shows an evaluation of teacher performance undertaken by the World 
Bank. 
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Table 2: Policy Goals and Status for Teachers, 2014 

Policy Goal Status 

Setting clear expectations for teachers Established 

Attracting the best into teaching Emerging 

Preparing teachers with useful training and experience Emerging 

Matching teachers’ skills with students’ needs Emerging 

Leading teachers with strong principals Emerging 

Supporting teachers to improve instruction Latent 

Motivating teachers to perform Emerging 

 
Source: World Bank, 2014 
Note: Scale ranges of a low of Latent to Emerging to Established to Advanced 

 
While most high-performing education systems require all teachers to possess a Bachelor’s 
degree, in Kenya, primary school teachers are required only to have completed a two-year 
training program after completing secondary school and a proficiency exam. Candidates must 
then complete 3-6 months of supervised practical professional experience. Once in the 
classroom, principals are expected to help new teachers navigate the system, although there 
is no formal induction program (World Bank, 2014). Seniority and years of training among 
teachers did not correlate with better teacher competence (World Bank, 2013). 

 
Teachers are required to attend some ongoing professional development when stipulated by 
the Teachers Service Commission, but nothing beyond this. In order to attract teachers to 
remote and/or impoverished areas, teachers receive a hardship allowance of 30 percent of 
base salary. Individual teachers also receive monetary bonuses for high performance. (World 
Bank, 2014). 
 
Not surprisingly, public school students do not perform well on learning assessments. 
UWEZO, a civil society group that monitors literacy and numeracy in East Africa, implemented 
a large-scale survey in Kenya in 2011. On the English test, only 28 percent of pupils in third 
grade completed the literacy test successfully. On the math test, 12 percent of children in 
seventh grade failed to reach the second grade level. Overall, children in ASAL counties 
performed the poorest (UWEZO, 2010). 

3.7 Government Secondary Schools 

While the past decade has seen tremendous increases in primary school access, secondary 
school access remains low, with the NER increasing from 21 percent in 2005 to 32 percent in 
2012. The percent of children transiting from primary to secondary also increased, from 57 
percent to 77 percent during this same period. Within Kenya, there is significant regional 
variation in attending secondary school, more so than at the primary level. County enrolment 
rates range from 5 percent to 10 percent in the northern region and some parts of the coast 
to around 50 percent in Kiambu and Nairobi. There is also a wider gender gap between boys 
and girls at secondary school. In fact the gender parity index worsened from 0.89 in 2005 to 
0.86 in 2010. (MoEST, 2014). 
 
Transition from primary to secondary education is based on the results of the KCPE 
examination, a standardised test administered in both public and private schools nationwide 
at the end of grade 8. While elite primary schools in Kenya are largely privately run, many of 
the best secondary schools in the country are public. This could be due to the fact that public 

http://www.uwezo.net/
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secondary schools employ selective admissions systems based on KCPE examination 
scores, both for overall entry into secondary school and for specific admission to elite 
provincial and national schools (MoEST, 2014). Educational attainment at secondary level is 
low, with 75 percent of students not achieving the minimum grades for admission in university 
or other colleges (Glennerster, Kremer, Mbiti and Takavarasha, 2011). 
 
In 2008, the GoK announced that it would introduce Free Secondary Education (FSE). 
However, implementation of this policy has been met with obstacles (Khamati and Nyongesa, 
2013).  In 2015, Deputy President Ruto accounced that the GoK will abolish fees in all day 
secondary schools in the next three years (allafrica.com, 2015). 
 
The 2005 Kenya Integrated Household budget showed that on average secondary school 
expenditures accounted for approximately 55 percent of annual per capita household 
expenditures. While the increased availability of bursaries have provided many families with 
financial assistance, the cost of secondary school remains a barrier, especially for females 
and vulnerable groups such as orphans, and the poor colleges (Glennerster, Kremer, Mbiti 
and Takavarasha, 2011). 
 
Physical access to secondary school remains a barrier. While there are over 26,000 primary 
schools, there are only approximately 6,500 secondary schools across the country. However, 
the shortage of secondary schools is decreasing. Data from MoEST does show that the 
number of secondary schools has increased by over 50 percent from 2003 to 2009. Parents, 
particularly in rural areas, are forced to send their children to boarding schools as there are 
often no secondary schools in walking distance. These boarding fees can be prohibitive 
(Glennerster, Kremer, Mbiti and Takavarasha, 2011). 

3.8 Private Early Childhood Development Education 

The NER in private ECDs has remained unchanged from 2004 to 2009 at 38 percent, despite 
the perception that public ECDs offer low quality learning.  This could be due in part to the 
massive expansion of public ECDs. Little data is available on this subsector of private 
provision. 

3.9 Private Primary Schools 

Following the implementation of the FPE policy, enrolment in Kenya’s private schools, tripled, 
from 4 percent of students in in 2005 to 12 percent in 2013. Private schools are not subsidized 
by the government and rely on fees, which for two-thirds of children in Kenyan private schools 
are lower than in the state system (The Economist, 2014). 
 
In addition to being cost competitive, private schools provide better attainment. At the end of 
the primary school cycle, students sit the KCPE examination to determine whether they may 
continue to secondary education. A passing grade is 250. Table 3 demonstrates that private 
schools in Nairobi City County outperform public schools. 
 

Table 3: Comparison of Public and Private Schools KCPE Results, Nairobi County 
 

Year Public Private 

2011 233 281 

2012 236 288 

2013 236 294 
    
Source: Nairobi City County, 2014 
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While only approximately 10 to 15 percent of the KCPE candidates are from private primary 
schools, their graduates account for approximately 50 percent of the Kenya Certificate of 
Secondary Education (KCSE) candidates in elite national schools.  

3.10 Private Secondary Schools 

Between 2004 and 2008, there was an increase in the proportion of students enrolled in private 
secondary schools from 9 percent to 14 percent (African Population and Health Research 
Centre, 2015). There is no data on post 2008 enrolments to allow analysis on whether the 
FSE policy led to a subsequent increase of private school enrolment, as was the case at the 
primary level. 
 
The quality of private schools varies. While there are some elite private schools, in general 
private schools are of lower quality than the elite national and provincial schools (Lucas and 
Mbiti, 2011). 

3.11 Other Non-State Actors 

According to a survey of non-state schools conducted by the International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) in 2007, most schools were single or joint proprietorships (60 percent) or limited liability 
companies (20 percent). Fifteen percent were NGOs, 3 percent were percent faith-based and 
2 percent were community schools (IFC, 2007). There is a scarcity of data of enrolment in 
schools run by NGOs or faith-based organizations. However, there are examples of both types 
of organizations being active in the education sector.  
 
While there is limited research and data on the role of NGOs in the education sector, both 
international as national NGOs contribute to basic education provision in Kenya. They run their 
own schools, as well as provide equipment, scholarships and undertake research and 
advocacy for the expansion of basic education (Bandi, 2011). 
 
With the introduction of FPE, NGOs responded to the surge in enrolment by building new 
schools. Some, such as ActionAid Kenya, have built boarding schools girls for girls in remote 
area. One of the well-known NGOs in Kenya and Southeast Africa is the SOS Children‘s 
Villages. SOS has operated in Kenya since 1975 and provides homes, care, education and 
skills training for orphans in Meru, Nairobi, Mombasa and Eldoret.  In addition, it operated four 
pre-primary schools, three primary schools and one high school. According to their website, 
children perform well in both the primary schools and the high schools. For example, the SOS 
Primary School in Nairobi, with over 250 students, registered a mean score of 342 out of 500 
on the KCPE exam. This exam is taken at the end of primary school for continuation into 
secondary school. A passing grade is 250. A mean score of 342 ranks the SOS Primary School 
in Nairobi well above average public school and private school attainment (www.sos-
childrensvillages.org). 
 
NGOs also support other non-state schools. In 2006, the Dutch NGO SNV sought to support 
private schools in Eldoret by offering capacity building support in order to improve quality and 
strengthen communication and cooperation with the MoES. As a result, the Kenya Private 
School Association (KPSA) Eldoret branch has established links with educational 
stakeholders, and has signed a deal with Equity Bank to secure subsidized loans for its 
member schools to expand.  In addition, KPSA has established a set of thematic committees 
to settle matters such as examinations, procurement, education ethics, etc. It has started 
working to address policy issues with respect to standards and has plans to expand enrolment 
in its primary schools.  As of 2010, private school enrolment was increasing in Eldoret and the 
relationship with the MoES was strong (Bandi, 2011).  
 
Another prominent non-state actor in Kenya is the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF), which, along 
with its sister agencies have made a tremendous impact on the education sector. The Aga 
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Khan Education Services (AKES) opened its first school in Mombasa, Kenya in 1918. Today, 
AKES operates two high schools and three primary schools. It has also opened the Aga Khan 
Academy in Mombasa, the first of a network of 18 planned Academies offering international 
standards of pre-primary, primary and secondary education to students across East Africa, 
the Middle East, Central and South Asia. 
 
At the ECD level, the AKF operates three ECDs and supports many more through its  
Madrasa Pre-School Programme. First implemented in 1986 in Mombasa, program assists 
assisted poor communities to establish, manage and support sustainable, quality pre-schools.  
In additions, its Madrasa Resource Centres train teachers and school management committee 
members, delivers continuous on-site support and builds community awareness on the 
importance of ECD. It also engages actively with Government and relevant civil society 
organisations in the creation of policies and sharing of good practices regarding young 
children’s education and development. 
 
Since 1986, MRC has trained over 500 Madrasa community pre-school teachers and has 
benefited nearly 7,800 students. MRCK has trained over 675 school management committee 
members and more than 125 community resource team members (69 percent women). As of 
2007, MRC was working with over 75 community pre-schools throughout Kenya with nearly 
2,900 students enrolled .The program’s integrated curriculum has influenced national policy 
and practice, and has trained and supported over 2,000 pre-school teachers. Through its 
Whole School Approach, the Foundation has supported over 1,050 community-based pre-
schools attached to public primary schools, benefiting over 350,000 children. 
 
Another initiative is the Kenya School Improvement Project (KENSIP), created to make quality 
primary education more accessible to children by improving the effectiveness of primary 
education in public schools in a number of districts. Specifically, it aims to support teacher 
training programs in cooperation with the MoESTs’ In-service Education and Training Unit. 
The program has supported 995 public primary schools, benefitting over 370,000 pupils and 
5,700 teachers and educators in some of the most remote and marginalised parts of the 
country  

4 Policy Considerations 

While Kenya has achieved increased enrolment over the long term, this was not due entirely 
to the impact of the FPE and FSE education programs, which rather than increase public 
school enrolment, led to the students of affluent families enrolling in private schools, as 
families reacted to quality concerns. Kenya has yet to achieve universal primary enrolment, 
due in part to access barriers in ASAL counties. Quality of education also remains an issue. 
While private primary schools perform well on assessments, private secondary schools 
perform less well. This can be attributed to the practice of elite National schools selecting the 
top performing primary school graduates. 
 
One way to improve quality at the primary level is to introduce a voucher program, which would 
extend the financial support from the government to these other education providers and thus 
give low income parents the opportunity to choose the school that best suits their preferences. 
Vouchers to the poor would reduce their budget constraint and allow them to buy more 
schooling and other good. Giving families the opportunity to choose will encourage schools to 
become innovative and bring improvements to the learning process. Choice will increase 
competition and schools will have to improve in quality in order to compete for students 
(Glennerster, Kremer, Mbiti and Takavarasha, 2011). In general, students who receive 
vouchers will choose to spend them at a better school than their current one. In the new school, 
they will interact with students who on average perform better academically than their previous 
classmates. Voucher systems vary, but all encourage competition and allow some choice. 
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Colombia’s secondary school voucher program, for example, provided vouchers to students 
from poor neighbourhoods to attend private schools as long as they maintained their grades. 
The voucher program increased the supply of secondary schools and increased competition. 
In Chile, a nation-wide voucher program allows students to choose either a public or private 
school (Patrinos, 2009). In Chile as well, the vouchers have expanded the supply of high 
quality primary and secondary schools. 
 
Charter schools are another way to introduce competition in the education system. In Liberia, 
the 2016-2017 school will begin with private providers taking charge of 120 government 
primary schools, 3 percent of the total as part of a one-year pilot project. The Partnership 
Schools for Liberia project will allow a variety of operators to run public schools. Bridge will 
operate 50, while another 70 will be chosen in a competitive process. Private operators on the 
shortlist include Ghana-based chain Omega Schools; Rising Academies, which operates three 
schools in Sierra Leone; and BRAC Liberia, a branch of the world’s largest anti-poverty group, 
which operates free schools for the most marginalized students (New York Times, June 14, 
2016). 
 
The KCPE results indicate poor public school teacher performance. Improving poor public 
school performance is directly linked to the quality of teachers (World Bank, 2013). Improving 
teacher effectiveness would improve student learning. While many studies have sought to 
identify the ideal requirements to enter the teaching profession, research has found that the 
years of education, experience or certification status, account for a very small share of 
variations in their effectiveness on the job. Merit pay can have an impact on teacher 
performance but this intervention must take into account the method used to evaluate 
performance, the size of the incentive and other factors (World Bank, 2012). A study in Kenya 
found that while lowering student-teacher ratios did not improve student learning, combining 
class size reductions with ability tracking led to significant improvements in student learning 
(Duflo, Dupas and Kremer 2011).  
 
The strong performance of Bridge schools indicates that extended teacher training is not 
necessary when coupled with scripted lesson plans and ongoing support. And while public 
school teachers are much more likely to be absent or not focused on teaching while in the 
classroom, Bridge teachers are engaged in teaching. Part of the motivation of Bridge teachers 
could come from their connection to the community where they teach. Bridge,as well as other 
high performing private school networks such as Omega schools, make a point of hiring local 
teachers.  
 
Bridge also makes use of technology to monitor teacher absenteeism as well as assessment 
scores and other performance indicators. In public schools, much of the education data is 
collected through the Education Management Information System (EMIS). The EMIS survey 
is sent to all public schools and is completed by the principal. However, it is unclear if the 
principal has incentives to misreport information, especially if the principal believes that such 
actions could influence the distribution of resources. Random audits could be used to assess 
the scale of misreporting and possibly reduce the incidence of misreporting. Other 
improvements to data collection include efforts to ensure data from TSC and Kenya National 
Examinations Council (KNEC) each use their own set of school identification codes. 
Synchronizing these codes across agencies could enable policymakers to create 
comprehensive datasets that can be used to plan effectively (Glennerster, Kremer, Mbiti and 
Takavarasha, 2011). 
 
It is also critical that such comprehensive data be made readily available to researchers for 
further analysis. An interesting approach to collecting up-to-date information on the status of 
education has been developed by the Indian NGO Pratham and is gaining wide acceptance. 
Called the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) this approach surveys the enrolment 
as well as the reading and arithmetic levels of children aged 6 to14 years. The survey is carried 
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out using local organizations and volunteers. This tool is then deployed in a large national 
deployment to obtain a representative random sample of India. Pratham has conducted ASER 
annually since 2005, and in 2008 ASER tested over seven hundred thousand children in over 
16,000 villages in over 500 rural districts in India. Pratham releases a report based on the 
ASER results in January every year and the results are disseminated within government at all 
levels, and in newspapers, allowing parents to be informed of education quality (Glennerster, 
Kremer, Mbiti and Takavarasha, 2011). 
 
While Kenya does have a mid-day mean program, more could be done to address 
malnutrition. It is clear that in childhood, good health improves educational outcomes (Vogl, 
2012). Over the past decade, various randomized controlled trials have taken place test the 
effect of child health on schooling outcomes. Perhaps the best known is a deworming 
experiment in Busia district, Kenya. Miguel and Kremer (2004) found that students in treatment 
schools exhibited significantly lower rates of worm infection, anaemia, and school absence. 
Acting on this evidence, in 2009, 3.6 million children were dewormed. In a comparison of 
alternative ways to promote access to education, deworming was found to be one of the most 
cost effective approaches of all those rigorously tested. Those children that were dewormed 
as a part of the study even earned higher wages in later life, suggesting that there are large 
economic and social returns to investments in deworming programs. The cost of the 
deworming program was $US 0.50 per child per year (Glennerster, Kremer, Mbiti and 
Takavarasha, 2011). 

5 Conclusion  

In education systems that are under-resourced and producing unacceptable results, 
consideration should be giving to creating environments which encourage competition and 
innovation, which will result in improved education outcomes for students. Government can 
and should play a key role in quality assurance by establishing a regulatory framework which 
requires monitoring and evaluation, transparency and accountability. 
 
However, private providers must have a transparent and stable business environment in which 
to operate. As can be seen in the government action against Bridge in Uganda, unexpected 
rulings can have a serious impact on private providers, their students, teachers and families.  
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