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INTRODUCTION 

Enhancing reading skills in the early grades is a key education priority for the U.S. 

Agency for International Development (USAID). Despite some improvements in 

access and learning in sub-Saharan Africa, literacy levels in the early grades remain 

low, and progress has been slow. Efforts to improve the quality of teaching and 

learning in the early grades have led to an increased focus on the role of the 

language of instruction (LOI). Recent research has demonstrated that mismatches 

between the LOI and the language that students and teachers speak and 

understand best, can hamper effective teaching and learning (University Research 

Co., 2019). Thus, it is critical to understand the LOI policy and linguistic context of a 

country when trying to design programs to improve literacy and learning outcomes. 

Currently, USAID supports Early Grade Reading (EGR) initiatives in 19 countries 

across sub-Saharan Africa. Many policies in these countries have recently shifted 

toward adopting the mother tongue as the language for initial literacy acquisition, 

and then transitioning to a second or additional language, such as a regional, 

national, or international language, as the subsequent LOI. 

Government policies and strategies related to teachers and LOI reflect country priorities, 

approaches, and objectives for early grade literacy. During the design-phase of donor-funded 

reading programs, decisions are made regarding the manner and extent to which national policies 

are incorporated into project design, and when alternative approaches or additional elements 

need to be considered. However, government policies on LOI, and other information relevant for 

informing design, are often difficult to find and are not easily accessible. 

The LOI country profiles aim to address this need. The profiles will allow the USAID Africa Bureau, 

USAID Missions, and partner organizations to quickly understand the country’s linguistic and policy 

context in order to design an approach that most effectively helps improve EGR outcomes. These 

profiles, designed for 18 of the countries with current or upcoming USAID EGR initiatives, aim to 

clearly and succinctly describe and illustrate the country’s linguistic landscape and official LOI policy. 

This country profile in particular provides information on language policy and practice in Kenya. 
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Source:  Eberhard et al., 2020 

Most widely-spoken languages in Kenya LINGUISTIC CONTEXT 

According to SIL International’s Ethnologue: Languages of the World, there are 67 living languages in 

Kenya, of which 60 are indigenous and seven are non-indigenous. In addition, according to the Expanded 

Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS), 13 languages are classified as institutional languages, 33 

are developing and 15 are vigorous, while one remains in trouble and five are considered to be dying 

(Eberhard, Simons, & Fennig, 2020). Please see Table 1 for more information on how languages are 

categorized on the EGIDS. 

Both English and Swahili are national languages, with approximately 4.36 million and 16.61 million speakers, 

respectively. However, out of a total population of 51 million, only a very small number of Kenyans 

speak either as their first language (L1) (Eberhard et al., 2020). Kenya is considered to be a multilingual 

country with many different languages distributed geographically across the country. Languages with a 

large number of speakers include: Gikugu (6.62 million speakers), Kamba (4.49 million speakers), Dholuo 

(4.04 million speakers), Ekegusii (2.70 million speakers), Somali (2.39 million speakers), Kipsigis (1.96 million 

speakers), Kimiiru (1.66 million speakers) and Bukusu (1.43 million speakers) (Eberhard et al., 2020). For 

more information on the geographic dispersion of indigenous languages across Kenya, see Figure 2. 

Figure 1. Map of Kenya
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Swahili 16.61 million speakers 
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Dholuo 4.04 million speakers 

Institutional The language is used by institutions beyond the home and community 

Developing The language is in vigorous use and with literature in a standardized form 

Vigorous The language is not standardized but it is used among all generations 

In Trouble Intergenerational transmission is breaking down 

Dying Only fluent users, if any, are middle-aged or older 

Extinct The language is not used 

Source: SIL International, n.d. For more information, please see: www.ethnologue.com/about/language-info 

Table 1. Assessing Language Vitality: EGIDS Scale 

http://www.ethnologue.com/about/language-info
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Figure 2. Mapping of Indigenous Languages in Kenya

Source: Eberhard, David M., Gary F. Simons, and Charles D. Fennig (eds.). (2020). Ethnologue: Languages of the World. 

Twenty-third edition. Dallas, Texas: SIL International. Online version: http://www.ethnologue.com.

3/11/2020 Country Map of Kenya | Ethnologue 

https://www.ethnologue.com/map/KE 2/3 
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OFFICIAL LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION POLICY 

The official LOI policy of the Government of the Republic of Kenya was initially outlined within The Report 

of the National Committee on Education Objectives and Policies of 1976, or as it is more commonly known, 

the Gachathi Report. In the report, the Committee makes two recommendations regarding the LOI in the 

early grades. These include that: (1) the LOI for the first three years of primary education (Grades 1 – 3) 

should be the predominant language spoken in the school’s catchment area; and that (2) English should be 

taught as a subject beginning in Grade 1 and transitioned to be the LOI beginning in Grade 4 (Ministry of 

Education, Government of Kenya, 1976). 

More recently, the Kenyan government and the Ministry of Education (MoE) have have reaffirmed their 

commitment to mother tongue instruction in the early grades across various policy documents. For 

example, the MoE and Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology’s (MoHEST) Sessional Paper 

No. 14 of 2012 titled, Reforming Education and Training Sectors in Kenya, states that: 

“National and County Education Boards shall encourage the use of the two official 

languages, Kiswahili and English, both in and out-of-school as provided for in the 

Constitution of Kenya 2010. The language of the catchment area (Mother Tongue) shall be 

used for child-care, pre-primary education and in the education of Lower Primary children 

(0-8 years). Sign language, Braille or other appropriate means of communication shall also 

be used in the delivery of education to learners with special needs. It is important that 

whenever possible learners are not confined in their local areas for purpose of national 

integration. For schools located in metropolitan areas, Kiswahili shall be adopted as a 

language of the catchment area” (MoE and MoHEST, 2012, p. 16). 

Furthermore, the Basic Education Act of 2013 states that all children in pre-primary and lower primary 

should be instructed in the language of their choice when feasible (Government of the Republic of Kenya, 

2013). The MoE’s National Education Sector Strategic Plan (NESSP) for 2013 - 2018 also underscored the 

importance of ensuring the policy was implemented with fidelity. It stated that, “In order to ensure that all 

pupils can read and do basic mathematics, the government will consider the following range of strategies...vi. 

Enforce the policy of language of instruction in class one and two” (MoE, 2014, p. 70). However, under the 

current NESSP for 2018 – 2022, there is no explicit mention of the LOI policy (MoE, n.d.).
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Despite strong support within official government policy, in practice, many Kenyan schools do not use 

mother tongue as the medium of instruction in the early grades (Piper, Zuilkowski, & Ong’ele, 2016). This is 

due to a number of logistical and political reasons, including a lack of instructional materials in local languages, 

community resistance to mother tongue instruction, and a belief that students who do not begin learning 

English upon entrance into school will be at a disadvantage in the higher grades (Dubeck, Jukes, & Okello, 

2012). In primary school, children generally learn in Kiswahili and English which are often their second or third 

languages (L2). 

On January 30, 2014, the MoE published a circular to respond to “reports appearing in both electronic and 

print media that the Ministry [had] introduced a new language in education policy where the medium of 

instruction is local languages” (as cited in Mbiera, 2016). The circular sought to clarify to the public that it was 

not a new policy, but that they aimed to re-introduce local language instruction in the early primary grades. 

While this measure was supported by many international organizations, it was highly controversial with both 

parents’ and teachers’ associations. The National Union of Teachers articulated that the LOI policy is both 

difficult to implement and also prevented national unity (Mbiera, 2016). 

Furthermore, a study conducted in 2014 in three rural communities in Kenya found that that more than 

83% of primary school teachers reported that parents would be unhappy if local language instruction were 

to be implemented. They indicated that parents believe local language instruction will contribute to poor 

learning outcomes and lead to higher levels of drop out, and as such prefer all instruction to be conducted 

in Kiswahili or English (Begi, 2014). Additionally, some Kenyan schools do not permit students and teachers to 

use local languages despite the official LOI policy (as cited in Piper et al., 2016). Opposition to local language 

instruction has been sustained despite increasing evidence that it enables parents, particularly those with low 

education levels, to be more involved in their children’s education (Piper et al., 2016). 

Throughout the past decade, there has been a polarized debate around the LOI policy and practice in Kenya, 

with the official policy often at odds with the reality of what is taking place in many classrooms. In addition, 

there are contrasting opinions shared by various beneficiary groups. English and Kiswahili are the two 

official languages, however, there are 60 indigenous languages spoken in Kenya that play an important role in 

communities, history, and culture. With 75% of the population demonstrating some level of fluency in Kiswahili, 

and only 15% with English language fluency, the LOI debate is likely to continue (UNICEF, 2016).
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CLASS TIME 

Under the current NESSP (2018 – 2022) the MoE has rolled out a new competency-based curriculum, 

which shifted the structure of the education system in Kenya to include two years of pre-primary, three 

years of lower primary, three years of upper primary, followed by three years of junior secondary and three 

years of senior secondary (MoE, n.d.). 

The Basic Education Curriculum Framework, published by the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development 

(KICD) in 2019 outlines the new competency-based curriculum which includes the following allocation of 

class time in lower primary (Grades 1 - 3): 

 • Literacy: includes reading, writing, and proficient use of language. Literacy should be taught in 

the first language of the learner. Teachers are expected to dedicate five lessons per week (out of a 

total of 35) to local language literacy instruction at the primary level. 

 • Kiswahili Language Activities: learners should be exposed to Kiswahili at the earliest possible 

time in their schooling. Kenyan Sign Language and Braille are included within the curriculum as 

alternative languages for students who are deaf or hard of hearing or have visual impairments, 

respectively. Primary school students are expected to receive three lessons per week in Kiswahili, 

Kenyan Sign Language or Braille. 

 • English Language Activities: learners should be taught the foundational skills of reading and 

writing in English at the earliest opportune time. Three lessons per week are dedicated to teaching 

English at the primary level (KICD, 2019). 

In addition to these areas, primary school teachers provide instruction in mathematics, the environment, 

hygiene and nutrition, religious education as well as movement and creative activities (KICD, 2019). In 

2017, KICD developed detailed curriculum design documents to provide structured guidance to primary 

school teachers on how to teach foundational reading skills in local languages, Kiswahili, English, Kenyan Sign 

Language as well as Braille.1 

1  For more information on the primary school curriculum please see: https://kicd.ac.ke/cbc-materials/curriculum-design/ and https://kicd.ac.ke/ 
curriculum-reform/competency-based-curriculum-material/ 

https://kicd.ac.ke/cbc-materials/curriculum-design/
https://kicd.ac.ke/curriculum-reform/competency-based-curriculum-material/
https://kicd.ac.ke/curriculum-reform/competency-based-curriculum-material/
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PRE-SERVICE TEACHER TRAINING CURRICULUM  
FOR LITERACY 

For prospective primary school teachers, pre-service teacher training is conducted at 

one of the many Primary Teacher Training Colleges (PTTC) located throughout Kenya. 

Candidates either complete a two-year certificate or three-year diploma program, 

which has been certified by the Kenyan National Examinations Council. Upon becoming 

qualified, teachers must register with the Teachers Service Commission (TSC), an 

independent body that regulates the human resource side of the education sector 

(Nordstrum, 2015). 

The Primary Teacher Education Syllabus includes a mandatory set of subjects as well as 

optional courses. Mandatory subjects are taught across both years and include English, 

Kiswahili, professional studies, physical education, and information communication and 

technology. Professional studies courses cover both theoretical and pedagogical content 

such as foundations of education, education psychology, measurement and evaluation, 

and special needs education. In Year 2, in addition to the core courses, prospective 

teachers can also choose between two tracks: 1) science, home science, agriculture, and 

mathematics and 2) music, arts and craft, social studies, and religious education. In addition 

to these courses, prospective teachers participate in three short practicums in primary 

schools, each lasting approximately three weeks. To graduate from a PTTC and qualify as 

a primary education teacher, prospective teachers must pass examinations in eight out of 

nine subjects as well as a classroom observation conducted during their final practicum 

(Melita Ole Katitia, 2015). 

According to a cross-national study which examined skills among newly qualified primary 

teachers in six sub-Saharan countries including Kenya, the pre-service teacher training 

curriculum was found to primarily focus on developing teachers’ content knowledge 

rather than pedagogical skills. Furthermore, highly prescriptive approaches were 

emphasized in the teaching of pedagogical methods without much consideration for 

adaptation to local contexts, students’ diverse needs and interests as well as language 

considerations (Akyeampong, Lussier, Pryor & Westbrook, 2013). 

The most recent NESSP for 2018 - 2022 states that the PTTC curriculum needs to be 

reformed in order to ensure it adequately prepares teachers to implement the new 

competency-based curriculum, especially around learner-centered methods. However, it 

does not mention the need for additional training to support the implementation of the 

official LOI policy (MoE, n.d). 

TEACHER LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY/LANGUAGE  
SPECIFIC TRAINING 

The TSC utilizes a decentralized and demand-driven approach to recruit and deploy 

primary school teachers across Kenya. Vacancies are advertised and interested applicants 

are encouraged to apply via the TCS online recruitment portal (TSC, 2019). Candidates 

are then assessed at the county level by a recruitment panel that is comprised of the 

Sub County Director, the TSC Sub County Human Resource Officer and two Zonal 

Curriculum Support Officers (TSC, 2020). According to the Guidelines for Recruitment of 

Teachers – Primary Schools 2020/2021, candidates are assessed based on their professional 

P1 qualifications, evidence of completing their teaching practicum or internship and the 

number of years of service (TSC, 2020). A candidate’s proficiency in the local language 

is not an evaluation criterion in the score sheet used by the recruitment panel. As such, 

it is not clear whether candidates’ language abilities are considered in the hiring and 

deployment process. 

In 2013, a large survey found that 74% of recently qualified teachers deployed across 

Kenya reported that they feel comfortable teaching reading only in English (Akyeampong 

et al., 2013). This may be because many primary teachers are not native speakers of the 

LOI of the catchment area in which they teach (J. Mejia, personal communication, May 29, 

2018). Alternatively, it may be due to a lack of training. According to a small-scale study 

conducted in three rural districts in Kenya in 2014, only 28% of recently qualified primary 

teachers (Grades 1 – 3) reported receiving training focused on mother tongue instruction. 

The primary reason reported for why they did not receive training was that mother 

tongue instruction is not included in the primary teacher education syllabus, and as a result 

pre-service training focuses exclusively on teaching in English and Kiswahili (Begi, 2014).
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TEACHER IN-SERVICE 

In Kenya, in-service teacher training and support is primarily delivered through the 

Teachers’ Advisory Centre (TAC) tutor system which was established in the 1970s. TAC 

tutors are typically experienced teachers or former head teachers who are assigned 

to an administrative zone. They are responsible for conducting classroom observations, 

teacher training and providing instructional support to a cluster of between eight 

and 30 schools within their assigned geographic area (Piper & Zuilkowski, 2015). 

While the intended purpose of the TAC tutor role is to provide support to teachers 

in the classroom, in practice they are heavily engaged in administrative duties such 

as monitoring exams or supervising the distribution of materials to schools (Piper & 

Zuilkowski, 2015). As a result, most primary school teachers do not receive adequate 

in-service teacher training or coaching support. For example, the baseline study for 

the USAID Primary Mathematics and Reading (PRIMR) initiative found that teachers 

received less than three days of in-service support per school year (Nordstrum, 2015). 

Furthermore, a study conducted in 2014 found that more than 80% of teachers across 

72 schools in six districts in Kenya reported that they had no in-service training in the 

preceding 18 months (as cited by Piper & Zuilkowski, 2015). 

TAC tutors have been involved in in-service teacher training and school-based 

support through large-scale programs, such as the United Kingdom’s Department 

for International Development (DFID) funded School-based Teacher Development 

Program. However, there have been implementation challenges including finding 

sufficient time and resources for visiting classrooms and also in developing an in-service 

system which allows for high quality pedagogical support (Piper & Zuilkowski, 2015). 

USAID READING PROGRAM APPROACH AND  
ONGOING PROGRAMS 

In alignment with the U.S. Government Strategy on International Basic Education, 

USAID’s programming in Kenya aims to support the needs and priorities of the partner 

country in order to ensure that gains from the programming are sustained. 

As such, USAID joined DFID to fund the Tusome Early Grade Reading Activity 

in 2015.  The Tusome Early Grade Reading Activity or as it is more commonly referred 

to, Tusome, is a seven-year (2014 – 2021) partnership between RTI International, 

Kenya’s Ministry of Education, the Women’s Educational Researchers of Kenya, 

Worldreader, and Dalberg-Global Development Advisors. The program is funded 

by USAID, with DFID contributing funding up until 2017. Building off the success of 

the previous initiative, Tusome expanded the PRIMR reading intervention package 

nationwide to all government-run primary schools, over 22,000 in total, in addition to 

1,500 low-cost private schools across Kenya. It aims to improve early grade reading 

outcomes in English and Kiswahili for approximately 7.8 million children in Grades 1 – 3 

(USAID/Kenya, 2021). 

Tusome’s approach to improving early grade reading includes the following 

interventions: 1) strengthening teachers’ capacity to deliver instruction; 2) improving 

access to reading and other learning materials; 3) strengthening instructional support 

and supervision; and 4) increasing collaboration with other literacy-focused stakeholders 

(RTI International, n.d). 

To date, 77,000 public school teachers for Grades 1 - 3 have been trained under Tusome, 

and 26 million English and Kiswahili textbooks and other reading materials have been 

distributed to students (USAID/Kenya, 2021). In addition, over 1,200 Curriculum Support 

Officers have received tablets to conduct classroom observations using Tangerine’s 

assessment tool enabling teachers to receive data-driven coaching and mentoring 

support (RTI International, n.d).  As Tusome focuses on improving early grade reading 

instruction in English and Kiswahili, it does not focus on mother tongue instruction.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT WITHIN USAID PROJECTS 

Under the USAID Tusome Early Grade Reading Activity, the primary goals for 

strengthening community engagement are to encourage accountability, promote 

literacy, and support parental involvement in children’s learning.To achieve these goals, 

the project provided financial grants to over 20 youth groups to raise awareness and 

promote literacy activities within their communities. Over the lifetime of the project, 

youth groups developed storybooks, classroom libraries, reading clubs, and hosted 

literacy exhibitions (University of Nairobi and Makerere University, 2019). As a result of 

these initiatives, there was a reported improvement in attitudes among parents both 

toward Tusome as well as their support for their children’s literacy skills development 

(University of Nairobi and Makerere University, 2019). 

OTHER DONOR FUNDED READING PROGRAMS 

Alongside USAID, several other organizations are involved in implementing projects to 

address literacy and language issues across Kenya, which are described below. 

Canadian Organization for Development through Education (CODE): 

Reading Kenya2 

Reading Kenya is a project implemented by the Canadian International Development 

organization, CODE and its local partner, the National Book Development Council of 

Kenya in the Kajiado region of Kenya. Its primary goal is to improve literacy skills among 

primary school students through encouraging gender equality, active learning, and 

mother tongue instruction (Bwire & Andima, 2018). The project’s interventions include: 

 • providing professional development workshop to teachers on active, child-

centered approaches with integrated content focused on gender equality 

 • developing and distributing reading materials in Maa as well as English and 

Kiswhahili; and 

2  For more information, please see: https://code.ngo/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/code-reading-kenya-research-
brief-2018.pdf  

 • development and management of 70 school libraries to encourage a culture of 

reading among students, parents, and the community 

 • supporting direct linkages between the national publishing industry and other 

education stakeholders (Bwire & Andima, 2018). 

Encouraging Multilingual Early Reading as the Groundwork for  

Education (EMERGE)3 

In 2015, the World Bank partnered with the Early Learning Partnership, with support 

from Echidna Giving to implement the five-year (2015 – 2019) EMERGE Reading 

program. EMERGE works within 73 Luo-speaking communities in Western Kenya and 

targets parents and caregivers with children between 36 – 83 months. The project’s 

primary objective is to provide a low-cost scalable early literacy intervention that 

combines: 1) targeted guidance to caregivers on how to engage with and stimulate 

their children with books; and 2) distribution of locally appropriate, illustrated children’s 

storybooks to support interactive reading activities at home. Storybooks are provided in 

local languages, Kiswahili, or English (World Bank, 2018). 

European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) 

Education in Emergencies Project 

With support from the European Commission, Save the Children and other partner 

organizations are implementing an education in emergencies project to ensure access 

to high-quality, safe, and inclusive education opportunities in Dadaab refugee camps. 

With a particular focus on children with disabilities and girls, the project is establishing 

alternative basic education centers in the hopes of improving enrollment rates in the 

camps. As of 2020, the project had enrolled 4,796 learners in the centers, which provide 

a safe and inclusive learning environment with facilities that have been modified to 

accommodate learners with disabilities. The project works closely with the community 

to improve enrollment rates and address community members’ concerns around the 

safety of schooling opportunities, particularly for girls (Save the Children, 2020).

3  For more information, please see: https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sief-trust-fund/brief/kenya-emerge-
reading  

https://code.ngo/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/code-reading-kenya-research-brief-2018.pdf
https://code.ngo/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/code-reading-kenya-research-brief-2018.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sief-trust-fund/brief/kenya-emerge-reading
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/sief-trust-fund/brief/kenya-emerge-reading
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UNICEF’s Accessible Digital Textbook Initiative Pilot4  

UNICEF is working to develop accessible, affordable learning materials for learners with 

disabilities under its Accessible Textbooks for All initiative. Printed learning materials cannot 

easily meet the diverse needs of learners with disabilities. As such, UNICEF is piloting the 

development of an accessible digital textbook in six countries across the globe, including 

Kenya, that can support learning for all children. Working in collaboration with the MoE 

and other stakeholders, this three-year initiative (2019-2021) aims to test and validate the 

process of developing a digital, accessible textbook and measure the associated learning 

outcomes for children with and without disabilities using the textbook (UNICEF, n.d.). 

World Bank: COVID-19 Learning Continuity in Basic Education Project5 

With funding from the Global Partnership for Education, the World Bank, and the Kenya 

MoE are currently implementing a two-year project that aims to mitigate the impact of 

COVID-19 on the education system and help recovery. To achieve this goal, the project 

will support: 1) expanded access and delivery of online content to students through radio 

broadcasts, television, Kenya’s education cloud (e-cloud) and mobile phones; 2) training to 

teachers and other education officers on how to implement distant teaching approaches; 

3) the development of a monitoring and evaluation system to solicit feedback from 

parents, children and teachers to support improvements to distant learning content and 

modalities; 4) the development and dissemination of tips to parents to encourage them to 

support their children’s learning during school closures; and 5) targeted activities to ensure 

a smooth transition back to school especially for girls through a school meals program, 

mentorship services and psychosocial support among other activities (Global Partnership 

for Education, 2020).

4 For more information, see: https://www.accessibletextbooksforall.org/stories/kenya-pilot 
5 For more information on this project, see: https://www.globalpartnership.org/where-we-work/kenya  

https://www.accessibletextbooksforall.org/stories/kenya-pilot
https://www.globalpartnership.org/where-we-work/kenya
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