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Kenya
Kenya is an east African country that faces the Indian Ocean in the east and 
borders the countries of Sudan and Ethiopia in the north, Tanzania in the south, 
and Uganda, Lake Victoria, and the Great Rift Valley in the west. In 2008, it had 
a population of approximately 39 million people, composed of more than 40 
ethnic groups (primarily of the Bantu, Cushitic, and Kilotic linguistic families) 
as well as people of European and Asian backgrounds.1

After gaining independence from the British in 1963, Kenya encouraged 
educational development with appeals for Harambee (an African tradition of 
community self-reliance, mutual assistance, and local responsibility) to build 
and maintain schools. Today, elementary education is widely available, and while 
secondary education is less available, it has also experienced growth. In 1963, for 
example, there were only 65 secondary schools in Kenya, but by 1987 the number 
had grown to more than 2,600. By the 1990s, Kenya had a growing system of 
primary, secondary, and tertiary (postsecondary and higher) schools, including 
both public and private options.2

Gender and the Kenyan economy
Kenya has a burdensome national debt that results in inadequate funding, over-
crowded schools, and poorly paid teachers. Educational opportunity has been 
affected not only by gender but also by ethnic group status, socioeconomic class, 
and proximity to urban centers where schools are more numerous and better 
financed than in rural areas. Continuing economic and political problems make 
educational change difficult to achieve, but modest progress was made in expand-
ing educational opportunities related to gender. For example, in 1971 girls com-
posed 31 percent of secondary school enrollments, but by 1990 their percentage 
had increased to 43 percent.3

Kenya’s national debt contributes to educational inequities because require-
ments of the International Monetary Fund for debtor nations to repay their debts 
often means cuts in public service budgets, which usually take resources away 
from education. Women and children are among the most vulnerable parts of 
the Kenyan population, and they usually suffer most in such circumstances. 
At the same time, women are also important economic producers responsible for 
approximately 75 percent of the food production and most of the “informal” 
economy (e.g., domestic labor, child rearing, informal health care, etc.). Under-
funded education forces schools to raise funds in other ways to meet actual costs, 
such as fees and other assessments that families must pay. Because Kenyan 
tradition values the education of boys over girls, poor families faced with extra 
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costs are more likely to keep their daughters at home to reduce expenses. The 
better education of females provides a number of societal benefits that need to 
be recognized, however, for not only do educated females increase economic 
production, but mortality rates are reduced for both mothers and children when 
mothers are educated and can more readily access information to help provide 
their children and themselves with better pre- and postnatal care and nutrition. 
Better-educated females would benefit not only women and children but all of 
Kenyan society.4

Gender and educational opportunity in Kenya
Research indicates that inadequate attention has been given to gender issues in 
Kenyan education. While education plays a central role in its national develop-
ment plans, Kenya has a long history of patriarchy that resists efforts to provide 
greater equality for females. Although women were important to the economy 
and community historically speaking, when Christian missionaries introduced 
formal schooling to Kenya during the colonial era, authorities restricted it to 
African boys and virtually excluded the girls. After independence, however, 
Kenya’s primary school enrollments grew markedly, with females making up 
almost half of those attending. Still, fewer girls actually completed primary 
school than boys, mainly because of patriarchal traditions that led many poor 
families to pull their daughters from school prematurely.5

Today, the migration of males from rural areas to urban job markets has 
increased the number of de facto female-headed households. When distantly 
employed fathers are absent for long periods of time, mothers not only must 
provide unpaid domestic labor but also supplement meager family incomes. This 
has spurred the growth of women’s self-help organizations for training in 
economic skills to alleviate poverty and gender discrimination, but poor and 
uneducated females are still mostly limited to the lowest-paying jobs, and poor 
families that truly want to educate their daughters may be unable to bear the 
costs. Despite government efforts to abolish school fees, the lower classes of 
Kenya continue to face barriers to equal educational opportunity, including 
persistent gender discrimination.6

Despite difficulties, Kenya has made important educational gains. Before 
independence in 1963, schools were racially segregated. Only an estimated 
35 percent of the African school-age population enrolled in primary schools and 
a mere 1.3 percent in secondary schools (as compared to a 98 percent enrollment 
rate for resident white students). In contrast, by 2002 approximately 5,590,143 
Kenyan children were enrolled in primary schools (of which 48.31 percent were 
female) and 1,389,000 in secondary schools (of which 47.88 percent were female). 
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That shows considerable progress, but to give it some perspective, 1,867,765 
children were not enrolled in primary schools in 2002, and in almost all other 
measures, males fared better than females.7

In an effort to help alleviate such problems, the Kenyan government abol-
ished primary school tuition fees in 2003, which increased school enrollments by 
approximately 25 percent over the next four years and forced the government to 
seek outside financial support just to furnish basic materials, books, classrooms, 
and teachers. The abolition of fees certainly advanced Kenya’s goal of free pri-
mary education for all children. That same year, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reported that Kenya was 
coming close to parity between male and female enrollments at the primary 
school level but not at the secondary and tertiary levels. In addition, Kenya 
needed to provide more adequate information and educational help concerning 
puberty and sexual maturation, particularly for girls.8

Continuing political and economic difficulties make progress on gender 
equality in education difficult for Kenya to achieve. Political instability limits 
governmental capacities to take effective actions, while poor economic conditions 
limit the resources needed to make educational improvements. In 2005, a 
proposed new Kenyan constitution that promised greater equality for women 
was defeated by a 58 percent majority of voters, and in 2006 a national study on 
adult literacy found that approximately 7.8 million adult Kenyans were illiterate, 
with only 29.6 percent at a level of literacy needed for today’s knowledge-based 
economies. The adult reading rate was 61.5 percent, and the numeracy rate at 
64.5 percent. In terms of gender, women had a reading rate of 64.2 percent and a 
numeracy rate of 58.9 percent, as compared to men (with rates of 67.9 percent in 
reading and 61.4 percent in numeracy).9

How Kenya will fare in its efforts to achieve greater gender equality in 
education remains to be seen. Perhaps the Education for All (EFA) movement, 
which is supported by world bodies such as UNESCO, offers some fruitful direc-
tions. In 2000, the EFA set a goal of massively reducing world illiteracy by the 
year 2015, and Kenya is one of the participants. Gender parity in educational 
opportunity is a primary goal of EFA,10 and while Kenya faces daunting chal-
lenges in achieving such goals by 2015, its record of previous successes may 
provide inspiration and direction to achieve future goals.
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