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Abstract

Since independence in 1963, Kenya has pursued educational reforms intended
to align schooling and training with its social, economic, and political
development priorities. This study traces the evolution of these reforms from
the Ominde Commission of 1964 to the introduction of the Competency-
Based Curriculum (CBC) in 2017 and examines their relationship with national
development. A qualitative document review was employed to analyze reform
trajectories across primary, secondary, technical and vocational, university, and
examination systems. The review also considered policies concerning free
primary and secondary education, bursary and scholarship schemes, and gender
affirmative action, focusing on their implications for access, equity, and
educational quality. The findings indicate that successive reforms have
consistently positioned education as a means of promoting national unity,
preparing the workforce, and strengthening civic participation. These priorities
reflect the role assigned to education in advancing social cohesion, economic
productivity, and political development. However, the translation of policy
commitments into practice has remained constrained by inadequate funding,
limitations in teacher capacity, and insufficient infrastructure. These
implementation gaps restrict the extent to which educational reforms can
achieve their intended developmental outcomes. The analysis emphasizes the
importance of examining policy design alongside the resources and
institutional capacity required for implementation. Sustained investment in
teacher preparation and professional development, educational infrastructure,
and systematic monitoring is necessary to strengthen reform delivery. The
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study concludes that education can contribute more durably to national
development when policy ambitions are supported by consistent investment
and implementation capacity. Its historical and policy perspective provides a
basis for policymakers and educational stakeholders to assess reform priorities
and strengthen connections between educational change and Kenya’s

development goals.

Keywords: Educational Reform; National Development; Competency-Based

Curriculum; Kenya; Education Policy

Introduction

Education systems are rarely static. Countries periodically revise the structure,
content, and delivery of schooling in response to shifting social expectations, labour market
demands, and political imperatives (Patrinos, 2017). These adjustments, commonly referred
to as educational reforms, are undertaken to improve the quality, relevance, equity, and
efficiency of the education offered to a country's learners. Kenya has not been an exception
to this global pattern. Since independence in 1963, the country has established numerous
commissions and taskforces charged with reviewing and restructuring its education system

to better serve national development goals.

Educational reform can be defined as the process of making deliberate changes and
improvements to an education system so that it responds to new priorities in teaching,
learning, and national life (Wanjohi, 2011). It typically touches on curriculum content,
pedagogy, teacher training, school governance, and the allocation of resources. In Kenya,
reform has been driven by the need to move away from a colonial, racially segregated
model of schooling and to build an education system capable of supporting a cohesive,

productive, and democratically engaged citizentry.

This article examines how Kenya's educational reforms, from the early post-
independence commissions to the recent transition to a competency-based system, have
shaped and continue to shape the country's social, economic, and political development. It
draws on a review of policy documents, commission reports, and existing scholarship to
trace this trajectory and to identify the persistent challenges that limit the full realisation of

reform objectives.
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Historical Overview of Educational Reform in Kenya

Kenya's post-independence educational reforms have largely been driven through a
succession of commissions and taskforces, each responding to the political and economic
priorities of its era. The Ominde Commission of 1964 was the first and remains among the
most comprehensive of these efforts. It sought to build a national education system that
reflected the country's newly won sovereignty, replacing the racially stratified colonial
arrangement with a curriculum oriented toward national unity. The commission's work led
to the 7-4-2-3 structure of primary, lower secondary, upper secondary, and university
education, and it opened space for religious organisations to sponsor schools across the

country (Wanjohi, 2011).

The Gachathi Commission of 1976, formally the National Committee on
Education Objectives and Policies, refined these eatly objectives with attention to national
unity and the economic and cultural aspirations of Kenyans. It recommended the
integration of special needs education into mainstream schooling and supported the growth
of Harambee schools, alongside the establishment of the National Centre for Early
Childhood Education. The commission further called for a stronger emphasis on technical

and vocational training to address rising youth unemployment.

The Mackay Commission of 1981, officially the Presidential Working Party on the
Second University, recommended the establishment of Moi University and proposed
replacing the existing system with the 8-4-4 structure, comprising eight years of primary,
four years of secondary, and four years of university education. Implemented in 1985, the
8-4-4 system emphasised numeracy and literacy in the early years and practical, technical
otrientation in the later years of basic education (Amutabi, 2003). The commission's
recommendations also led to the establishment of the Commission for Higher Education,

later reconstituted as the Commission for University Education.

Subsequent reform efforts included the Kamunge Commission of 1988, which
called for the expansion of technical institutes and improved teacher training, though many
of its recommendations remained unimplemented until major sectoral reforms took hold
after 2013. The Koech Commission of 1999 investigated weaknesses in the 8-4-4 system
and recommended extending compulsory basic education and reducing subject overload at
secondary level, though political considerations limited the uptake of its findings (Obagi et
al., 2000).
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The most consequential recent reform followed the adoption of Kenya's 2010
Constitution. The Taskforce on the Re-alighment of the Education Sector to the
Constitution of Kenya 2010 recommended aligning education with both the new
constitutional order and Vision 2030, culminating in the replacement of the 8-4-4 system
with the Competency-Based Curriculum (CBC) in 2017. CBC follows a 2-6-3-3-3 structure
and shifts the emphasis from rote memorisation toward the development of practical
competencies, learner-centred pedagogy, and a balance of formative and summative

assessment (Republic of Kenya, 2023).

Reforms Across Levels of the Education System
1. Primary and Secondary Education

Reforms at the primary level have centred on expanding access. The introduction
of free universal primary education, first under the Ominde Commission's
recommendations and later reaffirmed through national policy, has been instrumental in
bringing more children into the school system and cultivating a shared sense of citizenship
through a curriculum grounded in the lived realities of Kenyan learners. At secondary level,
the introduction of Free Day Secondary Education has similarly widened access,
particularly for learners from low-income households, and has narrowed the gender gap in
secondary enrolment. Nonetheless, indirect costs such as uniforms, transport, and learning
materials continue to constrain full participation, and disparities in infrastructure between

urban and rural schools remain a persistent equity concern.
2. Technical and Vocational Education and Training

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) has undergone a distinct
reform trajectory. Concerns about youth unemployment first raised by the Gachathi
Commission were echoed decades later in more decisive investment beginning around
2013, including the establishment of the Technical and Vocational Education and Training
Authority to regulate and accredit training providers. Kenya now has twelve accredited
national polytechnics and more than a thousand accredited technical colleges and
vocational training centres, reflecting a deliberate effort to align skills training with the

demands of industry and Vision 2030 (Kitainge, 2004).
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3. University Education

University education has expanded considerably since independence, from a single
institution, the University of Nairobi, to approximately 35 public and 33 private chartered
universities today. Reforms have included the establishment of the Commission for
University Education to regulate standards, the introduction of performance contracting to
improve institutional accountability, and a growing emphasis on science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics in line with Vision 2030. Universities such as Jomo Kenyatta
University of Agriculture and Technology, Kenyatta University, and Strathmore University
have also pursued innovation hubs, open and distance learning programmes, and industry

partnerships that extend the reach and relevance of higher education (Bogonko, 1991).
4. Examination Reform

The national examination system has itself been repeatedly restructured, moving
from the colonial-era Cambridge Local Examination Syndicate through the East African
Examinations Council to the establishment of the Kenya National Examination Council in
1980. These changes have generally tracked broader curriculum reform, most recently in
the shift toward continuous, competency-based assessment under CBC. Examinations
remain a powerful determinant of access to further education and employment, and
controversies over examination integrity continue to shape public trust in the wider

education system.

The Competency-Based Curriculum and Its Developmental Rationale

The Competency-Based Curriculum represents the most far-reaching reform
undertaken since independence. Rather than emphasising what learners should know, CBC
foregrounds what learners should be able to do, structured around seven core
competencies: communication and collaboration, self-efficacy, critical thinking and
problem-solving, creativity and imagination, citizenship, digital literacy, and learning to
learn. The curriculum is anchored on three pillars, values, theoretical approaches, and
guiding principles, and it embeds core values such as responsibility, respect, unity, and

integrity across all levels of learning (Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, n.d.).

CBC's developmental rationale operates across the social, economic, and political

domains. Socially, its emphasis on group projects and community service learning is
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intended to nurture tolerance and cohesion in a multicultural society. Economically, its
focus on practical, skills-oriented learning is designed to reduce the mismatch between
what schools produce and what labour markets require, supporting self-employment and
entrepreneurship alongside formal employment. Politically, its citizenship competency and
civic education content aim to cultivate an informed electorate capable of engaging

meaningfully with democratic institutions.

Educational Reform and Social, Economic, and Political Development

The relationship between educational reform and national development in Kenya
can usefully be organised around three interconnected domains. Socially, reforms that
expand access and promote inclusion, such as free primary and secondary education,
gender-responsive policies, and bursary schemes, contribute to more cohesive and resilient
communities by ensuring that opportunity is less tightly bound to circumstance.
Programmes such as free sanitary product provision and gender affirmative action in
university admissions illustrate how targeted policy can address specific barriers to

participation, particularly for girls and women (Republic of Kenya, 2023).

Economically, reforms that strengthen technical and vocational training, and that
link universities with industry, help build a workforce equipped for a modern, diversifying
economy. Institutions such as JKUAT and Strathmore University demonstrate how
partnerships between higher education and industry can translate academic training into
employable skills and entrepreneurial activity, from agribusiness to technology start-ups.
Village polytechnics and TVET colleges perform a similar function at the mid-level,

offering practical skills that support rural livelihoods and reduce urban migration pressure.

Politically, reforms that embed civic education and student governance into the
curriculum, from the citizenship content of CBC to university student union structures,
cultivate the knowledge and dispositions needed for democratic participation. Examination
reform and the broader credibility of the education system also bear directly on public trust
in government institutions, given how closely examinations are tied to opportunity and

mobility.

Bursary and scholarship schemes, including the National Government Affirmative
Action Fund, the National Government Constituencies Development Fund, and privately

administered programmes such as the Wings to Fly initiative, further illustrate the interplay
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between these domains: they promote social inclusion for marginalised learners, build
human capital for economic growth, and, by expanding the pool of educated citizens,

strengthen the foundations of political participation (Patrinos, 2017).

Discussion

Taken together, the reforms reviewed in this article demonstrate a consistent policy
logic: education is treated as the principal mechanism through which Kenya pursues
national unity, economic transformation, and democratic consolidation. Yet the historical
record also shows that policy intent and implementation frequently diverge.
Recommendations from the Kamunge and Koech commissions, for example, took years or
even decades to translate into practice, and the success of more recent reforms such as
CBC depends heavily on factors that lie outside curriculum design, including teacher

preparedness, school infrastructure, and household ability to absorb residual costs.

The persistence of urban-rural and public-private disparities in resourcing suggests
that future reform efforts will need to pay closer attention to implementation capacity
alongside policy design. Coordinated financing mechanisms, such as those proposed under
the Basic Education Scholarships and Bursaries Bill, and sustained investment in teacher
training and digital infrastructure, are likely to determine whether the ambitions of CBC

and related reforms are realised in practice.

Conclusion

Kenya's educational reforms, from the Ominde Commission to the Competency-
Based Curriculum, represent a sustained effort to build a schooling system capable of
advancing social cohesion, economic productivity, and political maturity. The trajectory of
reform shows clear progress in expanding access and reorienting curriculum toward
practical competence and civic participation. At the same time, persistent gaps in funding,
teacher capacity, and infrastructure continue to constrain the full realisation of reform
objectives. For education to remain a durable engine of national development,
policymakers will need to match ambitious curriculum design with sustained investment in

the conditions required for effective implementation.
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