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Kenya has a history which is saturated with political tension, social inequality and economic hardship (BBC News, 2023). In recent years efforts have been made to reform the political and educational systems to better reflect the beliefs and needs of its people. Despite the application of democratic improvements in Kenya, there is still evidence of inequality and instability that prevent students from accessing consistent and quality education (Anthony, K and Beverly, M. 2025). This essay will critically explore the educational barriers that the population of Kenya face in terms of poverty, gender discrimination and the quality of teaching. Additionally, the effectiveness of the steps taken by the government of Kenya will be analysed based on results reported in these areas. 
Furthermore, this essay will explore how a developing country such as Kenya has and can adopt the practice of articles 28 and 29 of the UNCRC, as these practices should entail the improvement of quality education for its learners as well as protecting learners from gender-based discrimination, racism and poverty. Where these standards have not been met, this essay will aim to critically examine the ways in which students are still subjected to these barriers despite the legal protections. There will be an evaluation of how current practices may be expanded on or adapted to remove such barriers. Throughout this essay references will be made to various educational and social theories to understand the effectiveness of Kenya’s education system when viewed from an academic and global perspective. 
Social and economic barriers for the people of Kenya have not recently been put in place. The cause of establishment of these barriers can be traced to the colonisation by the British Empire in 1920, remaining under their power until 1951 where social unrest and political negations led to Kenya’s independence from British rule (Urch, 1971). The lasting damage caused by the colonisation can be seen by the uneven economic structure as well as the extreme hardships that the people of Kenya face. There is a blatant lack of reparations for the trauma caused through the colonisation, despite the acknowledgement from King Charles III. Many believe that this merely a small step from achieving justice and reconciliation (Thompson, 2023).
Following its independence, Kenya has gradually implemented democratic practices, supporting developments in education, economy and social justice. However, due to significant changes in Kenya, progress has been slow, and much work has been needed to improve the quality of living and freedoms of Kenyan citizens. In 1992 Kenya adopted a democratic multi-party system which incorporated the different ideologies and political views of its people (Government of Kenya, 2026). These political freedoms placed more public accountability in educational and societal reforms which in turn led to a more human rights-based approach when implementing policies and legislation. This is relevant as democratic processes from this point forward, reflected the demand for quality education and the acquiring of transferable skills which benefit individual and national development. This is particularly evident in schools where the investment in Science, Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects has offered better opportunities for the students (Government of the Republic of Kenya, 2007). According to former President Mwai Kibaki, this type of investment would allow learners to develop key skills which would be an asset in growing the economy through technological advances.  

However, systemic practices from the colonial period still contribute to economic constraints in Kenya. For example, the unequal wealth distribution created from the large-scale seizing of agricultural land created lasting repercussions of economic inequality on families today. Despite policy and legislative reforms, colonial investment in settlement areas has created an uneven infrastructure which acts as a blatant barrier to education for those living in rural areas (Simson, 2024). 


Since independence, Kenya has joined the United Nations and ratified international agreements relating to improving education, formally committing to remove barriers to education for all children (UNICEF, 2026). One example is the signing of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and sustainable development goals. By doing this, Kenya has agreed to provide free and compulsory primary education, reduce dropout rates and promote access to secondary and higher education. However, actioning ambitious goals in rural areas which have strong traditional roots presents challenges which must be addressed.   
Although Kenya has committed to improving education through national reforms, these developments must be understood within the wider context of its international obligations. As a member of the United Nations, Kenya has endorsed the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) such as SDG 4 which calls for inclusive and equitable education and the emphasis on removing inequalities that prevent children from accessing schooling. 
Kenya has also ratified the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC), which reinforces the rights outlined in the UNCRC and places specific emphasis on protecting children in Africa from harmful cultural practices and discrimination (African Union,1990). By agreeing to these frameworks, Kenya has formally committed to ensuring that all children are able to access safe, consistent and quality education without discrimination based on gender, poverty or location. This includes upholding articles 28 and 29 of the UNCRC which aims to foster environments based on equity and respect. 

However, despite these implementations of policies the people of Kenya still face barriers towards education. There are factors which prevent children from accessing education entirely. These are barriers which can be linked to national issues such as economic poverty or cultural norms which are imbedded in the country’s rich history.
Poverty is a significant barrier to accessing education in Kenya for several reasons. Firstly, despite reported economic growth for Kenya, there appears to be a great disparity between those who are wealthy and the majority who live in extreme poverty. An Oxfam report (2025) highlights this by stating that the richest 125 Kenyans hold more wealth than 77% of the country’s population.  Financial hardships caused by an uneven economy with poor infrastructure creates a competitive system in which stable employment is highly sought after yet hard to obtain. In an economy such as this, employment can often take priority over education; and financial responsibility is often shared between adults and children. 
Additionally, despite strong efforts to seek employment, Kenya’s official unemployment rate for 18 to 34-year-olds is nearly 40%. The economy is not creating enough jobs to absorb the 800,000 young people joining the workforce every year (BBC, 2023). Kenya’s president William Ruto refers to the many struggling under financial pressure and making ends meet as the “hustler nation” a name which may reflect the resilient attitudes towards obtaining work within the competitive economy (BBC News, 2022).  This acknowledgement of working attitudes of Kenyan citizens gives credibility to the idea that financial hardships can mostly be attributed to national systemic failures rather than cultural or individual efforts. 
Furthermore, the uneven distribution of wealth links to education access as households face financial pressure and are unable to provide for their children’s basic needs such as food, clean water, shelter and hygiene. According to academic theorists such as Maslow (1943) there are foundational needs an individual must receive such as food and water so a good standard of living can be obtained. A case study in Kenya performed by the UK’s Department of International Developed proved this idea, when a young girl aged 15 could not hear the teacher due to her hunger (CREATE, 2008). 
Even the impoverished that do manage to attend school face barriers whilst attending. There are hidden costs such as purchasing uniform, transport or basic school equipment which may not be provided by the school. This is a financial burden which became more apparent after the government of Kenya introduced Free Primary Education (FPE) in 2003 and the Free Day Secondary Education programme (FDSE) in 2008 (Nuna, 2023). These initiatives were positive in that enrolment into state schools across Kenya increased significantly. However, due to being unable to afford clothes or equipment, many students are forced to drop out and seek employment. This is an experience which the president of Kenya, William Ruto can relate to as he shares that he did not wear a pair of shoes until age 15. 

The prioritisation of work over education highlights the systemic barrier to accessing consistent education. This in turn can affect the lives of multiple generations creating a cycle of intergenerational poverty as family members may not have had educational opportunities or the means to provide financial stability for their children’s education. 
This dynamic reflects Bourdieu’s Social Reproduction theory (1977) which suggests that socioeconomic disadvantage is carried across generations because families with limited economic and cultural privileges are less able to access or benefit from formal education.  Research suggests that poverty must be targeted alongside education so the implementation of best practice in schools can be most effective (CREATE, 2008).  However, financial hardship is not the only factor affecting educational access, and for many girls, poverty can be related to deeply rooted gender norms further restricting opportunities.  Gender discrimination remains a significant challenge within the Kenyan education system. Patriarchal traditions continue to position men as superior to women, shaping girls’ access to education and social participation.
Research shows that although the majority of girls finish primary education, only a small percentage finish secondary education. This has had a profound impact on the population as roughly 49% of women aged 15 to 24 are considered illiterate (Njeri, 2023). The reasons for poor completion rates may be due to early marriage or teenage pregnancy. Despite the minimum age of Marriage being 18, 26% percent of girls in Kenya are still married before that age (Girls Not Brides, 2016).  This can be linked to a lack of gender specific education which creates better understanding of issues such as consent, teenage pregnancy and menstruation. 
The Kenyan Government has taken steps to increase enrolment rates for women through the introduction of national guidelines such as the Early Learning and Basic Education (2020). In these policies, learners affected by teenage pregnancy are offered guidance counselling and can be re-admitted into education after childbirth. All learners will also receive education surrounding Gender Based Violence (GBV) and HIV/AIDS prevention.  Since the application of these guidelines, there has been a positive trend in enrolment figures for girls in secondary education.  However, inconsistency in monitoring progress and lack of data makes it difficult to determine if there is a direct correlation between specific policies and this positive trend (UN Women, 2024) 
Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) which is practiced in parts of Kenya, is also a barrier to education as young girls may be relocated and subjected to a painful procedure with severe risks. Many girls face pressure from their communities to undergo this procedure and defying traditional norms can lead to them being shunned and rejected by their families (UNICEF, 2021). FGM can also link to child marriage, especially in traditional rural communities, as the practice is meant to represent a transition into womanhood. FGM practice has been linked to physical and psychological consequences such as post traumatic stress disorder, bleeding and infections. Such conditions make it difficult to continue or return to education due to recovery from trauma. Research indicates that girls who lack formal education are more vulnerable to being a victim of FGM suggesting the creation of a cycle in which gender discrimination both limits and is reinforced by educational exclusion (Sheikh et. al, 2023). 
While practices surrounding gender norms continue to restrict many girls educational opportunities, these challenges occur within a wider context in which the quality and safety of learning environments vary across Kenya. Research shows that schools in low-income and rural areas operate in structurally unsafe buildings which are not properly maintained (Kilulu, 2025). This hazard is not only a potential threat to the student’s well-being but also impacts their ability to concentrate and engage in learning. 
In Nairobi, this issue was highlighted as over 300 schools in low-income areas were forced to shut down following the collapse of one school, resulting in the deaths of several learners. The decision made by the Kenyan government may have been necessary but has subsequently disrupted the learning of thousands of students (Al Jazeera English, 2019). Concerns raised by local communities suggest that these occurrences are linked to corruption within government systems, where funding allocated for the management of schools fails to be properly distributed. 
A second case study reported by Al Jazeera English (2011) indicates that international aid intended for the construction of schools in low-income areas has been intentionally mismanaged by government officials. This reinforces a barrier to education as children from poorer backgrounds must learn in overcrowded or temporary structures. From a rights-based perspective, conditions such as these represent a clear infringement of article 28 of the UNCRC which states that children must have access to education delivered in environments where standards of safety and quality are reasonably met (UNICEF 2026). 
These issues also conflict with Sustainable Development Goal target 4.a which commits world leaders to providing safe and equitable learning environments (United Nations, 2015). When learners are exposed to risks caused by poor infrastructure, the state is failing to uphold international obligations. Furthermore, as such risks mainly affect learners in low-income families who lack alternatives, this widens the inequality gap between urban and rural areas. 
According to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), the immediate environment including its safety, stability and resources, directly impacts the developmental outcomes of the learner. When classrooms are overcrowded or unsafe, the learning environment becomes an additional stressor, which negatively affects engagement and motivation. In this sense, the political and social inequalities in Kenya reinforce educational disadvantages for the learners. 
While the Kenyan government has introduced reforms aimed at improving school standards, progress has been inconsistent. The gap between policy and practice raises important questions regarding the effectiveness of monitoring systems, distribution of resources and the ability of national policies to overcome systemic barriers such as corruption and inequality. Without continual investment and stronger accountability in these areas, improvement in enrolment may not translate into increased quality in education. 
These limitations in infrastructure highlight only one aspect of inequality within the education system, as the availability and experience of teachers can also play a crucial role in shaping learners’ outcomes. In practice, although the number of trained teachers has increased from 37000 in 1967 to 758,914 in 2017, this growth is not matched by the rapid rise in student enrolment (Teachers Service Commission, 2019). As a result, class sizes remain high and many schools struggle to secure teachers who possess the subject knowledge and appropriate training. This juxtaposition between demand and teacher availability reflects a systemic issue in education planning and investment. 
The distribution of teachers across the country is also highly uneven as many prefer to work in urban areas where housing, healthcare and professional opportunities are more accessible. In contrast, postings in rural areas are less desirable due to limited resources, poor infrastructure and living conditions, which deters professionals from long-term retention. Consequently, children in rural communities are more likely to be taught by teachers with limited qualifications and experience, acting as a barrier to quality education. 
This situation challenges article 28 of the UNCRC and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child which ensures all children have access to education delivered by appropriately trained professionals (UNICEF, 2026). In Sustainable goal 4.c, there is a call for increased investment in teacher training, recruitment and retention. When teacher shortages lead to overcrowded classrooms and inconsistent teaching quality, learners in marginalised areas are prevented from receiving equal educational opportunities. 
The importance of teacher experience is highlighted in Vygotsky’s Zone of proximal development theory (Vygotsky, 1978), which suggests that the ability of the learner to progress can depend on the presence of a more knowledgeable adult who can provide appropriate scaffolding. In areas where teachers lack adequate training and experience, this form of guided learning becomes difficult to implement. The disparity in teacher quality can therefore reinforce broader social inequalities as students in under resourced areas struggle to reach equal learning outcomes to peers in better funded communities. 
Although the government of Kenya has implemented reforms to increase the quality of education and teacher training such as the competency-based initiatives, progress remains uneven. Persistent shortages, especially in subjects such as science and mathematics, raise questions about the effectiveness of teacher deployment strategies and the sustainability of current policy measures. Without improved incentives and stronger support systems, disparities in teacher quality will continue to hinder efforts to achieve equitable education for all learners in Kenya. 
In conclusion, the analysis of Kenya’s education system demonstrates that despite various policy commitments and international obligations, many children and young people continue to face barriers to accessing good-quality and consistent education. Poverty remains one of the most significant obstacles, shaping learners’ experiences through financial hardship, basic needs not being met and generational cycles of disadvantage. When families lack the necessary economic and cultural tools, educational inequalities are reproduced over time as suggested in Social Reproduction Theory (Bourdieu, 1977). These challenges are increased when considering hidden costs and structural inequalities that continue to affect marginalised communities (CREATE, 2008). 
Gender discrimination also plays a critical role in limiting educational opportunities for girls. Harmful practices such as early marriage, FGM and teenage pregnancy reflect patriarchal norms rooted in tradition and restrict the education and freedoms of young girls (Girls Not Brides, 2016). Although national guidelines such as the ACRWC and the UNCRC attempt to support affected learners, inconsistent implementation highlights the gap between policy and practice (African Union, 1990). 
Furthermore, issues relating to teacher quality and educational environments continue to undermine progress. Shortages of qualified teachers and differences in infrastructure between rural and urban communities all contribute to unequal learning conditions (Teachers Service Commission, 2019). These conditions contradict Kenya’s responsibilities under the UNCRC, the ACRWC and the Sustainable Development Goals which emphasise equitable quality education. While Kenya has taken meaningful steps towards education reform, these efforts must be supported by stronger accountability measures, increased investment and culturally responsive approaches. Addressing poverty, gender inequality and structural barriers holistically is essential to removing barriers to education for all learners in Kenya. 
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