Barriers to High-Quality and Equitable Education in Kenya
Education is widely recognised as both a fundamental human right and a cornerstone of sustainable development. It is enshrined in numerous international conventions and national constitutions as a right that must be protected and promoted for all (UNCRC 1989; UNESCO, 2016; EFA, 2009). In the 21st century, education is not only valued for its intrinsic contribution to human flourishing but also for its instrumental role in driving economic growth, fostering social cohesion, enhancing public health, and supporting democratic governance (Bignold & Gayton, 2009). The United Nations, through the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 26), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), and subsequent declarations, places education at the centre of global development frameworks. The rationale is clear: education is a powerful lever for reducing poverty, promoting gender equality, and building peaceful, inclusive societies (EFA, 2016; Fennell & Arnot, 2009).
Despite this widespread recognition and decades of global policy focus, access to good-quality, consistent education remains uneven (EFA, 2009; UNESCO, 2016). Around 250–270 million children and young people remain out of school globally, and progress in reducing this number has slowed in recent years (UNESCO, 2023; UNESCO GEM Report, 2024). In many parts of the world, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, millions of children face barriers to enrolling in or completing school. Where enrolment has increased, as it has in much of the Global South, worries persist that quality has not kept pace with access (Bignold & Gayton, 2009). While global enrolment has improved significantly since the Education for All movement began in 2000, persistent inequalities between wealthier and poorer households demonstrate that expanding access alone does not guarantee educational quality, equity or meaningful life outcomes (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina, 2024; Fennell & Arnot, 2009). These trends highlight the limitations of education policy approaches that prioritise enrolment statistics over long-term learning and capability development and underscore the urgent need to look beyond numbers to the lived experiences of children and young people within education systems (EFA, 2016; UNESCO, 2023).
Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has further exposed and exacerbated pre-existing educational inequalities (UNESCO, 2023). School closures, disruptions to learning, and shifts to remote education have disproportionately affected vulnerable children, particularly those without access to digital devices, a stable internet connection, or supportive learning environments (EFA, 2016). As a result, the global community faces new challenges to achieving the Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), which seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all by 2030 (UNESCO, 2015). The setbacks of the pandemic have reinforced the importance of addressing both access and quality, as well as the need for resilient education systems that can withstand shocks and adapt to changing circumstances (Bignold & Gayton, 2009).
Kenya reflects many of these global education tensions (EFA, 2016; UNESCO, 2015). With a population of approximately 55 million people and a rapidly growing youth population, the country faces sustained pressure to expand education systems while maintaining quality (Bignold & Gayton, 2009). The introduction of Free Primary Education in 2003 and Free Day Secondary Education in 2008 significantly increased enrolment and access to schooling (Oketch and Rolleston, 2019; EFA, 2009). However, improvements in access have not consistently translated into improvements in learning outcomes, particularly for children living in poverty or marginalised regions (Fennell & Arnot, 2009; EFA, 2016).
Kenya is strongly committed to global and regional education frameworks. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) establishes education as a universal right, particularly through Article 28, which emphasises access, attendance and completion, and Article 29, which defines education as holistic child development and preparation for life opportunities (United Nations, 1989). The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) reinforces these commitments while recognising African socio-economic realities, such as poverty and structural inequality (African Union, 1990). These frameworks are reinforced globally through Sustainable Development Goal 4, which emphasises inclusive and equitable quality education for all (United Nations, 2015).
Barriers to accessing high-quality, consistent education in Kenya are primarily shaped by structural inequality, colonial legacies, funding constraints, and global political-economic pressures, rather than by a lack of policy commitment (EFA, 2009; Bignold & Gayton, 2009). The integration of social theory with global rights frameworks demonstrates how these structural barriers interact to influence educational outcomes (Fennell & Arnot, 2009).
The Capabilities Approach, pioneered by Amartya Sen and further developed by Martha Nussbaum, provides a critical lens for analysing education beyond access and enrolment figures. This approach emphasises the importance of real freedoms and opportunities (capabilities) that individuals have to pursue lives they have reason to value (Sen, 1999). In educational terms, the Capabilities Approach reframes success from mere attendance to whether children are truly able to learn, develop skills, and participate meaningfully in society. This theoretical framework is particularly relevant in Kenya, where, despite policy commitments and increased enrolment, many children from poor and marginalised backgrounds are unable to convert schooling into genuine life opportunities. The Capabilities Approach thus highlights the need to focus on the quality of learning, the relevance of the curriculum, and the removal of practical barriers—such as hunger, gender-based violence, and household labour—that constrain children's freedom to benefit from education (Fennell & Arnot, 2009).
Political economy theory places education within broader global and local economic structures. It argues that education systems are not only shaped by national priorities but also by international financial institutions, donor agencies, and global policy trends (Ball, 2012; Bignold & Gayton, 2009). In Kenya, external influences from the World Bank, UNESCO, and bilateral donors have promoted certain policy models—such as decentralisation, accountability, and competency-based curricula, that may not always align with local realities or needs (Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Political economy frameworks also reveal how funding constraints, global economic cycles, and policy borrowing can undermine the effectiveness of national education reforms. These frameworks also highlight the risk of underfunding and the dangers of treating education as a commodity rather than a public good (EFA, 2016).
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory provides a multi-layered perspective on how children’s development is influenced by interactions across different systems: the family, school, community, and broader policy environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In the Kenyan context, ecological systems theory reveals how barriers to education, such as poverty, health, infrastructure, and cultural norms, interact cooperatively. For example, a child’s ability to learn is affected not only by school resources, but also by family income, gender expectations, health status, and local infrastructure. This theoretical lens explains why isolated educational reforms are often insufficient; systemic and holistic approaches are needed to address the multiple, intersecting challenges facing Kenyan children (Bignold & Gayton, 2009; Fennell & Arnot, 2009).
Gender theory and social reproduction theory, as discussed by Fennell and Arnot (2009), underscore the persistence of gender-based barriers and the role of schools in reproducing or challenging social inequalities. In Kenya, girls are often disproportionately affected by early marriage, school-related gender-based violence, and expectations around domestic work. Despite policy commitments to gender parity, these barriers persist, demonstrating the need for targeted interventions that address both school environments and broader social norms. Gender theory highlights how education can reinforce or disrupt cycles of inequality, depending on the curriculum, teacher attitudes, and community engagement (EFA, 2016; UNESCO, 2023).
Global and regional rights frameworks, such as the UNCRC, ACRWC, and SDG 4, recognise education as a human right and a driver of development. These frameworks require states to provide not just access but quality, equity, and holistic development (UNCRC, 1989; EFA, 2016). They provide a normative basis for accountability but also highlight the gap between policy intent and lived realities, especially in low-resource contexts such as Kenya. The policy landscape is further shaped by national commitments, including Kenya’s Basic Education Act and Vision 2030, which articulate national ambitions aligned with global norms which nonetheless face constraints in funding, implementation, and capacity (EFA, 2009; UNESCO).
Taken together, these theoretical frameworks reveal that barriers to education in Kenya are structural, intersecting, and embedded within broader socio-economic and political contexts. They offer a foundation for designing policy solutions that address the root causes of inequality rather than focusing solely on access.
Kenya’s education system operates within a context of rapid population growth and a large youth population, creating sustained pressure on education infrastructure, workforce capacity and funding (EFA, 2009). Although global progress has reduced the number of out-of-school children since 2000, progress has slowed, and quality gaps remain persistent (UNESCO, 2023; EFA, 2016). Kenya reflects this global pattern, where access expansion has often outpaced improvements in learning quality and system capacity (Bignold & Gayton, 2009).
Colonial history continues to shape Kenya’s education system. During British colonial rule, education was structured primarily to support labour-market needs rather than universal development, creating long-term inequality in infrastructure, resource distribution, and regional development (Sifuna and Sawamura, 2010). These structural inequalities remain visible today in regional disparities in school quality and access to resources. This demonstrates that education inequality is not simply the result of contemporary policy limitations but reflects long-term structural and historical processes.
Globalisation has also shaped Kenya’s education system (EFA, 2016; UNESCO). International organisations, including the World Bank and UNESCO, have influenced education reform priorities through funding and policy guidance (Bignold & Gayton, 2009). While this has supported access expansion, it has also created pressure to adopt global policy models that may not fully reflect local system capacity or resource availability (Steiner-Khamsi, 2014; EFA, 2009). This demonstrates how education policy is shaped by global power structures and national policy decisions (Fennell & Arnot, 2009).
Poverty remains one of the most significant barriers to good-quality and consistent education in Kenya, despite strong policy commitments to universal education (EFA, 2016). Although primary education is officially free, hidden costs, including uniforms, transport, learning materials and food, remain significant barriers for low-income families (UNICEF, 2021; Bignold & Gayton, 2009). Poverty also affects children’s ability to learn effectively, as food insecurity, poor health, and unstable living conditions reduce concentration, attendance, and engagement in learning (Fennell & Arnot, 2009). From a Capabilities Approach perspective, this demonstrates the difference between formal access to schooling and real educational opportunity (EFA, 2009). While Kenya has expanded enrolment, poverty limits children’s ability to convert education access into meaningful life opportunities (Sen, 1999). This directly challenges the goals of UNCRC Article 28 and SDG 4, both of which emphasise meaningful participation and quality learning outcomes rather than access alone (UNCRC; UNESCO, 2016).
Poverty-related barriers also highlight the importance of regional rights frameworks such as the ACRWC, which recognises that children’s rights must be understood within broader socio-economic realities. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory reinforces this by demonstrating how household-level deprivation directly influences education outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Without broader poverty-reduction and social-protection strategies, education reform alone cannot achieve educational equity., particularly as teacher workforce challenges further reinforce education inequality. Many Kenyan schools operate with overcrowded classrooms, which reduce teaching quality and limit individual student support (Teachers Service Commission, 2021). The introduction of the Competency-Based Curriculum aims to improve learning outcomes, but implementation challenges demonstrate the importance of workforce investment (UNESCO, 2023). Political economy theory highlights how education reform is often prioritised at the policy level without equivalent investment in implementation capacity (Ball, 2012). This disconnect between policy ambition and practical capacity is particularly evident in the distribution and support of the teacher workforce. Bourdieu’s theory demonstrates how unequal distribution of teachers can reinforce social inequality, as more experienced teachers are often concentrated in wealthier schools (Bourdieu, 1986). These workforce challenges demonstrate that curriculum reform cannot succeed without sustained investment in teacher recruitment, training and retention.
Education financing remains another major structural barrier (EFA, 2016; UNESCO). Global education funding gaps demonstrate the limitations of rights-based education frameworks when not supported by financial investment (EFA, 2009). Political economy theory highlights how global economic structures shape national education capacity (Ball, 2012; Bignold & Gayton, 2009). In Kenya, population growth, infrastructure expansion and workforce demands create sustained financial pressure on education systems (Fennell & Arnot, 2009). This demonstrates that achieving SDG 4 requires sustained global financial cooperation rather than short-term policy commitments (EFA, 2016).
Curriculum reform is also influenced by globalisation pressures. Policy borrowing theory indicates that global education reforms may be adopted to achieve international legitimacy rather than to enhance local effectiveness (Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). Although global standards support accountability and benchmarking, they can impose unrealistic expectations on resource-limited education systems. This underscores the importance of context-specific education reform over universal policy models.
Regional inequality further reinforces education inequality (EFA, 2009; UNESCO, 2016). Rural and arid regions often lack basic infrastructure, including electricity, sanitation and learning resources (UNICEF, 2021; Bignold & Gayton, 2009). These inequalities reflect colonial development patterns and ongoing structural economic inequality (Sifuna and Sawamura, 2010; Fennell & Arnot, 2009). From a Capabilities perspective, infrastructure inequality directly limits children’s ability to benefit from education, even when they are formally enrolled (Sen, 1999; EFA, 2016).
The evidence demonstrates that education barriers in Kenya are systemic and interconnected (EFA, 2016; UNESCO). Poverty, workforce shortages, funding constraints, curriculum reform pressures and regional inequality reinforce one another, limiting the effectiveness of individual policy reforms (Bignold & Gayton, 2009). While Kenya demonstrates strong policy commitment through alignment with the UNCRC, ACRWC and SDG 4, structural inequality continues to shape education outcomes (Fennell & Arnot, 2009; EFA, 2009). Improving education quality and equity in Kenya requires a shift from isolated reforms to comprehensive, cross-sectoral strategies. Policies should address the root causes of inequality, such as poverty, gender discrimination, regional disparities, and chronic underfunding. This entails linking education policy with broader social protection, health, and poverty reduction programmes to create an enabling environment for learning.
Equitable and sustained funding is essential. The Kenyan government should increase its education budget, prioritising resources for disadvantaged regions and marginalised groups. Collaboration between international organisations, such as UNESCO and the Global Partnership for Education, and donor agencies should focus on long-term, system-wide improvements rather than short-term projects. Transparent monitoring and accountability mechanisms are necessary to ensure resources reach those most in need.
Investment in the recruitment, training, and retention of qualified teachers is also critical. Policy should aim to reduce class sizes, improve teacher working conditions, and provide ongoing professional development, particularly in rural and arid regions. Gender-sensitive training and support will help address barriers faced by female teachers and students.
Curriculum development must be context-specific, reflecting local realities, languages, and cultural knowledge while maintaining international standards. Policy borrowing should be adapted to Kenya’s needs, with meaningful participation from teachers, students, and local communities to ensure relevance and effectiveness.
Special focus should be given to children with disabilities, girls, children living in informal settlements, and those in arid and semi-arid lands. Policies should remove barriers such as school fees, provide inclusive infrastructure, and address cultural practices that limit participation.
It is also essential to strengthen mechanisms for monitoring and enforcing children’s educational rights at all levels. This includes supporting independent oversight bodies, enabling community participation in school governance, and ensuring that Kenya’s commitments under the UNCRC, ACRWC, and SDG 4 are translated into actionable plans.
Finally, robust and disaggregated data are vital for evidence-based policy. Ongoing investment in research, monitoring, and evaluation will help track progress, identify emerging challenges, and inform adaptive strategies.
Nevertheless, translating policy ambition into sustained educational improvement requires more than technical reform. Success ultimately depends on strengthening governance capacity, ensuring accountability, and building structural resilience (Ball, 2012; Bignold & Gayton, 2009).
In addition to structural and economic constraints, governance and accountability mechanisms are decisive in determining whether policy commitments translate into tangible educational improvements. While Kenya has established strong legislative frameworks through the Basic Education Act and constitutional guarantees, implementation gaps remain evident at county and school levels (EFA, 2016). Decentralisation, intended to improve responsiveness and community participation, has at times produced uneven administrative capacity across regions. Political economy theory suggests that decentralised systems may reproduce inequalities when local authorities lack adequate funding, training, or oversight structures (Ball, 2012; Fennell & Arnot, 2009). This reinforces the argument that governance reform must be accompanied by sustained institutional capacity-building and transparent accountability mechanisms (UNESCO, 2016).
Accountability must also extend beyond national governments to international actors. Global education agendas, such as SDG 4, rely heavily on voluntary compliance and normative commitments rather than enforceable financial obligations (UNESCO, 2023). While rights-based frameworks articulate universal principles, they often lack binding funding guarantees, creating tension between global ambition and national fiscal realities (EFA, 2009). Political economy analysis highlights how global economic structures and donor priorities shape domestic education capacity, sometimes constraining long-term planning (Ball, 2012; Bignold & Gayton, 2009).
Climate change and environmental vulnerability represent additional emerging pressures on Kenya’s education system. Increasing droughts and food insecurity in arid and semi-arid regions disrupt attendance and exacerbate household poverty, further limiting children’s educational capabilities (UNICEF, 2021). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory illustrates how macro-level environmental and economic shocks directly affect micro-level educational outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Education systems must therefore strengthen resilience through integrated social protection, adaptive infrastructure, and crisis-responsive learning strategies (EFA, 2016).
Achieving equitable, high-quality education in Kenya requires conceptualising education as an interconnected social ecosystem rather than merely a service delivered through schools. Structural poverty reduction, gender justice, infrastructure development, teacher empowerment, and sustained global cooperation must be pursued concurrently. The Capabilities Approach highlights that the true measure of educational success is whether children are genuinely enabled to lead lives they value. Without addressing the structural constraints that limit these freedoms, universal enrolment alone cannot fulfil the transformative potential embedded in global education rights frameworks. This holistic perspective reinforces the necessity of coordinated, multi-sectoral approaches to education reform.
Collectively, these recommendations underscore that achieving high-quality, consistent education in Kenya is a long-term process that requires collaboration among the government, communities, international partners, and civil society. The ultimate objective is to establish education systems that are inclusive, resilient, and capable of supporting all children to realise their rights and potential.
In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that, despite significant progress in expanding access to education, structural inequalities continue to constrain the realisation of equitable, high-quality learning for children and young people in Kenya. The Capabilities Approach affirms that educational success should be measured not solely by enrolment statistics, but by the extent to which children are genuinely enabled to develop knowledge, skills, agency, and meaningful life opportunities. The persistent gap between formal access and substantive learning outcomes underscores the need to reorient policy priorities toward quality, equity, and long-term capability development rather than access expansion alone.
Furthermore, the analysis underscores the limitations of global rights frameworks when they are not matched by sustained financial commitment and structural reform. While SDG 4, the UNCRC, and regional instruments articulate ambitious normative standards, their implementation remains shaped by economic inequality, governance capacity, and global political-economic constraints. Kenya exemplifies both the transformative potential and the structural limitations of policy-driven education reform. Achieving inclusive, resilient, and high-quality education, therefore, requires long-term structural investment, strengthened accountability mechanisms, and sustained global cooperation. Universal education must ultimately be understood not solely as a policy aspiration, but as a broader development and social justice project requiring coordinated action across local, national, and international systems.
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