Gordon Kirk Travel Scholarship Report
C D Rolph December 2023


The Competency-Based Curriculum in Kenya

Introduction
The curriculum for schools in Kenya has been undergoing radical change over recent years, very deliberately moving from the reactive post-colonial “curriculum of self-reliance” (Gichuru et al., 2021) towards an informed competency-based curriculum with an ambition to develop “engaged, empowered and ethical citizens” (Nieng’ere and Ji, 2017). This has not been without its difficulties (Akala, 2021), including that of retraining teachers (Muasya and Waweru, 2019), but it offers the opportunity to integrate indigenous knowledge into the curriculum (Lumonya, 2020) and to “Africanize” or move further away from colonial models of education (Ruth & Ramadas, 2019). Kenya is not operating alone in this regard; collaboration within the Eastern African Community (EAC: Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi) including free movement of labour requires intentional harmonisation of curricula. 

Kenya’s competency-based curriculum is a direct contrast to the English National Curriculum which has become increasingly focused on content; there has been a corresponding divergence between assessment expectations with those in Kenya allegedly more authentic. The competency-based curriculum purports to put the learner and their needs at the centre of the education system generating lifelong learners and at the same time meeting local economic needs (Amutabi, 2019). Clearly, a wholescale change in national curriculum presents challenges to the established teaching workforce, both in terms of practice and philosophy (Sifuna and Obonyo, 2019).

Context 
Kenya’s competency-based curriculum (CBC) is well summarised in a 2017 UNESCO report (Nieng’ere and Ji, 2017) which was published just as the new curriculum was being introduced. The Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development (KICD) is a quango charged with implementing the CBC curriculum reform through the years of basic (compulsory) education. It is phasing in the CBC, one year at a time, beginning with early years cohorts and gradually moving up through to university courses in the latter half of this decade, contributing to Kenya’s ambitious Vision 2030 project. Currently, the “CBC cohort” has reached grade 6 (11 year-olds), so will be introduced into secondary schools for the first time in the coming year.

The introduction of the CBC is accompanied by a restructuring of the school system, from the previous 8-4-4 model (8 years in primary, 4 in secondary and 4 at university), to a 2-6-6-3 structure (Pre-primary 1 and 2, Primary grades 1-6, Secondary grades 7-12, University education; see fig 1). Although 8-4-4 is not a curriculum model as such, practitioners use 8-4-4 as shorthand to describe the old curriculum, compared with the new CBC curriculum and associated structure.

The CBC arises from a vision of an engaged, empowered and ethical citizen with a mission to nurture every learner’s potential. The notion of ethics in this vision is embodied in the curriculum through 8 values which must be explicitly taught throughout basic education: love, respect, responsibility, unity, peace, patriotism, social justice, and integrity. Heto et al. (2020) note some contradictions within KICD’s idea of a secular and pluralistic Kenya whose curriculum incorporates values in religious education (Christian, Islam and Hindu), but the commitment to a values-driven approach is clear.



Figure 1. CBC System structure (image from Kenyayote.com)

The curriculum framework is guided by 5 specific theoretical approaches: Vygotsky’s social-cultural development theory; Piaget’s cognitive development theory; Bruner’s cognitive development theory; Hattie’s Visible Learning measures; and Dewey’s social constructivism. It is based on principles including opportunity, excellence, diversity and inclusion, differentiated curriculum and learning, parental empowerment and engagement, and community service learning.  

Travel scholarship
The travel scholarship enabled me to visit Nairobi at the end of the 2023 academic year, as educators were beginning to think about implementation of the CBC in secondary education. I was accompanied by a colleague, Dr Abdish Tarah, who was able to facilitate a number of introductions and discussions. We met with colleagues from 3 universities (Kenyatta, Strathmore and Riara), who gave us a good overview of the implementation of CBC thus far. We observed some training for HE educators (TOTEMK), and held a focus group discussion with school and university educators on the subject of CBC (favourable ethical opinion from NTU). We anticipate writing up the findings from this last activity in a journal article.

View from Higher Education
Although we heard (later in the visit) from the Ministry of Education that the CBC represented “evidence-based reform”, this was not the general view of university lecturers, who felt it had been a rushed implementation based on little evidence. Universities felt “dragged in” to support national policy (through teacher education programmes). Some HE colleagues felt strongly that children were suffering as a result of teachers not understanding CBC fully, and there were anecdotes of schools struggling to teach content without appropriate resources—such as swimming lessons on a dry dirt floor, and hypothetical lessons in computing with no available hardware. There are intentions to address this point, with a national programme to provide electricity to every village, and then a computer to every school, but the realisation of this remains some distance away. Academic colleagues expressed concern that there was little independent evaluation of the progress and impact of CBC: proposals for surveys and benchmark measurements have so far found no success with funders.

Some colleagues in HE viewed the approaching CBC cohort with trepidation, aware of an expectation of CBC throughout universities by 2028. They were concerned that students might arrive with a new set of knowledge and skills at best, and at worst a diminished understanding of concepts and a reduced knowledge base. This is despite a deliberate attempt to re-align Kenyan education with worldwide standards, resulting in some complex knowledge being moved to lower age groups in the curriculum (which appears to be facing some resistance in classrooms and from parents).

There was a general acceptance of the principles of CBC, in that the development of skills and competencies ought to support young people once they move into a workplace that is not dominated by examinations and factual recall. One university described 4 strands of work that related to preparing for CBC: futures and foresight training; neurodiversity (including gifted and talented and SEND support); co-design of the curriculum; and staff training to include a new (mandatory) certificate for educational practitioners.

TOTEMK Training
We were able to observe the next stage of training for HE educators involved in training in- and pre-service teachers, in a project led by Helsinki University in partnership with Nairobi, Strathmore and Pwani universities. This Training of Teachers for Education and Management in Kenya (TOTEMK) is led by Finnish colleagues, and is part of a national response to the “learning crisis” that is a common feature of the developing world (Reinikka et al., 2018). The stated aim of TOTEMK is “to strengthen the capacity of teacher education and institutional management in Kenya and get more teachers for the labour market that are competent to deliver CBC in Kenyan schools.” In the training that we observed, a second parallel piece of work was identified: developing HE practitioners so that they are ready for CBC when it arrives in universities in 6 years’ time.

Training ran across 3 days, was hybrid in-person and online, and involved colleagues from 22 Kenyan universities. Although these specific workshops were to introduce teacher educators to Finnish MOOC modules, through which the substantive training would be delivered, they nonetheless gave us a good insight into some of the key issues arising from the move to CBC. The 5 MOOC modules for TOTMK are:
· Pedagogical approaches to competency-based curriculum 
· 21st century skills in learning and teaching in alignment with CBC 
· Technology-enhanced learning and teaching aligned with CBC 
· Socio-cultural issues to empower teachers in alignment with CBC 
· Pedagogical leadership 

The introduction to the training, by Strathmore’s VC, Dr Vincent Ogutu, provided a passionate argument for values-based education. Colleagues from the Ministry of Education shared the political imperatives for change, along with justifications and examples of the progress made so far, describing the CBC as outcome-based rather than content-based, with criterion-referenced assessments. For “learners with disabilities” there is an alternative curriculum, that is stage-based rather than age based; this is illustrated in fig 1 above. Other general introductions included an example of a lesson plan aligned to CBC, some notes regarding the use of AI in education, and an important prompt to consider the paradigm shift that will be needed for competency-based assessment.

Assessment became an ongoing theme during our discussions, both at this training and also during the research conversation later. The Finnish view is that assessment needs to measure learning, work and behaviour. Kenyan colleagues talked of assessment measuring the ability to apply knowledge, skills and abilities consistently, but it was clear that thinking along these lines is at a very early stage. Leaders talked of constructive alignment between objectives, activities and assessments, but only at a granular level. It was clearly challenging to think about alignment horizontally and vertically, as well as the need for coherence, balance and progression throughout the educational journey.

This will pose immediate problems for Kenyan Higher Education institutions, where written examinations are mandatory (one HEI described a commitment to at least 70% of marks awarded through written exams). One colleague was at pains to point out that if students are to be critical thinkers they will need to master basic factual knowledge, but considerable work will need to be done to understand and ensure an appropriate balance through assessments.

Focus group discussion
We worked with the Association for Faculty Enrichment in Learning and Teaching (AFELT), an umbrella group that partners with universities across the East Africa region. AFELT convened a focus group comprising school teachers and university lecturers, including senior leaders in HE and one colleague who had worked with the KICD on the design of the CBC. The focus group discussion will bear more detailed analysis and will be written up in a future paper, but there were some clear thoughts and ideas that emerged from those engaged in delivering CBC on the ground.

In the small self-selecting sample that we worked with, everyone understood and generally accepted the basic principles of the CBC. There were no dissenting voices from the view that competencies would be of more use to young people entering the workplace than the ability to regurgitate knowledge in exam conditions. Although one senior AFELT representative argued for more articulation of the why of CBC, the evidence in the room was that colleagues knew (and accepted) arguments for why, but were more concerned with how to implement the policy.

A discussion about 8-4-4 concluded that although it is a system rather than a curriculum, in reality it represents a comprehensive knowledge base. One experienced colleague reminded everyone that it had been designed to be competence-based, but that rapid implementation (in 1985) had forced teachers to revert to content. In addition, the struggle to find the right place for vocational approaches was abandoned so skills-based subjects were dropped in favour of traditional academic subjects. There was also a view that centralised reporting structures favoured a focus on content knowledge rather than skills and attributes. There was no consensus on how these problems might be avoided with the CBC, and although the concept of “mitigations” was raised there were no concrete examples.

Of real interest in this discussion were the views of the teachers. One spoke of being “impounded with knowledge” during initial (8-4-4) training, so in-service teachers moving to CBC would need a complete change of mindset, presumably prompted by significant training. However, a primary teacher who was already delivering CBC said that he had just had one training session to help him to prepare. Anecdotally, it was said that some teachers had left the profession because they were not well prepared for the CBC. Teachers described a trickle-down training process that involved champions at various levels, but felt that by the time this reached schools the CBC ideas were so diluted that long-held mindsets were barely challenged.

Some HE colleagues explained that the CBC, like any curriculum, requires interpretation by teachers and that teachers should be “more creative”, shaking off the idea that they teach a subject/age, focusing instead on universal pedagogical skills. This viewpoint also included the perception that teachers use textbooks as a starting point, but for CBC they need to start from a different place. This led to a wider discussion about textbook authors (often teachers) who also need CBC training. Various stories of poorly trained teachers illustrated an unintended consequence of CBC: although it was designed to narrow disadvantage gaps it actually highlights inequality, as teachers tend to set work that is dependent upon resources supplied by parents.

Issues of performativity raised their heads, as teachers talked of being measured according to what they were doing rather than the progress of children. With some higher-order skills being moved to a lower stage in the curriculum, there was some unease over whether all primary teachers would be sufficiently knowledgeable to be able to teach all of the concepts in the CBC. There was general agreement that the criteria for evaluating or judging teachers need to change, as these are currently related to expected outcomes. However, integrity of assessment could become a problem if teachers are tempted to complete skills assessments on behalf of pupils—this was seen as a real danger in a performative system. One HE colleague talked about a “shift of integrity”.  In principle, assessment might be portfolio-based, but currently teachers look at this as a final product rather than a collection of evidence to support competencies. Assessment in the CBC is clearly a thorny and unresolved issue.

We concluded our time with AFELT by leading a training session around active and collaborative learning. The activities in this session inadvertently highlighted a danger of the CBC: that activity is mistaken for engagement, and that it is easier to measure behaviour and compliance than it is to make accurate judgements about sustained competence.

Conclusions 
Kenya is halfway through a major piece of system and curriculum reform that is “noble” in its intentions (HE lecturer) but which might be thwarted in its ambitions if serious attention is not given to the training of pre-service and in-service teachers, as implementation sits firmly on their shoulders. Policy enactment in Kenya has not been rushed, but has been well considered and is being rolled out over a period of 15 years, yet it is still meeting significant challenges. These are not, as one might anticipate, because of resistance to change, but rather because of the difficulty of affecting deep-rooted mindsets and overcoming the natural inertia that causes practitioners to retreat to what is known and comfortable. Kenya will be included in PISA for the first time in 2026, which offers the intriguing possibility of comparing results between 8-4-4 cohorts and the products of the CBC. There will be some nervousness around this prospect unless the efficacy of teacher training is improved as the CBC progresses into secondary education.

This might serve as a cautionary tale to those who call for a less knowledge-based National Curriculum in England, without undermining the strength of their argument or the justice of their cause. With short-lived UK parliaments it is hard to conceive of a policy change whose execution spans two decades, but the dangers of a more radical and rapid shift are stark. England’s schools maintain an ineluctable drift towards neoconservatism, and the further they go in this direction the more difficult system and curriculum reform will be.
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