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How can education in northern Kenya’s arid lands 
help build a stronger and more secure society 
and economy? A UNICEF team collected views on 
education in Wajir, Marsabit and Turkana from young 
people, parents and officials in the three Counties. The 
findings show that problems with education quality, 
content and access are perpetuated as much outside 
the schools as inside them and that lasting solutions 
can only be found by communities, schools and 
education officials working together.

Images: Children wait for school-feeding to begin, Turkana, 
County; Girls learn at home with elder, Marsabit County.Key Findings

•	 Parents, youth and children across the 
three counties want good education, but, 
at present, state school education is failing 
many young people.

•	 Most children are not in school. For 
example, only 24.6% of children of primary 
age and 3.5% of children of secondary age 
are in school in Turkana.

•	 Instead, alternatives such as home-
schooling or religious education are 
becoming increasingly popular. Local 
people say they are more accessible and 
economically and culturally relevant.

•	 Only those with money and connections 
can access a high quality state or private 
school education.

•	 Many school-leavers feel economically  
and politically marginalised from the rest 
of Kenya.

Education and resilience   
in Kenya’s arid lands

•	 Schools do not teach subjects relevant to 
pastoralism and many portray a negative 
image of the livelihood. Yet it is the 
economic mainstay in the three counties. 

•	 The greater proportion of young people 
leaving	school	are	not	finding	secure	jobs,	
yet are unable to return to the rural areas. 
Instead many are ‘hustling’ in town.

•	 A rising number young people who have 
been to school are turning to drugs, crime 
and violence, including joining insurgent 
groups such as Al-Shabab. 

•	 Despite all these problems there is 
widespread commitment among parents, 
youth	and	officials	to	make	the	education	
system work.
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Method

The study conveys the perspective 
of a wide range of people in the arid 
lands including those who learn 
in secular and religious schools, 
those who have just left them, teach 
in them, manage them and send 
their children to them and those who are 
given a traditional education by parents and 
elders. The fieldwork was carried out in Marsabit, 
Wajir and Turkana Counties between March 
and November 2014. All three counties have 
low levels of enrolment, low retention and poor 
performance in formal education. Four sites were 
selected in each county to encompass variations 
in urbanization, administration, economy and 
environment and different types of school and 
mode of education provision. The method involved 
open-ended discussions with a wide variety of 

By virtue of their arid climates, the three counties 
studied have characteristic pastoralist modes of 
production, livestock-based economies, strong 
social norms around mutual cooperation and 
enduring customary governance arrangements. 
Communications, infrastructure and services are 
thinly spread and weak institutions and violent 
political behaviour are often the norm in these vast 
borderlands.

People living in the arid lands are not culturally 
more prone to food shortage and insecurity than 
people living in more densely populated areas, 
since they have a long history of sophisticated 
modes of co-operation. But, being on the insecure 
borders with neighbouring states, and having 
very low levels of state justice, policing, health 
care, education and investment, these counties 
are indeed marginalised and insecure. This is 
reflected in the schools. They are often very poorly 
resourced and have less than the necessary 
complement of teachers. They struggle to deliver 
on the basic curriculum and are often not well 
supported by local communities. Many are forced 
to close, some for long periods, during conflict for 
example. Smaller schools may also close when 
food for school-feeding programmes does not reach 
them due to lack of students.

Formal school provision in the three counties has 
increased significantly over the years, but many 
people are suspicious of it, especially in rural 
areas. They see it as importing an alien culture 
and largely failing to equip children with useful 
knowledge and skills. In all three counties most 
parents select some children to go to school ‘to 

give them a chance of 
getting a job’ and others to 
be educated at home ‘to 
keep the family’s wealth’. 
In Turkana, in particular, 
many use formal school 
only as a feeding centre 
for their younger children, 
pulling them out when they 
are around eight years old. 
Enrolment levels in the arid 
lands of northern Kenya are 
low, ranging from 24.6% 
of primary age children 
in Turkana to 48.4% in 
Marsabit. At secondary 

Background

“How has education, since it started, 
given value to pastoralists?” Pastoralist 
elder, Marsabit County

Government of Kenya policy gives high priority 
to providing a quality education for all its 
young citizens, as a primary means of social 
mobility, national cohesion and socio-economic 
development. Governments in Eastern and 
Southern Africa are increasingly emphasising 
not only access but also relevance of schooling 
to future livelihoods and to social cohesion. 
Recognizing the low enrolment and success rates 
in formal education in the arid lands, UNICEF has 
been supporting MOEST in these marginalized 
areas. This has been, in part, in a drive to meet 
global goals of basic education for all. It also 

acknowledges the specific needs in these 
areas to mitigate against conflict and 

natural disaster and to assist 
schools and learners develop 
long term resilience to crisis. 
This is part of UNICEF’s global 
programme of peacebuilding 
through education. 

People living in 
the arid lands 
are not culturally 
more prone to 
food shortage 
and insecurity 
than people living 
in more densely 
populated areas, 
since they have 
a long history 
of sophisticated 
modes of co-
operation and 
production.

level net enrolment is very low: 3.5% of secondary 
age children in Turkana and 9.4% in Marsabit. 
Performance is also consistently below the national 
average. At the same time Islamic madrassa are 
becoming increasingly popular in Muslim areas, 
and traditional pastoralist or home education is 
showing consistency in providing a relevant, but 
limited, education to the majority of children.

“Then who is listening to us when we 
say this system is not working for us?” 
Official, Wajir County

Following the declaration of the 2011 food crisis, 
the governments of the Horn of Africa drew 
up a common programme framework to end 
drought emergencies in the region. A key tenet 
of both the Kenya and Somalia frameworks was 
investment in human capital including a focus 
on formal education provision in the arid lands. 
Today, a comprehensive range of new national 
education policies point to ways forward on many 
of the problems of quality, relevance, access and 
management that are also identified and explored 
in this study. The study adds explanations as to the 
broader causes of failure in the system, pointing to 
the world outside the school gates, as much as to 
that within it.

Images: School on outskirts of Wajir; Various notices 
from different schools; Gabra parents ponder the future 
of their children; Secondary school girls in Turkana.

people inside and outside schools to 
establish key issues, followed by structured group 
discussions and interviews to probe and identify 
causes and effects, in all involving 849 people. 
An initial analysis was fed back to participants 
in a proportion of the sites to stimulate further 
discussions, corrections and explanations.



4  5

these are not enough to protect 
them from pervasive negative 
politics. In formal schools 
children are discouraged from 
tribalism, but it seeps into the 
‘hidden’ curriculum (the unwitting 
or unofficial discourse of 
teachers and others in authority). 
Outside the school gates, in the 
towns and centres where many 

schools are located, the force of political tribalism is 
very strong. While some officials, civic and customary 
leaders and clerics are working hard to counteract 
this trajectory, many other leaders are accused of 
fomenting it. Formal schooling is widely understood to 
be contributing to a culture of divisive politics, teaching 
youth to absorb stresses and adapt in negative ways 
rather than helping in positive transformation.

“Boys from different backgrounds are 
classmates. But then when they leave 
school they lose it very quickly. The force 
outside is too powerful.” Secondary school 
teacher, Marsabit County

Young people who might be expected to take 
positions of leadership find themselves ill-equipped 
to transform the system or make more than a few 
incremental adjustments for the common good. 
Those who have been educated on the rangelands 
learn customary leadership, but find that it has less 
influence in politics today. Many school-leavers 
become easy prey to political candidates who recruit 
youth for campaigns, often using violence and 
economic incentives. Among a small but growing 
number of young school-leavers, feelings of stress 
and a sense of alienation that they learn while at 
school and after leaving, increase their vulnerability 
to the attractions of insurgents. The siren call of           
Al-Shabab has influence on disaffected young people 
in the small towns and centres where many school-
leavers find themselves neither able to succeed in an 
unequal and limited urban economy, nor return to a 
rural pastoralist life.

“There are people I know from our village 
who the police arrested at night and told 
them that they had been arrested for being 
members of the Al-Shabab. They were 
beaten up and put in the police cell for a 
week. This is not what the law says should 
be done… What would make such people 
not join Al-Shabab?” Young man, Marsabit 
County.

Findings

The study finds inequality, irrelevance and cultural 
problems in education in the three counties. The 
causes lie not simply within the education system, 
but within a wider context of divisive politics and a 
patronage economy, barely controlled by politicized 
and weak institutions. Inhabitants of the arid lands 
explain that an ideal society is one that educates 
its members in three key elements to life: peace, 
rain and prosperity; categories that broadly accord 
with the political, social and economic spheres. The 
detailed findings are thus divided into these three 
elements.

The political sphere

“It’s the system you go into through 
education, not what you learn in school, 
which makes corruption and conflict.” 
Community leader, Wajir County

External political stresses on arid lands societies and 
their education systems include the war in Somalia, 
insecurity along the international borders and political 
and economic influences arising in other parts of 
Kenya. These include, for instance, insurgency on the 
coast and corruption in different parts of government.

Internal political stresses include northern Kenya’s 
own increasingly volatile politics, involving active 
and often-violent competition over tribally defined 
constituencies and boundaries, contracts, jobs and 
land. Interference in the running of state schools is 
common. In the process of their school education 
children learn that political power and success is 
equated with amassing wealth and engaging in 
unscrupulous competition, rather than with promoting 
justice or the common good. In the traditional home 
education children learn to distrust state institutions 
and town life. The political environment invites young 
people into a tribalised system. In both formal and 
traditional education systems children learn that tribal 
patronage is key to success in life. 

“The educated are the ones in politics, and 
because they know everything, they come 
and tell us that people from other tribes are 
not good. We did not have this before. They 
tell us not to vote for people from other 
tribes, while the educated from the other 
tribes tell their people the same thing.” Male 
elder, Marsabit County

While the study finds that children learning at secular 
and religious schools and at home learn positive 
approaches to managing conflict, we also find that 

Children learn 
that political 
power and 
success is 
equated with 
amassing wealth 
and engaging in 
unscrupulous 
competition

Images: Man in Kargi; Truck burnt out during political 
violence, Marsabit County; Young unemployed man.
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Culture and society
“Society has been depending on its own 
systems for a very long time. There are 
well laid structures at all levels – at village, 
at clan and at gossa [sub-clan]. There are 
people whose role it is to arbitrate. People 
know how the system works… There may 
be a vacuum now...Education sounds more 
open and liberated, but the pastoralist 
system survives, and it still works.” Female 
teacher, Wajir County

Formal school education in the three counties is having 
a profound effect on culture, opening new horizons for 
some, but creating a level of confusion not previously 
experienced for many others. It is encouraging more 
and more young people to grow away from their rural 
origins and accelerating the growth of a new urban 
underclass. The resulting divisions in society are to 
some extent an inevitable part of modernisation, but 
they are also affecting people’s sense of community 
and their willingness to work together against shocks 
and stresses. A new culture of blame and inertia is 
undermining social resilience.

Yet most people in the three counties are fiercely 
proud of their pastoralist heritage, culture and 
economy. The study found that, far from dying and 
being dependant on food aid, pastoralism is vibrant 
and adapting to the modern world. Across the 
counties, students, teachers, education officials and 
parents were unanimous in their view that education 
should support cultural knowledge, governance and 
history.

Children in religious, secular and traditional education 
all learn social behaviour, culture, religion and morals, 
but the contradictory content of the different systems 
is leading to division and doubt. While traditional 
and Islamic education creates strong ‘in-group’ 
cohesion within the pastoralist and religious realms 

respectively, they tend to teach that modern 
and town life is a bad life. This does not 
equip children to operate with ease in the 
social, economic or institutional realities of 
modern Kenya, thus it is not helping them 
to influence the cultural change going on 
around them. 

Schooled children learn to look 
down on their unschooled cousins 
and on the pastoralist life. They 
adopt ‘modern’ ideas about culture 
and society informed by notions 
of individualism and material 
success. This can mean, many 
of our interlocutors told us, that 
they tend to learn that the wealthy 
are better than the poor. They adopt ‘westernised’ 
ideas that sometimes conflict with notions of tradition, 
collective good or religious humility. Many who gain 
good jobs move away and stop being part of the 
communal welfare system.

Cultural divisions can be particularly acute for girls. 
Girls who have gone to school often lose their 
‘marriagability’. Yet many also report they are better 
able to choose who they marry and feel enabled at 
home and in society. Many young men who leave 
schools with few qualifications accept lives as 
second and third class citizens in the growing towns 
and trading centres. A growing proportion of them 
absorb social stress by turning to drugs and violence. 
Those girls and boys who do well find themselves 
in a system that gives them little opportunity to work 
towards a fairer, more integrated society.

“The teachers openly say that pastoralism 
is an out-dated way of life. They do not 
consider that some of our parents are 
pastoralists.” Male secondary school student, 
Turkana County

“A drop-out from Class 7 mostly 
goes to town; it’s a poison centre… 
He was poisoned there, not by the 
school.” Male parent, Marsabit County

Images: Man chews chat in small town; Pastoralists on 
the move; Enjoying camel milk; Turkana girl talks proudly 
about her home education herding goats and camels while 
students take KCSE exams in nearby Lodwar town.

They are 
affecting 
people’s 
willingness to 
work together 
against 
shocks and 
stresses
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commercial role in markets inside and outside Kenya. 
Government investment in the pastoralist sector is low 
and progress on modernisation slow.

In school, children learn that the best livelihood 
is that of a salaried worker. But the majority of 
children have no hope of getting the few jobs that 
are available, since they are very few and are often 
gained through patronage connections and money. 
Through the unwitting biases in the curriculum and 
teachers’ opinions, school-going children learn that 
pastoralism and other rural livelihoods are backward. 
Many parents and boys complained that school is 
not relevant to them, since it doesn’t help them get 
a job. Girls, particularly in urban areas, were more 
likely to appreciate the languages and business skills 
they have learnt and use them to set up businesses. 
“We do not choose jobs like men… we do not stay 
at home waiting but, for example, one girl is waiting 
to go to college. She has started cooking and selling 
food to the people constructing the road,” female 
secondary student, Marsabit County

School’s lack of relevance to and disrespect for 
the rural economy has become one of the major 
explanations for rural parents’ low interest in school 
education and for high rates of early leaving from 
schools in pastoral areas. On the other hand, while 

The economy

“How can education match the economy? It 
should raise the economy and if it interferes 
with it, it should be for the better.” County 
Director of Education, Marsabit County

Parents explained that the decision to support a 
child, at some cost, through primary and secondary 
school, or to educate him or her at home, is based 
on an assessment of future prosperity. Almost 
all rural parents said that they wanted at least 
half of their children to be educated at home as 
pastoralists. Pastoralism, they said, is where young 
men and women will generate wealth. The formal 
economy, located in the towns, has yet to provide 
the majority of school-leavers with a secure or well-
paid livelihood, even those who have sat secondary 
level examinations (KCSE). This has left a significant 
number to find work in the uncertain and poorly 
paid informal sector, a pattern common in much of 

Kenya. Schools teach little about 
pastoralism, yet this sector is 
the most significant economic 
activity in all three counties. 
Despite the North’s reputation as 
prone to disasters, the livestock 
sector contributes billions of 
shillings through food production 
and through its expanding 
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the traditional education equips children to be capable 
pastoralists and to become part of traditional social 
arrangements, it does not have the capacity to 
teach everything they need in the changing modern 
economy. People explain that the different kinds of 
education are reflecting and exacerbating a split in 
the economy between the modern service sector and 
the traditional production sector that is endangering 
its ability to add value and cope with inevitable 
fluctuations in production and markets.

With the decline in the traditional system of clan-
based social welfare not fully replaced by state 
systems and with the expanding informal sector, 
inequalities of wealth are on the increase. Thus while 
the economy is relatively strong overall, its poorer 
members are becoming increasingly vulnerable. 
According to many, the irrelevance of school 
education to the realities of the economy contributes 
to this increase in vulnerability. For a worrying number 
of young people the only way they can hope to earn 
an income is by joining criminal enterprises or groups 
such as Al-Shabab. 

“This child has loved cars since he was 
a baby. He is always pretending he has a 
car. This is the one who I will push through 
school. Perhaps he will become a driver or 
go to technical school.” Pastoralist father, 
Marsabit County

“Why waste money on schooling when 
schooling does not get you a job. Better to 
save your money and spend it on buying a 
job.” Young urban man, Wajir County

Graphs: Left: What Class 8 leavers are doing after 
completing primary school. Right: What Form 4 
leavers are doing after completing secondary school.                     
Images: Sololo town in Marsabit County; Father takes 
goats to market to pay for school fees; Livestock is the 
main economy in all three counties studied.
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Recommendations
“We should have children going to school 
but also find a way of maintaining their 
culture. On syllabus and curriculum – people 
can be in their own culture but in a better 
way, rather than in a western way.” Turkana 
County Director of Education

The next stage in this study is to re-visit the three 
counties to discuss the findings with young people, 
parents, pupils, teachers, elders, officials and others. 
Discussion will focus on verifying and commenting 
on the findings and agreeing what different parties 
should do in light of the findings. We anticipate this 
process will generate further recommendations. In the 
interim, we put forward the recommendations below 
which are based on the study findings. 

Parents and young people are in agreement that 
society needs to give its youth a rigorous and relevant 
education. Many people in northern Kenya would put 
their active support behind an integrated education 
system if it were more fitting, more accessible and of 
better quality. But bad politics and corruption hinder 
efforts to make improvements. The solution must be 
widely inclusive, long term and accountable. It will 
require an approach that fully engages government 
and community from the start, working together and 
holding each other to account.

Improve schools and equalise access

Recent revisions of education policy specify that 
curricula should be made relevant, schools more 
accessible and shortcomings in school management 
and quality of teaching addressed. The study shows 
that action plans also need to take explicit account of 

political and other hindrances. Making schools more 
relevant and successful will improve the livelihood 
prospects and performance of those children who 
attend, thus reducing tendency to vulnerability, 
politicisation and radicalisation. Success will depend 
on shared responsibility for the planning and 
management of the system.

1. Young people, parents and 
elders want a curriculum and co-
curricular activities that are more 
fitting to their economy, culture and 
environment. The current MOEST 
curriculum review should include 

representation from parents and young people as 
well as leaders and teaching professionals.

2. Parents want primary schools to be 
accessible, keeping children close to 
family and all that is learnt at home. 
They want schools to enable their 
children to learn pastoralism, trade 
and other relevant skills and acquire 

cultural and leadership knowledge both in and out 
of school. Officials, parents and community leaders 
should design mobile schools, shepherd schools and 
flexible learning schedules that fit with pastoralist 
calendars, learning materials relevant to pastoralist 
livelihoods and technologies for distance learning.

3. Distribution of resources 
(funds, materials and staff) for 
schools is often driven by political 
considerations. Mechanisms must 
be designed for transparency, 
community complaint and oversight, 

involving collective effort to oversee equal provision of 
resources to schools.

4. Parents feel many teachers 
lack detailed knowledge and 
understanding of the local culture, 
livelihood and way of life. MOEST 
and TSC should assist teachers 
to gain a strong understanding 

of the areas where they teach as part of 
teacher training. This could include sessions with 
pastoralist families during in-service training.

5. Accountability between 
schools and community needs 
to improve. There is urgent 
need for action on a system 
of collective oversight and 
sanction that strongly empowers 

local communities to work together with the      
education system.

Link traditional education, religious and 
secular schooling

Education policy already confers legitimacy on 
certain types of education, embracing different 
systems from secular to religious, mobile to 
static, and duksi to boarding school. Since 
Kenya aims to provide education that promotes 
not only languages, literacy, oral expression, 
numeracy, sciences, arts and problem solving, 
but also cultural, linguistic and spiritual heritages, 
environmental protection, social justice, tolerance, 
common values, morality and peace, it makes 
sense to make the best elements of different extant 
systems of learning available to all children. This 
means validating and making formal links between 
the different forms of education, helping overcome 
the loss of communication between different parts 
of society. It will underwrite the resistance to the 
political problems that would otherwise interfere 
with improvements as they are attempted.

1. Parents suggest that officials 
consider validation or legitimation 
of positive alternative education 
approaches at primary level 
(notably home/pastoralist education).

2. Both children and adults are 
keen for school pupils to gain 
knowledge and appreciation at 
school of local culture, customs 
and morals. For example, customary 
leaders suggest teaching occasional 

or regular co-curricular sessions on culture and 
morals in schools.

3. Parents and teachers suggest 
that there could be better links 
and information sharing between 
different education systems for 
coordinated timetables and shared 
learning events (e.g. between 
madrassa and formal schools).

4. Marsabit and Wajir Counties have 
already convened different education 
actors to consider how to improve 
education standards. These events 
should be broadened to include 
parents, young people and pupils 

to debate issues of education purpose, delivery and 
coordination.

5. Each County needs mechanisms 
for collective monitoring and action 
on risks. Linking traditional, 
secular and religious schooling 
more systematically will make 
possible new multi-faceted 

approaches to protecting education from the effects 
of politics and violence.

Images: blackboard, decorated with traditional vessels; Children walk to one of the few operating mobile schools. 
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This paper forms a summary of draft findings and will 
be used as a basis for discussions in all the places 
where fieldwork for this study took place. People 
who took part in the study will have the opportunity 
to critique the findings and discuss collective or 
individual actions.

This study was commissioned by the UNICEF Eastern 
and Southern Africa Regional Office and funded by 
UNICEF Programme for Peacebuilding, Education 
and Advocacy in Conflict-Affected Contexts. The 
study aims to stimulate collaborative action among 
and between citizens, state and civil society in 
Kenya, while also contributing applicable insights 
on education provision in marginalised and conflict-
affected areas more broadly. 

The study was carried out and written up by Dr Patta 
Scott-Villiers, Sarah Wilson, Diana N’dungu, Molu 
Kullu, Nathan Kabala and Alastair Scott-Villiers. 
Images were taken by the study team. Please contact 
the following for further information or a copy of the 
full report:

UNICEF Kenya: ejnoor@unicef.org, 0728 600224
UNICEF ESARO: nknezevic@unicef.org
Research Team: sarah@pastoralists.org
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