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The government of Kenya is committed to expanding 
the education system in order to combat ignorance, 
disease and poverty. The government first introduced 
free primary education (FPE) in the late 1970s, but 
this was later abolished in 1988 under the Structural 
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) to ease the financial 
burden on the public education system. This led to 
low enrolment, high dropouts, grade repetition, low 
completion rates and poor primary to secondary 
transition rates. To reverse this tendency, the 
government re-introduced the free primary education 
(FPE) program in January 2003. 

A team of Kenyan researchers evaluated the 
preliminary impacts of the FPE program. Results 
indicate that, while primary and secondary school 
enrolment rates have significantly improved in the 
period after the introduction of the FPE program, 
grade progression has worsened. 

The improvement in primary school enrolment rates 
(see Table) can to a large extent be attributed to the 
FPE program and the primary education sensitization 
campaign that accompanied it. Increased secondary 
school enrolment is a consequence of the increase in 
primary school enrolment, as well as several 
secondary school bursary schemes that were 
introduced alongside the FPE program. Declining 
grade progression could indicate declining quality of 
primary education as a result of congestion, lack of 
adequate number of teachers and inadequate primary 
school infrastructure resulting from increased 
enrolment.  

There is a need to improve primary school 
infrastructure and recruit more teachers. Secondary 
school enrolment rates remain low, especially among 
children hailing from poorer households and in some 
regions.  This is an indication of a need for 
government intervention at the secondary school 
level. Recently introduced subsidised secondary 
education is a step in the right direction and should 
be sustained. 

Government spending on the FPE programme was 
found to be progressive. Despite lower enrolment 
rates, the 20 percent poorest households capture more 
than twice the benefits of their counterparts in the 20 
percent wealthiest income group, as poorer 
households tend to have more children. However, 
under this program, primary school enrolment rates 
increased most among children from the wealthier 
households (see Table). This finding suggests that the 
factors that prevent poorer children from attending 
primary school go beyond the inability to pay school 
fees.   

Table: Primary school enrolment by income group 
Income group 2000 2004 2007 
Quintile 1 (lowest) 82 82 83 
Quintile 2 83 88 88 
Quintile 3 83 88 90 
Quintile 4 81 86 91 
Quintile 5 (highest) 82 85 91 
Overall 82 86 89 

 

This Policy brief is based on the Working paper 
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