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Abstract: This study aims to understand the role of private secondary schools in rural Kenya 
under the Free Secondary Education Policy. Data were collected from four private schools over 
two months in 2018 and 2019. All the schools had experienced instability due to low enrolment, 
particularly after the policy was implemented in 2018. The decline in the schools’ income also 
affected the quality of education. However, the results suggest that some students prefer to 
complete their education at private schools as low-expense-boarders or as beneficiaries of 
fee discounts. Other students choose private schools to avoid overcrowded classrooms and 
travel far, especially when excluded from public schools. This study argues that despite limited 
learning resources, private secondary schools in rural Kenya have an important place in the 
public education system outside of the academic pyramid of public schools.
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Introduction
Why is there a demand for private education when public school is free in developing countries? 
According to James (1993), limited public spending on schooling in developing countries creates an 
excess demand in the private sector at the secondary level. The author also predicted that as the 
public education sector expands, people previously involuntarily excluded from public schools will 
be able to find places to study; thus, excess-demand-driven private schools have lost their need 
and will be crowded out.

Kenya was one such country, with very limited public spending on secondary education. 
However, since 2008, the government has gradually increased its support for public schools, leading 
to a secondary education policy in 2018 that provides free education. Given this situation, how 
have the excess-demand-driven private schools been affected? This study aimed to examine the 
state of private schools since public schools were made free and to discuss their role in the Kenyan 
education system.

Kenya has a basic education system consisting of eight years of primary education and four years 
of secondary education. Primary education is reaching full enrolment ratio, with a net enrolment rate 
(NER) of 92.4 % and a gross enrolment rate (GER) of 104 %, as of 2018 (RoK, 2019). Opportunities for 
secondary education are also expanding, with 53.2 % NER and 70.3 % GER, as of 2018 (RoK, 2019). 

Abolishing school fees is one of the most powerful interventions for promoting education 
in developing countries. Yet, despite the free public education by the government, studies have 
revealed the emergence of private schools during this period, even in countries other than Kenya. 
Particularly, in the context of primary education, studies have indicated that private schools are 
rapidly proliferating in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa (Bold, Kimenyi, & Sandefur, 2013; Tooley, 
Dixon, & Stanfield, 2008). For example, in 2002, in Kenya, there were 1,441 private primary schools. 
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By 2018, this number increased to 13,669 (RoK, 2006; 2019) The percentage of private schools in 
secondary education is not as high as in primary education, although it is still around 15% (RoK, 2019). 

Some studies, including those conducted in Kenya, have discussed the reasons for the growth 
of private schools and their role in education (Alcott & Rose, 2016; Oketch et al., 2010). However, 
since most of these studies have mainly focused on primary education, little is known about how 
private secondary schools influence the secondary education system (Srivastava & Walford, 2007; 
Srivastava, 2013). Additionally, many of the motivations for  choosing a private school were examined 
via household surveys, whereas only a few were examined via school-based fieldwork (Akaguri, 2014; 
Alderman, Orazem & Paterno, 2001; Chudgar & Quin, 2012; Woodhead, Frost & James, 2013). There 
is, therefore, a lack of discussion on how secondary education is provided in private schools. To better 
understand the role of private secondary schools in Kenya, this study examines the influence of the 
free secondary education policy on private schools. It seeks to identify whether there are reasons, 
in addition to the inadequacy of public schools, that motivate students to choose private education.

Background

The Demand for Private Schools
To understand the growing need for private schools, James (1993) analyses primary and secondary 
education data from 12 developed and 38 developing countries. The author suggests that two 
kinds of demands—excess-demand and differentiated-demand—have motivated the growth of 
private education. According to James, the limited public system in developing countries creates an 
excess- demand for private schools, even if they are considered inferior. But, on the other hand, the 
differentiated-demand-driven private schools that survive in countries with adequate educational 
opportunities are likely to be considered academically or ideologically superior (James 1993). In 
other words, while excess- demand for private schools is created for people who would prefer to 
enrol in public schools but are unable to find a place, differentiated- demand for private schools 
comes from people who seek preferred education even if public schools are available.

The history of educational expansion in Kenya reveals that private schools were dominant, 
particularly in rural areas with fewer public schools (Sifuna & Oanda, 2014), suggesting they were 
excess-demand-driven. This is similar to other countries that also rely on private schools to provide 
educational opportunities. For example, in India, the unavailability of public schools has forced 
parents to choose private schools to ensure their children receive education (Mousumi & Kusakabe 
2017). Similarly, in urban Kenya, parents prefer sending their younger daughters to private schools 
nearby, given the unsafeness of the slums that obstruct the route to the faraway public schools 
(Ohba, 2013).

Another issue to consider regarding free education is that these schools demand some money 
from the pupils. A Rwandan study posits that ‘hidden costs’ charged by public schools under the free 
education policy were a constraint to continued schooling (Williams, Abbott & Mupenzi, 2015). In 
a case study on the slums in Nairobi, Abuya, Oketch and Musyoka (2013) found that several pupils 
dropped out of public school due to their incapacity to pay the fees. In this case, parents chose to 
enrol their children in low-cost private schools that were cheaper than public schools. In this sense, 
private schools can be regarded as key to realising the ‘education for all’ agenda.

Some studies have also found that the emergence of private schools is an outcome of the desire 
to pursue higher quality education (Bold, Kimeny, & Sandefur, 2013; Bold et al., 2014). Studies from 
Asia similarly reveal that people prefer private schools for this reason. For instance, a study in India 
indicated that private school students have better learning outcomes than public school students, 
even after accounting for their socioeconomic status and other characteristics (Muralidharan & 
Sundararaman, 2015). Mousumi and Kusakabe (2017) noted that parents in India do not send their 
children to public schools to keep them away from environments where drug abuse, violence, and 
abusive language are prevalent. Studies in Kenya also suggest that some parents prefer private 
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schools because free education has caused overcrowding in public school classrooms (Nishimura & 
Yamano, 2013; Somerset, 2009; Zuilkowski et al., 2018). Another study revealed parents’ distrust in 
public schools; Zuilkowski et al. (2018) found that parents perceive public schools as a last option 
through a case study in Kenya. The study revealed that parents perceive public schools as unsafe 
because most students there belong to very low-income families. According to these findings, it 
can be inferred that students who do not wish to attend public schools prefer private schools. All of 
these preferences contribute to differentiated-demand-driven private schools.

To summarise, private schools have grown mainly because public schools are unable to 
accommodate the rising educational opportunities. In addition, the quality of education is also 
different from that in public schools. These reasons correspond to the two demands that James 
(1993) identified about the increase in the number of private schools.

The Diversity of Private Schools and their Role in the Inequality Gap
Private schools have grown in response to the two aforementioned demands; both, however, have 
been criticised for being actors that increase inequality, as the expansion of private education has 
widened the inequality gap between the wealthy and the underprivileged families. For example, 
excess-demand-driven private schools with low-quality education widen the inequality gap between 
richer students who can attend public schools and poorer students who can only attend private 
schools; whereas differentiated-demand-driven private schools widen the inequality gap between 
richer students who can afford to attend private schools and the poorer students who cannot (Alcott 
& Rose 2016; Bhatta, 2014; Härmä, 2011; Ohba, 2013; Oketch et al., 2010; Singh & Bangay, 2014; 
Srivastava, 2013; Woodhead, Frost & James, 2013).

Exemplifying the latter, a comparative study in the three East African countries, Tanzania, 
Kenya, and Uganda, indicates that although private schooling improves children’s chances of 
learning the basics, it does not bridge the gap in learning inequalities between the wealthy and the 
underprivileged. The underprivileged are much less likely to be enrolled in private schools in each of 
the three countries (Alcott & Rose, 2016). Another study from Nepal highlights inequality, whereby 
middle-income households abandon public schools in favour of private ones (Bhatta, 2014). Thus, 
educational inequality exists between wealthy and low-income families and between the poor and 
the poorest of the poor (Akaguri, 2014; Alcott & Rose, 2016; Oketch et al., 2010). Studies from India 
reveal that relatively poorer households succeed in accessing private schooling; however, the most 
marginalised groups have no access to low-cost private schools (Härmä, 2011; Singh & Bangay, 2014; 
Srivastava, 2013; Woodhead, Frost & James, 2013). 

In contrast, some studies have indicated that private schools play a role in bridging the 
educational inequality gap. For example, a comparative study by Heyneman and Stern (2014) focusing 
on private schools that cater to children from low-income families noted the opportunities offered by 
private schools that public schools cannot provide. It focused on low-fee private schools in Jamaica, 
Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Indonesia, and Pakistan, assessing the reasons for their increased demand. 
In their analysis, the difference in cost between a free public school and a low-tuition private school 
was modest in some countries. Thus, according to the study, it may be less expensive or even more 
cost-effective for some low-income families to privately educate their children. Further, in three 
countries, Tanzania, Jamaica, and Kenya, private schools often operate as miniature service agencies, 
offering education to children without families or to those from families that could not pay the full, 
or any, tuition (Heyneman & Stern, 2014).

Another study in Pakistan suggests that private schooling can prevent the mismanagement of 
public funds. In developing countries, public educational expenditure is often handled inefficiently; 
for example, providing school buildings when not required, paying unqualified or underperforming 
teachers, and providing inadequate and limited school supplies (Alderman, Orazem & Paterno, 2001). 
The study concluded that private schools should receive a public subsidy since this can improve both 
access to schools and quality education at a low cost.
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The discussion above reveals no single answer regarding whether private schools contribute 
to or reduce the inequality gap. It is also not possible to conclusively state that private schools are 
inferior or superior to public schools. In some instances, low-cost private schools have been found to 
produce low-quality education, whereas, in other instances, their output has exceeded top-quality 
government schools (Heyneman & Stern, 2014). Chudgar and Quin (2012) suggest that diversity 
in private schooling quality can affect learning outcomes. Children at low-cost private schools can 
perform worse than those at public schools. Similarly, children at public schools can experience a 
learning deficit when compared to more expensive private schools.

Perceptions of private schooling may differ even when a study targets the same location. For 
instance, a study in Nairobi revealed that low-cost private primary schools were significantly more 
expensive than public schools (Zuilkowski et al., 2018). In contrast, another study showed that some 
public primary schools would collect user fees, making them more expensive than low-cost private 
schools (Abuya, Oketch & Musyoka, 2013). Further, school fees among private schools differed, 
depending on the school management policy. Some schools functioned on a profit-based business 
model, while others were financed through charity and contributions (Ohba, 2013). Some private 
schools are expensive, with only wealthy families opting for them, whereas others are low-cost and 
accept children from vulnerable families.

Srivastava and Walford (2016) note a need to refine our conceptualisations of the different types 
of private schools that operate in the Global South and the nature of their engagement to discuss the 
efficacy of those schools the best way to mitigate social inequities. Even the meaning of ‘low cost’ 
among the studies on ‘low cost/fee private schools’ has no agreement (Tooley & Longfield, 2016). 
Considering the diversity of private schools and understanding the actual situation, it is necessary 
to reveal how and why school leaders operate the institution and why students study there. 

The Private Sector and Secondary Education in Kenya
In Kenya, public secondary schools are not uniform and are divided into four vertical categories: 
national, extra-county, county, and sub-county schools, based on their administrative level and merit 
(Nyangweso, Maiyo & Kati, 2019). The topmost category is the national school, which offers the 
best quality education for a limited number of students, selected based on their primary leaving 
examination results. Most national schools and extra-county schools are boarding schools and 
predominantly same-sex ones. These boarding schools are regarded as the best option, compared 
to community-based private schools that mushroom to compensate for the lack of public boarding 
schools (Gichana, 2021).

Sub-county schools are at the bottom of the public categorisation and have recently begun 
mushrooming, contributing significantly to increasing access to secondary education. They provide 
a day school option that does not require boarding fees, which was a major burden for parents 
(Wanja, 2014). Although sub-county schools are categorised as the lowest, some private schools in 
rural areas are regarded even lower in academic achievement in graduate examinations. Sub-county 
schools, often unofficially, set minimum scores for students to qualify for admission; consequently, 
some students were rejected (Ogawa, 2017). Additionally, before implementing the free education 
policy in 2018, most private schools in rural areas were cheaper than public schools. Resultantly, 
private schools in rural areas accepted children who could not enrol in public schools (Oketch & 
Somerset, 2010).

The quality of education provided by private secondary schools is generally regarded as poor; 
unlike in the primary education sector, there are only a few top private secondary schools in Kenya 
(Oketch & Somerset, 2010). The majority of private secondary schools in rural areas operate as an 
unwanted alternative to public secondary schools, implying that financial insufficiency and low 
academic achievement forced students to enrol in private secondary schools.

However, the situation has gradually been changing. The government of Kenya aimed for a 
full transition of students from primary to secondary education and introduced the free secondary 
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education policy in 2018. Although the government had provided a capitation grant to secondary 
schools under the banner of free education since 2008, the amount was insufficient to eliminate 
school fees. Therefore, in 2008, the government began allocating 10,265 Kenyan Shilling (KES) per 
student to public secondary schools annually and increased this amount to 12,870 KES in 2015 
(1 KES is approximately 0.009 US Dollars). However, the government required contributions from 
parents and guardians up to 9,374 KES for day scholars and 53,553 KES for boarding scholars (RoK, 
2015) in addition to the lunch fees. Finally, in 2018, this allocation doubled to 22,244 KES to cover 
the deficit since 2015, enabling day scholars to attend public secondary schools free of cost, except 
for lunch. This 2018 policy implementation was called ‘truly’ free education or ‘full’ free education. 
Additionally, sub-county schools had to accept students wishing to join secondary school, regardless 
of their scores, to ensure a 100% transition from primary to secondary education (Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology, 2015).

This policy increased access to secondary education for all primary school leavers in 2018. 
Students with low marks too were able to enrol in public schools as the cheapest option. These 
governmental reforms allowed all prospective students to attend less expensive public day schools. 
In light of this discussion, then, what motivates students to choose private schools? What role do 
private schools play in rural Kenya?

According to the literature on primary education (Abuya, Oketch & Musyoka, 2013; Zuilkowski 
et al., 2018), private schools are diverse. The present study, thus, focused on the private schools 
offering secondary education and attempted to understand the role of low-cost, private secondary 
schools in rural Kenya when a ‘truly’ Free Secondary Education Policy is in place. The study aimed to do 
this by first identifying the state and challenges of low-cost private schools under the free education 
policy, paying close attention to their diversity, and second, examining the reasons students joined 
these private schools. This was done so that private secondary schools in Kenya, following the free 
education policy, could be analysed by applying the two types of demand identified by James (1993).

Methodology

Fieldwork
This qualitative study used the case study method. It adopted a cross-sectional case-oriented 
approach, first examining aspects of each case (i.e. a school) and then conducting a comparative 
analysis of a small number of cases (i.e. all schools). As a result, the case study might be illustrative 
rather than representative. However, the strength of such a case study lies not in generalising 
percentages from specific findings to a wider population (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018; Yin, 
2018), but rather in revealing the details of the situation in a specific context (Morse & McEvoy, 
2014). To this end, this study analysed qualitative descriptive data gathered through fieldwork.

Data were collected from four private schools in a sub-county of Busia County, Western Kenya 
(referred to as X sub-county), over a period of two months: six weeks in February & March 2018, 
& two weeks in March 2019. 

Due to its political history, the western part of Kenya has lagged in educational reforms. 
Consequently, the region is currently experiencing a rapid expansion of education. X sub-county, 
the focus of this study, covers an area of about 238 km2 (Busia Country Government, 2014) and is 
located about 20 km from the centre of Busia County. It experiences the highest rainfall in Busia and 
follows intensive agricultural practices. However, in recent years, drought and declining soil fertility 
have been affecting agricultural productivity (MoALF, 2016).

The data available at X sub-county’s education office and the office of the Constituency 
Development Fund provided an overview of the geographical development of secondary schools 
in the target area. The research was conducted mainly through observation and interviews. The 
author spent more than a week in each school, observing teachers and students in their classrooms. 
Occasionally, when asked, helping teach some parts of the lesson or providing advice regarding 
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examinations. In addition, the author interacted with the students and teachers during breaks. 
Observations of student and teacher behaviour and interactions helped establish a preliminary 
knowledge base, using which interview themes and questions were modified intermittently. 

Further, the author has prior research experience in this region; annual visits since 2014 (total 
length of stay was about eight months, the total number of public schools visited was 21) helped 
build rapport with the participants of the study and glean a better understanding of public schools 
in that area. In this study, five public schools were also visited in 2018 for comparison with private 
schools. These five public schools (one of which was a boarding school) were in close proximity to 
the private schools under study.

Data Analysis 
A semi-structured interview lasting one or two hours was conducted to understand the efforts to 
manage schools made by the principals and the directors/owners. Questions were asked about the 
management of each school, the process of establishment and development, relationships with the 
community and parents, and other school-related matters. Key questions include how the school was 
established and managed, what changes had been made since the policy was introduced, how the 
school responded to its current challenges, and what respondents thought was positive about their 
private school. Interview questions were modified to accommodate the context of the participants’ 
narratives. Semi-structured interviews were recorded when allowed.

In each school, around five teachers and ten students were also interviewed. Most teachers in 
each school were interviewed when they were available. Students for the interviews were randomly 
selected from among those who volunteered to talk with the researcher. The author asked those 
who behaved or spoke in a peculiar way during the observation questions to gauge the reasons 
for these peculiarities. Unstructured interviews with open-ended questions were employed to 
understand teachers’ motivations and perceptions. Students were asked questions to learn about 
their academic background, for example, whether they had ever dropped out or transferred and 
their reasons for enrolling in a private school. 

Follow up interviews were also conducted with directors/owners, principals, teachers, and 
students to gain further insight for triangulation, thus ensuring its validity. The questions were 
modified by conducting multiple visits to each school; in both 2018 and 2019, the author reviewed 
the data obtained after visiting all the targeted public schools; the author revisited these schools to 
conduct further fieldwork, following up on any questions that were missing or required confirmation. 
The author also cross-checked the data obtained from these interviews and observations with those 
obtained from the Education Office.

The interviews were conducted mainly in English (the official language of Kenya), with Swahili 
(the national language of Kenya) used as a supplement. At the time of the fieldwork, the author’s 
proficiency in Swahili was at the level of basic daily conversation and short speech. At school, the 
conversations between students and teachers during break times were conducted in Swahili and 
English. The author confirmed what was said by taking an active part in conversations and being 
aware of the flow of conversations. Whenever a word was unclear, the author confirmed it with the 
respondent. Everyday conversations formed the basis for unstructured interviews. The findings from 
participant observations and interviews were written as fieldnotes reconstructed after conversations 
with participants during breaks and classes. 

Before the analysis, the recorded interviews were transcribed. The transcription memorised 
conversation and notes from participant observation were triangulated to check whether the author’s 
semantic interpretation was valid by asking different questions about the same topic in different 
ways or checking with other participants. The author analysed both interviews and observations 
according to Braun and Clarke’s general guidelines of thematic analysis (2006). Thematic analysis is a 
method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
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This study employed an inductive thematic analysis, a process of coding the data without trying 
to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame or the researcher’s analytic preconceptions. This analysis is 
data-driven. The author systematically worked through the dataset, giving full and equal attention to 
each item, and identifying interesting aspects that may have formed the basis for repeated patterns 
(themes). Coding was done manually, using highlighters to indicate potential patterns of data. The 
patterns were organised under two major themes: the challenges of private schools and motivation 
to attend those schools following policy implementation.

The ethics review board approved the study of the research institute to which the author 
belongs. Every consideration was given to ensure that the study participants were not physically, 
psychologically, or socially harmed. Additionally, a research permit was obtained from Kenya’s 
National Commission for Science, Technology, and Innovation. Particular attention was paid to the 
handling of personal data. To avoid participant identification, anonymity is maintained throughout 
the manuscript.

Profile of Schools
In 2019, X sub-county had 23 secondary schools. Among these, 2 were private schools, and 21 were 
public schools (18 sub-county schools, two extra-county schools and one county school). Extra-county 
schools accepted only boarding scholars, whereas the county school accepted day and boarding 
scholars. In addition, most sub-county schools did not have dormitories, accepting only day scholars.

In 2018, there were three private schools in the sub-country. Of these, two closed down in 
2019, after which a new school was established in the same year. Thus, between 2018 and 2019, 
there were four private schools in this region, accepting both boarders and day scholars. The private 
and public schools were located in the same neighbourhood, and all were accessible on foot.

Table 1: Demography of Sampled Private Schools

Presence Number of students
(number of 1st-year secondary 

students)

Number of teachers

2018 2019 2018 2019

School A 2001-2018 41(3) n/a 5 n/a

School B 2011-2018 43(6) n/a 10 n/a

School C 2014- 48(6) 55(2) 8 4

School D 2003-2014, 2019- n/a 12(12) n/a 4

Source: Author collected data from each school and the education office

Case Study (School) A 
School A was established in 2001 as a branch of a private educational institution. The director came 
from another country but resided in Kenya. For political reasons, he had the school built near the 
residence of a Member of Parliament of that constituency. The quality of facilities in School A was 
better than other private and public sub-county schools. The classrooms had ceilings, tiled floors, 
and several windows. It performed well academically and ranked 6th among 15 schools in X sub-
county in the 2014 final examinations for the time it functioned. However, after that year, academic 
performance gradually declined, and the school was unable to attract new students. Competition 
from a nearby sub-county school that ranked 4th in 2017 further affected school enrolments; finally, 
in 2018, there were only three students in the first year of secondary school. School A closed down 
in 2019. 
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Case Study (School) B 
The director of School B started a school for girls in 2009 in her house. She purchased some land in 
2005 and built her house in the township area. She noticed that many girls who had dropped out 
of secondary school remained in the town, doing nothing. She wanted, ‘To start a school up to the 
secondary level’. The school offered bursaries in ‘very, very needy cases’. The fees of 10 boarding 
scholars and five-day scholars were decreased to less than half the fee charged for other students. 
These 15 students paid in kind; they brought what they could from home, such as milk and agricultural 
produce from their fields. The director said that the existence of her school was ‘sustained by a 
heart willing to help the girls’.

As a management strategy, the director accepted high scores students by reducing or waiving 
the school fees. She believed that to survive, the school required two kinds of students: those who 
were poor but performed well academically and those who belonged to relatively wealthy families 
and preferred to study privately. The former group of students raised the academic performance of 
the school, which would attract more students. The latter indirectly assisted the former by paying 
their school fees.

Even though the school had an insufficient number of students, boys were not enrolled because 
the director felt the presence of boys would make the girls reticent, thus affecting them adversely. 
The school, however, closed in 2019, when it had only 15 students. In addition, although the school 
ranked 4th in 2016, their decreased mean score for leaving examinations caused a decline in the 
number of higher-fee-paying students.

Case Study (School) C
School C was established in 2014 and is managed by a local. It was initially established as a college to 
educate the pastors of the denomination. Since 2014, the school has run as a secondary school, which, 
during holidays, functioned as a Pastoral college. Similar to School B, ten students were sponsored 
by the school in 2018, based on the economic status of their families. The school interviewed the 
students to understand their financial condition and judge whether they could afford the school 
fees. However, the school management has since become unstable. 

A challenge that School C encountered was that of not being registered as an examination 
centre. This meant that students had to travel to another school to take their examinations, costing 
each student 100 KES. Although there was no examination fee, students of School C had to pay 
approximately 5,000 KES to the other school as boarding and lodging fees during the examinations. 
The results of the students who could not pay this fee were withheld, and they did not receive their 
certificates. Their annual fees in 2019 continued to be higher than public day schools. In 2019, there 
were only two first-year students at the secondary school.

Case Study (School) D 
School D started in 2003 but closed down in 2014. It was re-opened in 2019, with only 12 students. 
The director of School D belonged to the neighbouring county and had worked in Nairobi before 
arriving in this county. According to the director, during the first phase of the school, more than 600 
students were enrolled. However, the community around the school was not supportive, as most of 
the students came from outside the community. The school closed down in 2014, the director said, 
due to the former principal. However, the director hopes that the current principal could collaborate 
with the community because ‘he comes from the same community’.

However, the school continued to face challenges from the community. The current principal 
explained, ‘Neighbours are a bit reluctant to have a school again. They thought it might not work’. 
Although most students come from X sub-county, they travel from the farthest places. Students were 
aware of the corruption in the school that led to its closure in 2014 and said, ‘The director did not 
pay salaries to teachers and fought against students’. The students feared to communicate with the 
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director even though, at times, she allowed them to watch television in her room and distributed 
fruits. Although it was not clear what had happened between the director and the community, her 
reputation among the students was not positive. 

However, the new principal was popular among students, as was evident from the students’ 
feedback: ‘Now, the principal runs the school, so it’s much better. He is very good’. The students 
were satisfied that the school was run by a local principal rather than a disreputable director. The 
current principal had joined the school in 2019 after giving up his job as a government teacher in 
an extra-county school. A teacher in another school said, ‘The principal of School D is a very good 
chemistry teacher. That is a reason people enrol their children there’. The principal did not earn 
much but believed: ‘I cannot be paid. If you compare the income (to my previous job), that was 
much more. It (School D) is a platform to keep me busy’. He used his personal connections in the 
government to raise funds for student bursaries.

Results and Findings

The Current State and Challenges in Private Schools

School Fees and Their Expenditure
Although the fees varied from school to school, day scholars in private schools paid more than public 
schools. In contrast, boarding scholars in private schools paid less than students in public schools, 
except for School B as of 2018.

Table 2: Basic Information on the Income and Expenditure of the Sampled Schools 

School fees (KES/year) * Payment for teachers 
employed by each school (KES/

month)

2018 2019

Day Boarding Day Boarding 2018 2019

School A 11,000 20,000 10,000-15,000

School B 20,000 42,000 6,000-13,000

School C 15,000 24,000 15,000 27,000 4,500-7,000 5,000-9,000

School D 18,000 30,000 4,000

Public** 7,000-10,000 41,000 7,000-10,000 41,000 10,000-18,000

Notes: *approximate fees, **the nearest public schools
Source: Author collected data from each school

School A tried to set minimal school fees. However, the annual fee charged by the nearest 
public school in 2018 was 7,000 KES. School A reduced its fees from 34,000 KES to 20,000 KES and 
from 18,000 KES to 11,000 KES for boarding and day scholars, respectively; however, it could not 
compete with the nearby public school. The fees at School B were more expensive than at other 
schools; however, as discussed earlier, the school has introduced a fee exemption for students from 
poor families. In School C in 2018, day scholars were charged annual fees of 15,000 KES and boarding 
scholars, 24,000 KES, increased from the 2017 charges of 12,000 KES and 18,000 KES, respectively, to 
compensate for the decrease in the number of students (from 80 to 48). The strategy was different 
from that of School A. However, this increase could also have been a reason for some students leaving 
School C. Thus, the school was trapped in a vicious cycle, with a declining number of students and 
income. The principal described the harsh situation in private schools, saying, ‘Government is really 
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destroying private schools’. Lastly, in School D, the school fees were 18,000 KES for day scholars 
and 30,000 KES for boarding scholars. Only one student paid the complete amount. Four students 
never paid any fees.

Decline in the Number of Students
All the four schools studied saw a decline in enrolment after the ‘truly’ free secondary education 
policy was implemented in 2018. The policy resulted in students shifting to public schools that 
offered ‘cheaper and better’ education than private schools. 

According to the principal of School A, the sharp decline in student numbers began after a 
public school was established in their neighbourhood in 2014. Similarly, School C lost more than half 
its students in 2018. Only five of them had cleared their dues before transferring. The number of 
first-year secondary students in the private schools surveyed ranged between 2 and 12. Compared 
with the nearest public school, the difference in student enrolment was significant: 85 students in 
the smallest school and 271 in the largest. A teacher in School A said, ‘the rest come to this school’, 
explaining that students who could not find a place in public schools enrolled in private schools. 

The principals of all the surveyed schools believed that their schools were quite successful 
before the government implemented free education. They further stated that they were running the 
school as a business to make profits. However, once the number of students dropped, it was not easy 
to recover. A teacher at School A said, ‘Performance [in the secondary school leaving examinations] 
decides [the prospects of private schools]. If you perform well, you can be a private school charging 
with high fees. But once you fail to get students/population, you are off. You cannot select [students 
who attain high academic marks]’. As a result of declining student numbers and financial difficulties, 
all schools had tried to compensate for the dwindling finances by reducing teachers’ salaries and 
maintenance expenditures. This predicament is illustrated by the accountant from School C, who 
said, ‘The school fees are for at least buying food and paying staff’.

Insufficient Number of Good Teachers as an Outcome of Poor Working Conditions
Instability was one of the challenges faced by private schools because finding good teachers was 
not as easy as with public schools, where the government assigned teachers. The remuneration 
for teachers also varied by school, where, in public schools, it varies according to the type of 
employment. Even so, the lowest range of monthly salaries for public school teachers was between 
10,000 KES and 18,000 KES (Table 2). Some teachers in private schools, however, were offered less 
than half that salary. The lowest example was School D, where a teacher’s salary was set at 4,000 
KES. Procuring even that amount of money in School D was difficult; according to the principal, “Any 
single payment [however small the payment from students is], will be shared by the teachers”. The 
director of School B also said apologetically, ‘They [teachers] are very patient and understanding’.

Most teachers of the surveyed private schools were not highly qualified. This was different 
from public schools in X sub-county, where most of the teachers earned requisite diplomas and 
degrees before being employed. Apart from the insufficient school budget, this was also one of the 
reasons for low teacher remuneration in private schools. 

Such employment conditions resulted in the frequent replacement of teachers. When asked 
about the number of teachers at the private schools, respondents answered, ‘For now…’ as though 
the number was not fixed. Most teachers considered their work in private schools a temporary job 
while waiting for another secure position. For example, in 2018, there were eight teachers in School 
C, but in 2019, only the principal was working in the school, and other teachers were replaced. He, 
too, was going to leave soon for a government teaching job. All teachers, including the principal, in 
School C, were younger than 30 years, and most of them were still studying. It is not sustainable to 
employ and retain good teachers in such unfavourable circumstances.
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Further, the principal of School C complained about the behaviour of young teachers. He 
pointed to a young male teacher stating, ‘He is like a green snake in a green bush’. He said the teacher 
lied about being a university student and tried to establish inappropriate relationships with female 
students via private phone calls. Because of the teacher, the best schoolgirl had to leave school due 
to pregnancy. The teacher also sometimes sold school supplies to students, which were supposed to 
be free. In another case, a female teacher had eloped with her lover. Her mother visited the school 
to take her back home, but she had already left. The principal was disappointed that teachers, who 
should behave with maturity, were setting improper examples. 

The shortage of English language teachers was also a huge challenge for private schools, as it is 
a compulsory subject. As a result, schools A, C, and D did not have proper English language teachers. 
Further, some teachers in Schools C and D were required to teach more than three subjects that 
were not their majors. Most were not even qualified in any subject. 

Teachers in private schools face severe challenges at work, creating instability in the students’ 
learning environment.

Shortage of Basic Supplies Such as Food and Drink
All four schools in this study provided cheaper meals than did public schools. In all the schools visited, 
food and drinks were separately ordered for the author. The ones served in these private schools 
were considered unsuitable for visitors like me; for example, the principal of School D asked, ‘Would 
you be comfortable eating the same food as us?’

In School A, only hot water was served to students during the tea break, though other schools 
generally offered black tea with sugar. Schools A, C, and D offered only black tea to teachers, whereas 
milk and snacks were also served at public schools. In all four schools, the menu for lunch for the 
teachers was the same as for students; this differed from public schools, where meat was provided 
more frequently to the teachers. 

The students in School D would always check what was being prepared in the kitchen, as the 
school lacked basic foods. In addition, the lunch menu was not fixed, as it was at other schools, and 
students here were always curious about what they would be served at mealtimes. 

Schools had to try to reduce consumption to sustain themselves. However, students and 
teachers complained about the shortage of even basic supplies. While reducing the expense of 
daily meals was an easy way of saving money, it directly affected students’ health, energy, and 
concentration levels.

Reasons for Choosing Private Schools
In most cases, private schools did not seem to be the best option for students. The negative aspects of 
private schools discussed in the previous section overshadow their benefits. This implies that, at first 
glance, the private secondary schools in this study were, as James (1993) points out, merely excess-
demand-driven private schools, which can be recognised as an inferior alternative to public schools. 
In other words, they may be considered a type of school that is susceptible to being crowded out by 
introducing the free secondary education policy, enabling more accessible access to public schools. 

However, interviews and participant observations revealed there were different reasons why 
students chose private schools. This section will analyse the results from interviews concerning 
students’ motivation to attend private school and the results of participant observation, paying 
attention to the difference between excess-demand and differentiated-demand.

Benefits of Flexible School Management
This is an aspect that private schools work as a safety net. The findings in this section are based 
mainly on interviews with management, principals, and teachers.
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The fee structure of public day-schools seems to be the cheapest option. However, private 
schools could provide cheaper education because of their flexible management. For example, some 
students did not wear the designated school uniforms, even though they were in the final year of 
secondary school; this would not be allowed in public schools. It was a relief to those who could 
not afford to buy uniforms. 

Flexible management also provides some adjustability around school fees. In School B, for 
example, 35% of the students received a partial or complete discount. The director of School B cited 
the case of a first-year girl from a poor family who they fully sponsored. The director explained that 
this student had cried while expressing her desire to study. In her primary leaving examination, this 
student had scored 311 out of 500, which was sufficient for her to enrol in the extra-county school. 
The director stated, ‘Some students do not have any money to study. Other students pay for their 
fees’. She also cited a case of parents who donated sanitary pads to the poor students studying 
with their daughters. Thus, it can be said that a cross-subsidy mechanism exists in private schools. 
However, flexible management can also cause instability and result in the closure of private schools. 

Students who receive discounts were not selected merely based on their financial background; 
they were required to have a strong passion for academics and show a certain level of academic 
achievement. School C illustrates the difficulties students sometimes faced due to inadequate support 
from the school. The school offered a partial or complete discount to 21% of the students. However, 
the principal and the school manager summoned a 24-year-old second-year student, Kevin, because 
he had never paid fees. Some parents were surprised to see such an ‘old boy’ in school, wearing the 
designated school uniform. Kevin had scored over 250 in his primary leaving examination, which 
had enabled him to enrol in a public school at that time. However, he was unable to join because 
his parents had divorced and moved away. Kevin could not pay his fees because he did not receive 
any support from his parents. His mother had gone to Uganda and his father to Nairobi. Both of 
them had remarried. He explained that they did not meet him because they had new families. He 
earned his daily meals through his livestock (three goats) and a small field, using the money from 
the livestock to pay his rent (500 KES per month) and treat his ailing grandmother.

Although he explained his difficulties, the principal and the manager were not convinced. They 
looked at Kevin’s notebooks to see if he was serious about his studies. Whereas there were some 
words written, there were also grammatical mistakes, and he could not read them himself. Further, 
when the manager asked him a few simple subject-based questions, Kevin could not answer them. An 
angry principal then said, ‘If you were a hard-working person, the school may have understood your 
situation. But you are not’. Kevin was warned that if he did not pay his fees, he would be expelled. 
He was not allowed to attend classes until he paid.

Whereas some private schools function to support those who cannot access educational 
opportunities in public institutions, the managements struggle with sustenance realities. 
Consequently, students who received a reduction in school fees were selected based not only on 
their financial situation but also on their academic ability and attitude towards learning. 

Another benefit of flexible school management was the personal connections. For example, 
most of the sponsored students in School B were referred by the church; the director’s husband, a 
pastor, was associated with the church. Similarly, other schools also accepted students related to 
the school cooks, watchmen, and teachers. Although private schools exercise a certain degree of 
flexibility in understanding students’ circumstances and reducing their financial burden, they do not 
necessarily accept all referred students. Only those who were introduced through known sources 
or who showed any potential for excelling academically were enrolled. 

The safety net function of these private schools was important. Previous research has shown 
that low-cost private schools fulfil a similar function through flexible management (Heyneman & 
Stern, 2014). However, this function would not be necessary if public schools were adequately funded 
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and policies were developed to include the poorest. In other words, the private schools required in 
this respect were excess-demand-driven schools.

An Alternative to Public Boarding Schools
Although the reasons to study in private schools cannot be categorised simplistically, there were 
significant differences between boarding and day scholars regarding this issue. 

All private schools had boarding facilities, whereas the majority of public schools in X sub-county 
did not. In Kenya, top-ranking public schools, such as national and extra-county schools, where only 
a small number of students enrol each year, are boarding schools. Sub-county schools are more 
widespread, without boarding facilities. However, to become a boarder at a public school, students 
have to excel academically and have the funds to pay the boarding fee. As shown in Table 2, it is 
possible to become a boarder at a private school for 50% to 70% less cost than a public school. For 
example, a student who transferred to School D from an extra-county boarding school emphasised 
that she had been a ‘superior school’ student. Although she was not allowed to attend the former 
school because of her inability to pay the fees, she still wore the uniform from her previous school 
to School D. It allowed her to recall her status of having been a student at a superior school in the 
past. Those students who chose private schools as an alternative to public boarding schools attainted 
above average scores in their primary leaving examination.

In this case, private schools are an inferior alternative to public boarding schools; they cater to 
excess- demand for public boarding schools. Some boarding scholars at private schools mentioned 
that the high fees of public boarding schools were the only reason they chose private schools.

Contrarily, private boarders rated their schools higher than public day schools. For example, a 
boarding student from School A referred to a neighbouring sub-county public day school, charging 
an annual fee of 7,000 KES, as a ‘cheap school’. She also explained that she was enrolled in a private 
school because of poverty, implying that her financial circumstances prevented her from enrolling 
in a public boarding school, placing the public day schools at a lower level. This suggests that she 
believes the quality of education in private schools is lower than that in public boarding schools, 
but higher than in public day schools.

In this sense, private schools with boarding facilities have a quality different from public day 
schools, which can be regarded as a differentiated-demand. Nevertheless, it is a demand that could 
be eliminated was there cheaper access to public boarding schools.

Smaller-Sized Class, Better Quality
In this next section, I examine the opposite: what is considered to be differentiated-demand. Some 
students explained that their private schools were better than the public day schools for which 
they had received admission letters. In reality, these sub-county schools were diverse. Some, such 
as the newer schools, had lower examination results than the public schools; however, in terms of 
learning materials and the qualification of the teachers, they were better than the private schools. 
Nevertheless, students enrolled in private schools believed in their superiority over public day schools. 

In the private schools studied, since class sizes were smaller—the number of students per 
class was just over 10 in the largest classes—students were able to participate actively during their 
lessons. By contrast, in public schools nearby, students per class averaged 54, with 68 in the largest 
classes and over 40 in the smallest ones. 

Participant observation in private schools revealed that every student in the classroom 
received an opportunity to answer and ask questions. Moreover, when they were given an exercise 
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to complete, most of them attempted to solve it on the blackboard. Several students also pointed 
out this advantage of being able to learn freely in the classroom. 

The smaller class size also allowed teachers to share students’ progress with each other because 
the teachers knew all their students well. This is essential in private schools, where a wide range of 
academic abilities exist among the students. For example, in School D, 9 out of 12 students scored 
above 300 in their primary leaving examination, enabling them to enrol in extra-county schools. 
The remaining three were described as ‘slow learners’ by the teachers for scoring lower than 150. 
Teachers would spell out even simple words, such as ‘sin’ and ‘view’, when they read out what 
students needed to write in their notebooks for these ‘slow learners’. 

Students received adequate opportunities to express what they could not understand and to 
confirm what they had understood. Teachers also called students by their name and gave them the 
opportunity to ask questions, asking, ‘Do you have any questions?’ to confirm if they had correctly 
understood the contents. This was found to be a valuable characteristic of private schools, often 
not available in the crowded classrooms of public schools.

The ‘quality of education’ here is not explicitly defined in terms of the average score of the 
final examinations in each school or the qualifications of the teachers in each school. However, it 
was agreed in the interviews with teachers and students and confirmed through observation that 
smaller class sizes ensured more opportunities for independent learning. This type of education is 
currently not possible in public schools, with their large capacity; in this sense, these private schools 
were supported due to differentiated-demand.

Providing Contextual Needs
This section analyses differentiated-demand from another point of view. Students who feel 
uncomfortable with the large class sizes of public schools or their circumstances often enrol in private 
schools. They prefer studying in private schools where classes are smaller and fewer students from 
the same community. 

For example, School C has a high-ranked student with an A-grade in her Continuous Assessment 
Test in 2018. This student had completed primary school in 2010 and joined the secondary school 
after saving money for her education. She is a mother and is older than the other students. She did 
not want to study in a public school because of her circumstances. The same school has another 
student who received an E in his Continuous Assessment Test. This student has a crucial learning 
difficulty and prefers a smaller class size with empathetic teachers. A private school better catered 
to both their different circumstances. 

Further, the manager of School C explained, ‘Some of them [i.e. students] are expelled from 
other schools because of bad behaviour’. For example, in School A, a student always wore a knit cap 
to hide her hairstyle, which was prohibited. Whereas there are students in private schools who are 
not well-disciplined, teachers rarely mete out severe punishment. For example, some girls use the 
dormitory to change into tight clothes and wear make-up after classes. This is not the case in public 
schools, where corporal punishment is often used. Students recognise this. A student from School 
D proudly said, ‘That’s what I like about this school. You don’t get that in a public school’. Students 
sometimes even make fun of their teachers, behaving like they were the teacher’s younger sibling. 
However, students and teachers were friendly in the schools that were surveyed. 

Thus, the cases of students who, due to individual circumstances, do not want to or cannot go 
to their local public school, even if it is cheaper, can be said to be those of differentiated-demand. 
The public day school would not meet this demand because it has the ‘localness’ and familiarity of 
its members, who all come from the same community since primary school. This does not constitute 
differentiated-demand in the sense that private schools are more academically advanced than public 
schools; rather, it is in the sense that private schools provide alternative educational opportunities 
that public schools cannot. Public schools cannot fulfil this role so long as they are designed to 
accept students from the local area.
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Discussion
This study found that private secondary schools in rural Kenya face numerous challenges. This is 
because public schools’ free secondary education policy has led to a flow of students from private 
to public schools. Once the number of students declines, private schools find it difficult to select 
students based on academic merit; further, their reduced school fees limit the budget available 
for input into the quality of education. The result is a vicious circle of declining performance in the 
secondary leaving examinations, which leads to a further decline in the number of new students. 
This vicious circle, or the tendency of declining enrolments to correlate with lower performance in 
final examinations, has been noted in private schools and public secondary and special schools in 
Kenya (Nderitu & Ngunju, 2014; Ogawa, 2017).

However, even though private schools are not generally deemed the best option, some students 
prefer them. Location and overcrowded classrooms are some of the reasons why students avoid 
public schools. Financial assistance offered by private schools also makes them a better option for 
some students; those who come from different backgrounds, with a wide range of motivation and 
capabilities, are supported in private schools. In this sense, it can be said that private secondary 
schools in rural Kenya provide people with diverse abilities educational opportunities that are not 
available in public schools.

James (1993) suggested two kinds of demand support the growth of private schools: one, 
the excess-demand that arises due to a lack of public schools, and two, the differentiated-demand, 
which refers to differentials in the quality of education. The literature from developing countries 
notes that these two demands exist because of the shortage/incapacity of public schools or as an 
opportunity for receiving quality education (Chimombo, 2009; Härmä, 2016; Mousumi & Kusakabe, 
2017; Nishimura & Yamano, 2013; Somerset, 2009; Zuilkowski et al., 2018).

This study found that such demands for private schools were a mixture of both excess-demand 
because students cannot go to public schools. On the other hand, it is also a differentiate-demand 
because they receive a more inclusive education that they cannot attain in public schools.

This study demonstrates that Kenyan free education policies limit the functions of private 
schools. As long as some students seek private schools, support for the institutions must be provided 
in educational policy reforms. It is also important to note that even if the quality of education is 
higher in public schools, ‘quality of education’ is a concept that can be defined in many ways and is 
not necessarily determined solely by the qualifications of teachers or the results of examinations. 
Nevertheless, Kenya’s policy of allocating per capita subsidies only to public schools in secondary 
education poses a serious challenge to private schools. Of course, this policy has contributed 
to opening public schools to day-scholars and the expansion of access to secondary education. 
However, it is not easy for private schools with limited resources to ensure students an effective 
learning environment. 

As seen in the Sustainable Development Goals, varied support and multiple options should 
be available for a variety of individuals to ensure ‘equity’. Some private schools have higher tuition 
fees than public schools, further increasing the inequality gap that needs to be corrected. Similarly, 
it may also be assumed that private schools without quality education can widen the education gap. 
Indeed, as many studies have pointed out, private schools may increase the inequality gap (Akaguri, 
2014; Alcott & Rose, 2016; Bhatta, 2014; Härmä, 2011; Oketch et al., 2010; Singh & Bangay, 2014; 
Srivastava, 2013; Woodhead, Frost & James, 2013). If more affluent segments receive a better-quality 
education in private schools, then investing more public funds in private schools will be criticised from 
the perspective of equity (Belfield & Levin, 2002); however, the findings of this study do not indicate 
that this is the case. Rather, it reveals the various reasons some students are excluded from public 
schools; it suggests that additional funding for private schools is needed to provide more equitable 
educational opportunities. For some students, without private schools, it might be impossible for 
them to complete their education. 
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In the Kenyan secondary school system, students are selected in top tier schools based on their 
academic ability (Nyangweso, Maiyo & Kati, 2019). Whereas this is not limited to Kenya, students 
are sorted according to their aptitude at a certain level of education. In this sense, students enrolled 
in secondary education may have a variety of educational needs, not necessarily seeking only an 
academically competitive learning environment but also carefully addressing their learning tasks 
according to their interests and living their lives as students without worrying about gossip or hearsay. 
To guarantee the availability of such diverse learning environments, it is essential to facilitate private 
schools as a learning option separate from the academic pyramid of public schools. Heyneman and 
Stern (2014) also question whether improvements in the public sector can meet the private sector’s 
demand. This is because private schools provide a service that is unavailable in publicly operated 
schools. If we consider the diversification of quality in secondary education, private schools do not 
merely increase inequality but actually have the potential to achieve substantive ‘equity’ by providing 
a variety of educational opportunities for various individuals.

Whereas in developed countries, there has been much discussion around alternative schools 
that can guarantee a variety of educational opportunities (Henrich, 2005), in developing countries, 
the focus has been on expanding mainstream education in public schools to solve the significant 
shortage of educational opportunities. However, this may not be enough to meet the diverse learning 
needs of different individuals, meaning that it would not be possible to provide an inclusive education 
system with equity. The deficiency of public schools refers to the shortage in their numbers and their 
limited capacity to accommodate diverse learner needs (Abuya, Oketch & Musyoka, 2013). This study 
suggests that although some private schools may constitute private investments that can increase 
economic disparity among individuals, they can also serve as institutions that play a public role by 
ensuring equity and responding to individuals’ needs by providing a wider variety of education. 

Conclusion
It is challenging to maintain private schools under a ‘truly’ free education policy in rural Kenya. 
Although the number of students enrolled in private schools is sharply declining, some still prefer 
private institutions. Whereas public day schools seem the least expensive, private schools are an 
alternative for students with special circumstances. Some students prefer private schools to avoid 
the problems associated with overcrowding and the location of public schools. Students also avoid 
enrolling in local public schools or being denied admission for specific reasons, such as being older, 
pregnant, or suffering from behavioural or learning conditions.

One of the challenges of this study is, of course, the overwhelmingly small sample size and 
the insufficient examination of whether the demands identified in this study necessarily apply in 
other cases. Furthermore, this could be considered a relatively minor report in that it attempts to 
focus on the needs of the minority of those attending private schools. It can also be argued that 
the financial challenges faced in developing countries make it permissible to prioritise the spread 
of public schools first. Therefore, the needs of minorities for private schools cannot be addressed. 
Though they certainly constitute a minority, assuring the needs of the minority is essential in the 
age of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

An analysis of the varied reasons students prefer private schools revealed a varied mix of 
financial, academic, residential, disciplinary, and other needs. Private schools not only compensate 
for the lack of places in public schools but also provide options to students who do not want to enrol 
in them. As explained by the director of School B, ‘The purpose is different from public institutions. 
We also do our part in the community’. Further, private schools are flexibly managed, and some 
students are sponsored by the schools or indirectly supported by those students who pay their fees. 
In other words, private schools have an inbuilt mechanism of redistribution that helps provide a 
learning opportunity for the most vulnerable students. 

However, the implementation of free education is hurting private schools that accept these 
vulnerable students and those excluded from public schools. This study found that some private 
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schools were forced to close down and also had to limit the number of students they could sponsor 
due to a lack of resources. This study argues that private schools work as a safety net, accepting 
vulnerable children who public schools cannot absorb for various reasons. School education is not 
just for competing in academic tests. Private schools have a strong role to play in achieving ‘education 
for all’, including those falling outside the academic pyramid of public schools.

Note:
1 This work was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number16J00622 and 19K23340.
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