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Reforms for the 
sake of it not good 
for our curriculum

Curriculum reform prom-
ised by the Jubilee gov-
ernment is ongoing, and 

from what we have been told, 
some big changes are expected. 
These changes have to do with 
quality, relevance and expanded 
opportunities for all learners. 
While the curriculum reform is a 
welcome opportunity to change 
the education paradigm, ensur-
ing all children learn, present the 
need to overhaul the curriculum 
itself.

The current educational 
approach complete with the eval-
uation driving it — is completely 
at odds with what researchers 
understand about how children 
develop during the early school 
years and this has led to a curric-
ulum that is strangling children 
and teachers alike. This is com-
pounded numerous problems 
across curriculum spectrum.

Persistent variation and ine-
quality in educational outcomes 
means young people from poor 
backgrounds have not mastered 
literacy and numeracy skills they 
need as observed by Uwezo this 
perform poorly both KCPE and 
KCSE levels.

Many of these students are 
more likely to drop out of school 
before reaching the end of the 
course. Also, in primary school 
level a significant number of 
young people make the transition 
to upper primary education with 
literacy levels that make it diffi-
cult for them to engage fully with 
the curriculum demands.

The persistent evidence of 
substantial failure rates and a 
focus on drill and repetition rath-
er than deeper understanding in 
curriculum content and develop-
ment of desirable skills is a pitfall 
that the reformed curriculum 
must address. There is obvious 
incongruity between the more 
teacher‐centered methods used 
in schools and the more active 
methods which young people 
find engaging. The pace of 
instruction in many classrooms 
does not match student needs of 
learners.

Some classes re too large to 
allow tailoring teaching 
approaches to meet the range of 
abilities in the class. This is an 
important issue given the 
increased diversity in classrooms 
resulting from inclusivity need 
and from the mainstreaming of 
learners with special educational 
needs.

The reforms spearheaded by 
KICD have the potential to help 

liberate our schools but to design 
a curriculum that addresses what 
truly matters, we as educators 
working collaboratively should 
remember a basic precept of 
modern decision making: evi-
dence driven by clearly defined 
problems. Unless we define what 
problems curriculum reform will 
seek to address, the reform risks 
being an effort in vain.

A successful reform must 
embrace research proven 
approaches. It is not sufficient to 
give a laundry list of theories of 
education and psychology when 
there is no evidence that justifies 
the selection of one theory over 
another. In fact, theories come 
alive when there is a clear way to 
operationalise it. It is generally 
agreed that the curriculum must 
focus on essential skills or com-
petencies like reading, writing, 
computation, pattern recogni-
tion, conversation and collabora-
tion — a curriculum designed to 
raise children, rather than test 
scores. As such the reform pro-
cess must be informed by studies 
designed with unassailable scien-
tific rigor, and must create plug in 
points for researchers to share 
their findings.

Benchmarking
Lack of solid research evidence  

base is the reason some educa-
tional policies achieve very little, 
while others that are often over-
looked can make a huge differ-
ence. Institutional or policy man-
dates are not enough. There must 
be a systematic engagement 
within clearly defined frame-
works with evidence to answer 
questions such as: What are the 
teaching models that work? 
Which resources serve the learn-
er best? Are financial models fea-
sible?

Benchmarking allows global 
comparison but evidence must 
drive even the adaptation of suc-
cessful models. There must be a 
way to determine adaptation 
strategies to fit them in our con-
text. Politically driven and per-
sonally held anecdotes at the 
technical level are pitfalls in a 
curriculum reform process that 
must be avoided at all costs. It 
has taken 17 years to undertake 
curriculum reform in Kenya and 
this ongoing reform must of 
necessity address the needs and 
potential needs of the country for 
the next 20 years.

The reformed education for 
Kenya must be all inclusive, espe-
cially designed to improve learn-
ing outcomes, places teacher 
support in instructional practice 
at its core and embrace cost 
effective models.

When policies esteem strong 
research evidence it gives incen-
tive to engage in genuine reform 
efforts and the winners will be 
children, teachers and the whole 
society.
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PLASTIC BAN. Making the tough choices

Rather than fight 
ban, transition to 
alternatives

Local manufacturers of plastic 
bags are determined to fight 
tooth and nail to defeat the 

recent ban on their products 
announced by the government but 
they better read the mood of the times 
and transition to sustainable alterna-
tive products.

Last week, the manufacturers, 
through their powerful lobby, present-
ed a strongly-worded petition to Par-
liament urging legislators to roll back 
or significantly dilute the ban imposed 
by Environment Cabinet Secretary 
Prof Judi Wakhungu recently. In addi-
tion, they have been actively pushing 
their case in the media and public fora 
to win support against the ban.

The plastic bag firms are banking on 
a win against the ban the same way 
they won in 2005, 2007 and 2011, when 
they successfully lobbied against 
restrictions imposed on some of their 
lucrative products.

Indeed, the influential lobby has 
already caused the East Africa Legisla-
tive Assembly to put on hold a bill 
meant to ban plastic bags among the 5 
members of the governmental organi-
sation.

But rather that expend substantial 
resources and energies to fight the 
ban, the manufacturers need to face 
the reality that the tide is irreversibly 
turning against plastic bags not only in 
Kenya but the entire region and the 
globe. It is time they begun looking 
beyond plastic bags.

It would therefore be wise for them 
to explore the enormous opportunities 
presented by the ban. For instance, it is 
projected that the demand for eco-
friendly re-usable bags will be enor-
mous after the ban on plastics is effect-
ed. The alternatives to plastic bags 
include kiondos, baskets, cloth bags, 
sisal bags, cardboards, paper bags 
from recycled paper and biodegrada-
ble bags among others.

Why don’t the plastic bag manufac-
turers begin laying the groundwork to 
exploit this emerging market instead 
of being fixated on plastic bags? That 
will be a win-win for the manufactur-
ers and the rest of Kenyans.

The manufacturers argue that plas-
tic bags menace is mainly due to poor 
waste management systems from the 
individual Kenyans who litter them 

indiscriminately to the national levels, 
where waste collection is weak.

But that argument is fundamentally 
disingenuous since plastic bags are not 
only non-biodegradable for centuries 
but also non-recyclable, making it 
impossible to manage such waste.

In addition, it would be unrealistic to 
expect the poor waste management 
practices at individual, household and 
national level in Kenya to improve in 
the near future to minimise the nega-
tive impacts of the plastic bags, contra-
ry to what the manufacturers would 
want us to believe. .

Under the circumstances, banning 
all production of plastic bans is the 
most feasible solution to the issue and 
helping firms manufacturing them to 
transition to producing other related 
but environmentally-friendly products.

The manufacturers also claim that 
investments worth at least Sh100 bil-
lion and employees numbering at least 
60,000 people would be crushed if the 
ban is enforced. However, that claim 
needs independent verification before 
they are to be believed as the figures 
could be inflated to strengthen their 
case.

The number of countries that have 
outlawed plastic bags continues to 
grow rapidly, with the North African 
country of Tunisia being the latest to 
ban. Neighbouring Tanzania and 
Rwanda have already banned while 

Uganda is mulling over it.
This is simply because the business 

model of making money from produc-
ing plastic bags is no longer sustaina-
ble as it comes with an unbearable cost 
to environmental, human and econom-
ic health.

The compelling case against plastic 
bags and its far-reaching negative 
impacts is no longer mysterious to an 
increasing number of Kenyans. Accord-
ing to the United Nations Environment 
Programme, plastic waste pollutes the 
land and oceans, chokes terrestrial and 
marine life and threatens human and 
economic wellbeing among many oth-
er negative impacts.

It is time the plastic bags manufac-
turers read the mood of Kenyans many 
of whom enthusiastically support the 
banning their products after seeing for 
themselves their negative impacts.

The government should remain firm 
in upholding the ban this time, unlike 
in the past when it buckled quickly 
from the pressure of manufacturers.

As the headquarters of the global 
environment agency (UNEP), it is time 
Kenya deals with the menace of plastic 
bags decisively to ensure sustainable 
social and economic development for 
its people. 
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