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Abstract:

The implementation of the Kenyan Competency-Based Curriculum has faced a myriad of challenges. While most
scholars do not cite overcrowding as a major problem facing publicacademic institutions, issues like quality of
education, teacher-student ratio, lack of facilities, can be traced to some extent tothe high learner population. The
objective of this study was to assess teacher preparedness in execution of science learning areas in the Kenyan
Competency-Based Curriculum. Social Constructivist theory and the Trans-theoretical Model underpinned the study
while offering alternatives that may be useful in decongesting the already crowded public schools in Kenya. The study
adopteda concurrent triangulation design, mixing survey data with qualitative data from structured interviews and
desktop research. The study targeted two hundred and three public primary schools in Nairobi County (N= 203) and
randomly sampled 324 teachers. The study’s unexpected finding was that public primary schools in Nairobi County
were too crowded to support a learner-centered approach which is central to the successful quality implementation of
the Competency-Based Curriculum in Kenya. At the same time, the study connotes that low-cost private schools have
been observed to be slowly shutting down in several parts of Kenya which has left teachers without a source of
livelihood. Unutilized teacher potential and wasted education structural resources have been the result. The study
recommends introducing charter schools at the primary level and funding low-cost private schools to accommodate
excesses in public schools. The gist of it is to enable teachers handle smaller numbers that will accommodate Learner-
Centered Learning Methodologies for effective quality implementation of the Competency Based Curriculum.

Keywords: Charter schools, competency based curriculum, learner centered learning, overcrowded classrooms, public
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1. Introduction

Overcrowding in Kenyan public schools has been an issue of great concern to stakeholders in the education sector.
Overcrowding is an outcome of various factors such as the 100% transition policy, increased learners' population,
shortage of teachers, limited funding for structural expansion, and the school construction policy. While some scholars do
not cite overcrowding as a major problem facing public primary schools and other academic institutions, other issues,
including low quality of education, unsatisfactory teacher-to-student ratio, hastily and poorly constructed physical
facilities as well as learner under-achievement can be traced to high student population (Hachem & Mayor, 2019). This
paper is a presentation of findings of high number of learners in CBC classes which then is a hindrance to adoption and
execution of learner centered methodologies by teachers.

2. Theoretical Review

This study was underpinned by the Social Constructivist Theory propounded by John Dewey around 1916.
Constructivism is a learning theory that postulates that through experiencing phenomena, individuals construct and shape
knowledge in many different ways (Fernando &Marikar, 2017). The core concept of this theory provides that learning is an
active process and takes place better when the learner is an active constructor of knowledge in the learning process rather
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than a passive recipient of the knowledge transmitted by the instructor (Williams, 2017). In this approach, the learner
participates through designing problems, constructing solutions, grading the answers, assessing outcomes, disputing and
correcting results; and discussing the challenges in what is referred to as participatory teaching and learning (Fernando
&Marikar, 2017).

Constructivists also maintain that learning would take place effectively where learners have the benefit of
observing all learning activities being carried out by their peers. Thus, constructivist teaching and learning theory
advocates participatory or rather learner-centered learning, which is impossible for an instructor to monitor in a crowded
classroom (Education Commission of the States, 2020). As such, this theory implies that small size classrooms would be
more effective than larger ones in the sense that each individual learner gets services from the teacher and, methodologies
such as small group activities, learning by play, doing simple projects in groups, and learning through different stations in
classrooms are a possibility.

2.1. Trans-theoretical Model

The Trans-theoretical Model offers those changes to behavior and patterns that involve six-stage progressive
changes: Pre-contemplation stage, contemplation stage, preparation level, action stage, maintenance stage, and
termination stage (Prochaska & Velicer, 1997). The theory has been used to successfully reduce homelessness in low-
income populations (Campbell, 2006). Japan relied on the Trans-theoretical model to offer a settlement for the homeless
population. As a result, Japan currently has the least homeless people globally(Yi, 2020). Furthermore, the theory will be
instrumental in managing the overcrowded classrooms in public schools to accommodate students from low-income
families as applied in Campbell (2006).

The 8-4-4 system that is being faced out in Kenya faced challenges of overcrowding in classes the moment Free
Primary Education policy was enforced. This has moved from bad to worse for the Kenyan public school classroom since
the implementation of the 100% transition policy was implemented. Education Commission of the States (2020) offers
that an ideal classroom should have 15- 20 learners. Any ratio of teacher to learners above 1:25 means that learners are
passive participants and gain less from a session. Be that as it may, the majority of classrooms in Kenyan public primary
schools have more than 50 learners. In the Kenyan new curriculum dispensation, majority of the CBC classrooms have high
enrolment of learners(Mutisya, 2020). Congestion is extreme in marginalized environments such as Turkana, where the
teacher-to-student ratio is 1:92 (Mutisya, 2020) and in the informal settlements where facilities are rare to come by.
Overcrowding is among academic issues cited even in developed countries such as the United States of America in the
recent past (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).

In Kenya, overcrowding in classrooms traces to 2003 when the NARC government introduced free primary
education. In the hope of the Kenyan government, all Kenyans would get basic education, thus abolishing school fees in
public primary schools (Simiyu, 2019). This provision saw increased enrollment in public primary schools by 1.3 million
learners(Mutisya, 2020). Crowding is also common in urban schools near informal settlements where the number of
available schools is too low to support the learners' population in the area. In addition, the overcrowding in classrooms
extends to low-paying private schools and community schools (Wanjihia, et al.,, 2021). Nishimura (2019) expressed that
public schools in Kajiado County are overcrowded with insufficient learning facilities. Amunga, Were, andAshioya (2020)
explain that large class sizes, lack of facilities, and understaffing were among the areas that needed attention if CBC is to
see the light of day.

2.2. Suggestions for Solving the Overcrowding Problem in Public Primary Schools

The United States of America introduced charter schools to solve the issue of overcrowding in public schools. This
dynamic changed after Minnesota passed laws leading to establishment of charters (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2021). In these arrangements, various institutions, including churches and community schools offered education
without charges of charter schools or taxation. Certified teachers, Community groups, Universities, non-profit groups,
corporations, or even the government would introduce these school (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). In
addition, the state's law offered that anyone presenting charter schools had to first obtain authorization to leave the school
district's city or shape depending on the structure of laws regulating the institution (Charter Schools Program State
Educational Agencies, 2019).

Charter school models achieved innumerable successes in the United States in the last three decades. Charter
schools in the United States skyrocketed leading to high enrolment rates in schools. The new structure enhanced fair
competition regarding recruitment in American public and private schools. By 2016, over 7000 charter schools were
already in operation and served three million students. Suffice it to say, charter schools challenged status quo of American
education system and delivered results that scaled-up options for parents.

In Kenya, the government has been funding private universities to ease congestion in public universities (Nganga,
2011). The approach has seen high enrolment rates and increased intakes of Kenyan students after high school education
(Obosi, 2018). According to Obosi (2018), private universities were on the verge of shutting down because students shied
away from its expensive fee. However, the moment the government crafted a deal that absorbed Kenyan students through
private universities, the institutions opened large spaces for more students in Kenya.

3. Research Design and Methodology

This study adopted a concurrent triangulation design, mixing survey data with qualitative data from structured
interviews and desk research. This study targetedtwo hundred and three public primary schools in Nairobi County (N=
203). The information concerning private schools was gathered from original publications. For the sake of this paper, the
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interest was on the student population in private-public schools to offer a balance that would help the government reduce
congestion in public primary schools. The study sampled 30 schools which translate to 15% of the entire population. A 10-
30% sample is sufficient to represent the target population. Sampled schools in the selected four sub-counties would mean
the whole study (Ansar, Astin, Arifin, & Yudith, 2017). Study tools were questionnaires for teachers, lesson observation
checklists, and document analysis guide for analyzing professional documents used by the teachers to implement the
competency-based curriculum in science learning areas. Observation checklists were used for observing lessons in science
learning areas (environmental activities). Questionnaires are vital tools for collecting authentic information about the
respondents and are helpful and time-saving when collecting data in situations where many participants are involved
(Akinci & Saunders, 2015; American Community Survey, 2017).

4. Findings of the Study: Public Primary Schools Are Overcrowded with Large Class Sizes

The study sought to find out the average number of learners enrolled per CBC stream. Results were as presented
in Table 1. This represents the number of learners in science-based classes for every Grade 3 and Grade 4 teachers who
participated in the study. The data from the survey were analyzed and the results were as in Table 1.

Class Enrolment Frequencies Percentages (%)
39 and below 0 0.00
40-59 51 17.65
60-79 146 50.52
80-99 78 26.90
100 and above 14 481
Total 289 100.0
Table 1: Distribution of Learners by Class Enrolment
N=289

From Table 1, no class had less than 39 learners while 51 classes (17.65%) had between 40-59 learners; 146
(50.52%) had 60-79 learners; 78 (26.90%) had 80-99 learners,14 (4.85%) and had a total number of learners up to 100
and above. The Table reveals that, more than 95% of the study sample had between 40-99 learners per class which could
imply the employment of teacher-centric methods in lesson delivery and to great extent promotion of passive learning.
Therefore, this study's reality also alters the learner-centered approach recommended in CBC implementation (Kenya
Yearbook Editorial Board, 2019).In this case, whether a teacher had undergone CBC training or not, the situation presents
a challenge that deters them from adopting learner-centered methodologies recommended in the CBC implementation
plan. A continuation of the status quo observed if allowed, would tamper with effective implementation of the well-
designed Competency-Based Curriculum.

4.1. Challenges Associated with Overcrowded Classrooms

Overcrowding and crumbling of buildings are common in schools within shanties. Graham (2009) offers that
schools burdened with high population experience wear and tear of facilities at high rates. From Muthusamy (2015), 24%
of all publicschools in the United States reported a building below the standard condition and 43% had at least an
unsatisfactory environmental factor (Schiavi Leasing Corporation, 2020). These issues also correlated with enrolment
rates (Orina, 2020). Other problems reported in overcrowded schools include poor sanitation, plumbing-related issues,
foundations, ventilation, electric power, and leaking roofs (Schiavi Leasing Corporation, 2020).

Teachers in public schools also reported disruption of the class session in an overcrowded classroom. Indiscipline
in overcrowded public primary schools was frequently observed with teachers indicating that class control was a
challenge (Byrne, 2009). After observing students in crisis, teachers had resigned from their teaching job because they
found themselves helpless in solving the problem of indiscipline and overcrowding in classrooms (Muthusamy, 2015). In
addition, teachers reported that learners in overcrowded classes were defiant and threatened the safety and wellbeing of
teachers (Byrne, 2009). Some teachers resign on these grounds, while others consider quitting based on the problems.
Therefore, overcrowded classrooms present chaotic situations where maximizing learning outcomes is impractical for
teachers. In such cases even the most equipped teacher finds he/she unable to efficiently implement the curriculum.

Victoria State Government (2013) observes that overcrowded classes also exposed insufficient learning materials
problems in public schools, reducing chances of active participation by learners. In addition, many learners overwhelm
teachers who then transfer the problems to parents (Orina, 2020). The same challenges of crowding made teachers to
misrepresent the CBC implementation plan in the name of improvising to accommodate large classrooms (Oduor, 2020).

In Kenya, Teachers union such as KNUT and KUSNET also expressed overcrowding as a significant challenge
facing CBC in the implementation stage (KNUT, 2019). From the issues raised such as overcrowded classrooms,
understaffing in schools and insufficient learning spaces are apparent problems that would suffocate the implementation
of CBC in its early stages.According to Ribeiro et al. (2016), teachers had slim chances for making individual assessments
in overcrowded classes, which has often characterized public schools in Sub-Saharan Africa. Such a situation parallels the
CBC requirements of more miniature manageable classes intended to enable active learner-centered learning.
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4.2. Challenges Faced in Implementing Competency-Based Curriculum in Science Areas in the Context of Overcrowded
Classrooms

The teachers were asked to indicate challenges they face in implementing CBC in science learning areas. Figure 1
is a summary of their responses.

Challenges faced in Implementing Bérafrfs
CBC chief
o Variables officers
Oxou_____‘__i___‘_g%// 1%
Dispute from
supervisor

34%

Figure 1: Challenges Teachers Face While Implementing Science Learning Areas in CBC

From figure 1challenges included inadequate technology infrastructure (29%), unclear assessment methods
(27%), and large classes (23%). Lack of support from parents (13%) and, financial constraints in schools (8%) also posed
significant challenges for teachers and their learners.These problems combined have given teachers a hard time
implementing the new syllabus. Even where a teacher is well versed with technology and gadgets are available, it is a very
difficult task to offer good I.T. devices for learning in overcrowded classes with limited space for learning and teacher
movement. This when coupled with understaffing in schools, low teacher-to-learner ratio and a high workload for teachers
only compound the challenges. The finding concurs with the thoughts of head teacher one (HT1) and Curriculum Support
Officer 9 (CSO 9) who had the following to say:

‘Compared to all challenges that we face in the implementation of this curriculum; my teachers struggle more with
large classes. If only these classes would be split, our problems would be half solved and my teachers, with the
exception of one or two, would all be good to go.’ (HT1, 3/11/2020)

‘Teachers have had to negotiate many challenges in this new curriculum but the mother of them all is large
unmanageable classes where teachers lack space to conduct learning. These teething problems will take time to be
resolved. Meanwhile teachers will have to persevere.’ (CSO 9, 28/1/2021)

This finding agrees with the findings of a study done by Amunga, Were &Ashioya (2020) whose results indicated
that outsized classes were a significant challenge to implementing CBC in Kenya. This challenge, especially when coupled
with understaffing and an insufficient number of classrooms in schools, negates the plan of CBC to have learner-centered
learning with individualized teacher attention for every child.

Even when well-versed with learner-centered learning methods, the teacher would shy away from them due to
lack of time, limited work space and unmanageable class sizes. The teacher then adopts teacher centered methodologies
like the lecture method. Such methodologies are less taxing and are teacher friendly in the prevailing circumstances. The
loser is the learner whose individual services, the power to construct knowledge and the right to be involved in the
learning process are denied.

Mitigation Strategies

Provide more technology gadgets | BRSSSSSSSmmsmllmrr— 156
— )
Build more classrooms | Esssss===== 08

Hire more teacher | SIS 146

More training | Se— 158
——

Smaller class sizes | ST 218

Figure 2:Mitigation Strategies

When asked mitigation strategies for the challenges, teachers listed down several methods top of which was about
splitting classes into smaller units. Their suggestions include building more classrooms to provide more space for learning;
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hiring more teachers to boost teacher learner ratio and splitting classes into smaller ones. All these are strategies for
ensuring that a teacher handles a smaller class size which in turn enables the use of learner centered methodologies.

4.3. Private Schools' Enrolments

While public schools face overcrowding, low-cost private schools have experienced low enrollment rates,
especially after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. The economic pressure brought by the pandemic has led to partial
closure, teachers' retrenchment, and in some cases, permanent closure of various private schools that could not afford to
adapt to the economic situations (Alam, Tiwari, & UNICEF, 2021). According to McCluskey (2021), 132 private schools at
district levels were closed permanently and threaten national schools. In addition,5% of schools in Kenya are privately
owned (Dahir, 2020). According to Dahir (2020), private schools in Kenya also shut down even after offering online
learning requirements. Ideally, this construction willbecome wasteland after the closure while public schools are still
overcrowded.

5. Conclusion

Overcrowded classrooms, understaffing in schools and insufficient learning space in terms of additional
classrooms are problems that would suffocate the implementation of CBC in its early stages unless tackled by the
government of Kenya and other key stakeholders.

Private Schools still have space that can absorb part of the excess population in public schools. However, the study
demonstrated that low-cost private schools are closing down after the corona pandemic. In addition, the same schools are
retrenching teachers while public schools are in dire need of teachers.

Other problems associated with the shortage of infrastructure are the consequences of a large population and
shortage of funds. If the overcrowding problem would be managed in public schools, it will open an entry to the successful
implementation of CBC.

6. Recommendation

6.1. Introduce Charter Schools in Kenya

Charter Schools are public schools that operate independently with the freedom to design their classrooms to
meet learners' needs (Charter Schools, 2021). These institutions operate under the charter school's authorizer, who in
many cases are non-profit organizations, universities, government agencies, and other stakeholders to hold them
accountable in meeting the standards sets in the charter (Charter Schools Program State Educational Agencies , 2019).
Charter schools have unique operations and accommodate various sites, including churches, libraries, and places of work.
(Charter Schools, 2021). For the sake of Kenya, religious organizations' sites that are predominantly populated one day in
a week may work as a starting point. In this case, willing churches may offer their halls for specified studies within the
community and allow classes to proceed. The beauty of charter schools is that they can accommodate appropriate times
according to their designs.

6.2. Fund Private Schools to Accommodate the Overflow in Public Institutions

As demonstrated earlier, low-cost private schools are shutting down, leaving their structures unutilized. While
these classes and teachers go unutilized public schools are overcrowded, and the numbers overwhelm teachers. From the
Trans-theoretical Model, excess in public schools would be transferred to private schools like it was used to solve the
homelessness problem (Campbell, 2006). The private primary schools have teachers and spaces, as the government funds
free primary schools' part of the funding can be allocated to private schools on conditions that they accommodate learners
in proportion to government funding. This approach will make a case of solving three problems. This approachhas worked
with universities and colleges and cansolve the overcrowding problem, increase teacher to learner ratio; and increase
infrastructure for learning hence upgrade learning conditions in Kenyan primary schools.

6.3. Radical Heavy Investment in Public School Infrastructure Accompanied by Mass Teacher Recruitment

The Competency based curriculum would thrive in a learning environment with high teacher learner ratio. This
calls for the splitting of all large classesinto smaller bits. This scenario would work well if the Kenyan M.o.E buys political
good will to focus more investments to the education sector. The country needs to channel money to public primary school
for construction of more classrooms and other learning spaces. This should be accompanied by hiring more and more
teachers to improve teacher to learner ratio.
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