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Girl carrying water in Kibera. Photo: St. Aloysius Secondary School Journalism Club, with Creative Commons license. 

Issue Brief 

Kibera is the largest slum in Kenya. Located just three miles south of Nairobi, it is an 
informal settlement of 13 villages packed into two square miles of land. It is often 
described as one of the most densely populated places in the world. Most sources 
estimate the population to be around 700,000, although estimates range from 
200,000 to over a million. The original settlers of Kibera were Nubian soldiers who 
worked for the British in the early 1900s. The British, however, never gave the 
settlers deeds to the land. While the Nubians built homes and set up businesses,  
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Home in Kibera. Photo: St. Aloysius Secondary School Journalism Club, with Creative Commons license. 

they were considered squatters by the government. 
Today, the settlers’ descendants still have no rights to 
the land they have lived on for generations.  
 
Since the slum is technically illegal, the government has 
been extremely slow to provide basic infrastructure and 
services (Amnesty International, 2009). 
 
Life in Kibera today: Residents of Kibera suffer from 
poverty, inadequate food and water, rampant diseases 
and few educational opportunities. Half of Kibera’s resi-
dents are unemployed. Many of those with jobs still live 
below the poverty line, earning less than a dollar a day 
on average (Kenya, 2002). Homes are typically small 
makeshift structures with mud walls, a corrugated tin 
roof and a dirt or concrete floor. Eight or more family 
members often live in a single home.  
 
Fresh water is scarce in Kibera and there is no sewage 

system. Life expectancy is just 30-years, compared to 
50-years in the rest of Kenya (United Nations, 2010). 
HIV/AIDS is endemic in Kibera—not just among adults, 
but for many of the slum’s young women, where prosti-
tution is often the only means of survival (IPS, 2011). 
The sick are rarely treated, however, because there are 
no public health services in the settlement and private 
health care is too expensive. 
 
Education in Kibera:  
In an environment where the local government is una-
ble or unwilling to provide basic social services, educa-
tion is critical for helping children become self-reliant. 
Studies have shown that the benefits of education in-
clude higher lifetime earnings, reduced infant mortality, 
better health and reduced vulnerability to exploitation. 
For example, a single year of primary school increases a 
boy’s future earning potential by five to 15%. For every 
year of schooling completed, a girl’s future earning po-
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tential increases by up to 20% (World Bank, 2009). 
Moreover, a child born to a literate mother is 50% 
more likely to survive past the age of five (UNESCO, 
2012).  
 
In Kibera, more than half of the population is under the 
age of 15. Unfortunately, few children are able to ac-
cess a quality education (KNBS, 2010). In 2006 the Ken-
yan Ministry of Education estimated that 60% of school
-aged children were out of school in Kibera—more than 
twice the national average (Unicef, 2014).  
 
Primary and secondary schools serving Kibera fall 
broadly into two categories: private non-formal 
schools; and public, formal schools. Both types of 
schools present major barriers for students, including 
the physical distance to school, a lack of trained teach-
ers, and the cost of learning materials and school fees 

(Favalli, 2013). 
 
Private Non-formal Schools: One study estimates there 
are as many as 76 non-formal primary and secondary 
schools in Kibera. Many of these schools were estab-
lished by NGOs and missionaries to serve the most vul-
nerable children in Kibera. Teachers in these schools 
often play the role of surrogate parent, social worker, 
and educator. While they fill an important gap left by 
the lack of public schools, many of the non-formal 
schools provide a limited and poor quality education 
(Oxfam, 2003). A study of the non-formal schools in 
one Kiberan village1  revealed crowded and inadequate 
facilities, high student-teacher ratios, many untrained 
teachers and outdated or irrelevant teaching materials 
(Favalli, 2013). Many of the school buildings are dilapi-
dated and on rainy days, classrooms fill with mud. De-
spite some donor support, most non-formal schools in 

1 The village studied is considered representative of the whole settlement of Kibera.  

KEF secondary school students. Photo courtesy of KEF. 
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Apollo is one beneficiary of the TSF/KEF partnership. He was born in rural Kenya in 1993, the 
sixth in a family of seven children. When he was eleven he moved to Kibera to live with his 
brother.  
 
Throughout primary school Apollo was at the top of his class but his family was unable to 
afford the fees for secondary school. In his final year of primary, he was preparing to join his 
brother-in-law as a welder when he learned of the KEF program.  
 
Just two weeks after taking his Kenya Certificate of Primary 
Education exam, Apollo was awarded a scholarship to Hospi-
tal Hill High School, a public secondary school attended by 
many middle-class students from Nairobi. Four years later 
Apollo graduated at the top of his class while serving as Vice 
President of Student Council.  

 

He explains, “I would not allow my social status to 
pull me down, to feel sorry for myself, to focus on 
the things I didn’t have. Instead, I concentrated on 
the life I was living, which I would not live in the fu-
ture. My children would not have the childhood I 
did.” He credits hard work, resilience and KEF’s 
mentorship for his success.  
 
In the future, he plans to become a KEF mentor 
himself and help others to succeed. For now, he is 
busy studying nursing on a full scholarship at the 
Daystar University in Nairobi. Eventually he would 
like to earn a master’s degree in public health or 
midwifery. “It’s amazing how much educating one 
person can influence society,” he says. 

A Life-Changing Scholarship 
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Kibera are unable to provide students with a free edu-
cation (Favalli, 2013).  

Public Schools: There are no public schools within 
Kibera, but there is a handful of government primary 
and secondary schools located in Nairobi on the out-
skirts of the settlement. Tuition at public primary 
schools is officially free, but schools often charge unoffi-
cial fees to cover their operational expenses. Tuition at 
public secondary schools in Kenya is not free.  The full 
cost of tuition, fees, school supplies and other expenses 
for secondary school typically exceeds $500 per year 
per student, an enormous sum for families living on a 
few dollars a day.  
 
Opportunity through education:   
The School Fund (TSF) supports hundreds of scholar-
ships for secondary school students around the world 
each year. Since 2012, TSF has funded scholarships in 
Kibera through a partnership with Kenyan Education 
Fund (KEF).  Jeff Okoth, KEF’s Deputy Country Director 
explains, “KEF’s mission is to provide students in Kenya 
with support and educational resources so they can 
improve their community and break the cycle of pov-
erty.”   

 
KEF selects students based on a combination of need 
and merit, and places them at one of their many part-

ner schools.  Typically students from Kibera attend a 
public school in Nairobi.  Although students from Kibera 
are rarely accepted into the elite national schools, the 
schools they do attend perform better than average on 
the Kenya Certificate of Secondary Education exam, a 
standardized test given at the end of secondary school. 
 
The TSF/KEF scholarship pays for tuition, shoes, uni-
forms, books and materials. It also includes life skills 
and career/college readiness workshops run by KEF 
staff in partnership with Africa Nazaren University and 
other NGOs. These workshops provide KEF scholars 
with basic psychosocial support, career panels, repro-
ductive health information and technology skills that 
they will need to be successful during and after second-
ary school. As students approach graduation, KEF  
alumni help students prepare for college.  
 

KEF scholars on a mid-day break. Photo courtesy of KEF. 
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