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Abstract: In Kenya, the cultural practices and experiences of both children and teachers are marginalised 
in the education system. The education system remains predominantly authoritarian with an underly-
ing colonial framework. Often, in local and global spaces, there is an exclusion of the vital experiences 
and knowledge that East African students acquire from collaborative daily lives in their homes and 
communities. These crucial skills should be integrated into their classroom learning to decolonise edu-
cation and liberate the engagement of East African students. This model of learning, which is based 
on the Harambee approach, is a proposal based on my ethnographic PhD study conducted in a rural 
community in Kenya. The study included interviews and a focus group with teachers, and observations 
of students. The proposed concept captures the need for all key stakeholders to participate actively in 
policymaking and practice review, to accommodate the needs of all students and their teachers. The 
Harambee approach includes the social-cultural experiences of children. Additionally, dialogic engage-
ment would be an inclusive strategy to emancipate the autonomy of students.
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Introduction

Previous studies by Corrado & Robertson (2019) and Twum-Danso Imoh (2016) have 
challenged the representation of African childhoods as marginalised. Most African 
childhood experiences are comfortable, diverse, and filled with rich social-cultural 
experiences which are often excluded in discussions about education, media, and pol-
itics (Corrado & Robertson 2019). To liberate the misrepresentation of African child-
hoods, there is a need to reconceptualise education practices in East Africa to alleviate 
children’s participation in local and global forums. The proposed Harambee approach 
is a recommendation from my PhD research in a rural community in Kenya which is 
similar to many other parts of the country and East Africa more generally (Corrado 
2020). The Harambee approach aims to decolonise the education system in Kenya 
(and other East African contexts) and liberate the voices of students.

The Harambee term is a Kiswahili word with a distinctive meaning in East Africa, 
especially in Kenya. It was officially used by Jomo Kenyatta, the first President of 
Kenya. Harambee’s discourse aimed to unite all Kenyans as they embarked on the 
process of self-government and building their nation. The term ‘Harambee’, captures 
the African historical spirit of togetherness in social, political, and economic areas 
(Kenyatta 1965). As a result, the term resonates with Kenyan roots, making the con-
cept understandable and acceptable, but also applicable and understood in other East 
African countries.

The Harambee spirit has been upheld in the education sector, where communi-
ties have built schools and collected money to educate disadvantaged students, as 
mentioned earlier. The aim is to help disadvantaged families and communities access 
school-based education in order to overcome social inequalities. In the 1980s, when 
the 8-4-4 system (8 years primary school, 4 years secondary, and, 4 years at university 
level) of education was introduced, Harambee secondary schools were established 
to provide access to education for those students who did not achieve a high enough 
grade in their KCPE (Kenya Certificate of Primary Education) exam or who could not 
afford to pay the high costs of boarding schools. Generally, the system of Harambee 
penetrates through most aspects of the daily lives of Kenyans. Most have been part 
of Harambee, both as givers and as recipients of money or beneficiaries of facilities 
built through collective efforts (Corrado 2020). According to the global index on the 
most generous countries, Kenya is in twelfth place, globally (Charity Aid Foundation 
2018; Telegraph 2017). This is due to the importance placed on generosity within the 
Harambee spirit.

The legacy of the Harambee spirit is not without limits. Occasionally, some indi-
viduals have taken advantage of the system to extort money from others. Others have 
mishandled the funds collected, which has had an impact on the spirit of Harambee 
(Corrado 2020). But here I  argue that Harambee continues to weave through the 
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Kenyan social-cultural and political and even economic fabric. Additionally, it is alive 
in educational practice. It can be seen as one of the Kenyan values that should be 
upheld while working towards promoting the strengths of Kenyans, rather than fall-
ing into the trap of concentrating on the negatives (Cohen 1994; Diop 2014).

For Kenya to meet the learning needs of its students and reach the set-out poli-
cies for Vision 2030 concerning the provision of high-quality education (the Republic 
of Kenya 2015), there is a need to reconceptualise the educational approach. In this 
article, I reconceptualise a theoretical and practical approach that could use dialogic 
pedagogy in education spaces to progress learning experiences for students.

Dialogic engagement in this article refers to the use of exploratory talk in teaching 
and learning. Dialogic pedagogy is not seen as an end-state for learning, but an idea of 
developing practice towards goals where students can learn to develop agency through 
fostering a deeper level of interactions in their lessons (Mercer 2000; Alexander 2008). 
Furthermore, drawing on Freire’s argument, I argue that silenced humans can use dia-
logue to liberate themselves from any kind of oppression when they develop critical 
consciousness (Freire & Macedo 1970). This kind of critical consciousness is needed 
in students’ learning in East African contexts as it is key to helping students speak up 
in class and beyond.

Literature review

Nxumalo & Cedillo (2017) argued that the process of decolonisation acknowledges 
that there are existing colonial ideologies in education that need reviewing in order 
to provide a balanced and inclusive education. Scholars like Thiong’o (1986) and 
Oelofsen (2015) have called for the decolonisation of African minds and intellectual 
institutions. Decolonisation starts by identifying the colonial aspects that need to be 
critically reviewed (CHE 2017). This revision in education should be in areas such as 
the content of curriculum and syllabus, the language of instruction, and pedagogical 
practices. East African education systems today need to become more ‘African-centric’ 
than ‘Eurocentric,’ which I contend could be achieved through the implementation of 
my proposed Harambee framework. Indeed, the Harambee framework aims to make 
the content of the curriculum more culturally relevant through the inclusion of cul-
tural tools and using pedagogies that empower students. The proposed Harambee 
approach should additionally challenge the use of imported pedagogies and policies. 
It should promote the voices of key players in East African education and meet the 
needs of their students. Tabulawa (2013) claimed that the use of foreign practices has 
not been successful in Africa. Hence, there is a need to contextualise education sys-
tems and practices, through the understanding of social cultural theory and dialogic 
pedagogy theory discussed in this section.
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Historically, Africans passed on knowledge and skills from one generation to 
another informally. This system of informal education was through storytelling, rid-
dles, songs, and participation. Mentoring of the younger generation was utilised to 
pass on different skills either by family members or older adults through active par-
ticipation and collaboration (Kenyatta 1965; Adeyemi & Andenyika 2003; Rogoff 
2003). Additionally, peer cooperation was also encouraged (Were & Wilson 1968). 
However, in the early 19th century, formal education was introduced to East Africa 
(similar to other African countries) by colonial governments for the purpose of pro-
viding basic skills such as literacy and mathematics. These basic skills enabled some 
Africans to take on subordinate roles such as cooks, office messengers and lower- 
primary teaching assistants within the labour market established by the colonial  
system (Rogoff 2003). Similarly, the Christian missionaries provided formal education 
to help converted Christians (Africans) read Bibles and evangelise their communities. 
The provision of formal education to Africans was limited up to the primary level, 
while the secondary and tertiary levels were only accessible by people from Asian and 
White ethnic groups within these contexts. This segregated system originated from 
colonial ideologies, that viewed Black people (especially Africans) as less intelligent 
compared to other races (Poncian 2015; Corrado 2020). Consequently, most Africans 
just acquired basic knowledge and skills and worked in subordinate roles such as 
domestic workers and guards.

In the early 1960s, most East African countries such as Kenya, Uganda, and 
Tanzania gained independence, and education was made free for all races at all lev-
els. As a result, many more Africans could access secondary and tertiary education. 
Post-independence, the East African countries tried to incorporate their pan-African 
ideologies into their education. The pioneer of this movement was Tanzania’s presi-
dent, Julius Nyerere, who advocated for an education centred on self-reliance, which 
met the needs of the people (Kassam 1995; Sifuna 2007; Ibbott 2014). Most of these 
ideologies aimed at incorporating African cultures and values into education systems 
and sought to overcome the biased colonial system. Since the independence of Kenya 
in 1963, there have been several commissions seeking to ensure that education meets 
the needs of students (Wanjohi 2011). Some of the commissions are notably: the 
Ominde Commission (1964), the Mackay Commission (1981), UWEZO Assessments 
(2012), and more recently, the Basic Education Curriculum Framework (Republic of 
Kenya 2017). These commissions have aimed to make the education system in Kenya 
progressive. However, they have not fully included the collaborative daily lifestyles 
experienced by many students. According to Ackers & Hardman (2012), education 
in East Africa still widely uses old methods of teaching which are authoritarian and 
exclude the values linked to the local context. These practices could be traced to the 
colonial roots which undervalued African knowledges and experiences, and according 
to Njoya (2017) limited the intellectual participation of students.
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In East Africa post-independence, only Tanzania successfully incorporated the 
use of a local language, Kiswahili, as a language of instruction in schools. Kenya only 
included Kiswahili as a subject. However, there has been more emphasis on using 
English for teaching instruction, whilst learning Western languages was favoured 
over local languages in Kenyan schools (Thiong’o 1986). Although in policy Kenya 
has recently advocated for the use of local languages in learning (Republic of Kenya 
2017), this shift is not reflected in classroom practices (Corrado 2020). Subsequently, 
there is a need to decolonise the education system. The inclusion of local languages 
in education (Thiong’o 1986, cited by Ngugi 2018) is an important means of decolo-
nising the minds. Said (1993; 1995) argues that the language of instruction in teaching 
disseminates specific cultural values. These values have an invisible power to rein-
force ideologies and practices that influence people and societies (Bernstein 2003). 
The colonial education policies and practices are mostly Eurocentric. As a result, they 
promote the use of Western languages such as English and French even though most 
students in East Africa use local languages in their daily lives to communicate with 
others. Consequently, these local languages should be included in classroom learning 
to help decolonise the education system. Otherwise, the exclusion of cultural and 
socio-economical relevance in African education will continue to see school-based 
education alienate not only many students, but also the contexts from which they 
come (Ibbott 2014; UNESCO 2015; Njoya 2017).

In my PhD study, I further applied dialogic pedagogy as a theoretical perspective 
because it promotes students’ participation in their learning. According to Mercer 
(2008) and Alexander (2008), students who use dialogic pedagogies can integrate their 
previous life experiences in learning. Furthermore, students who use dialogic learning 
gain confidence while participating actively in learning spaces and beyond. According 
to Freire & Macedo (2012), when there is a dialogue in learning and social contexts, 
the ‘silenced’ individuals voice their ideas, thus liberating themselves from disadvan-
taged positions. For many East African students, where the method of instruction 
remains authoritarian (Ackers & Hardman 2012), the incorporation of dialogic peda-
gogy might be empowering. Specifically, it will enable these students to start address-
ing their issues and illuminate their authenticity and creativity. Drawing on Corrado 
& Robertson’s (2019) and Corrado’s (2019) work, it is critical to have a balanced 
reflection of the African context. As noted earlier, the incorporation of cultural tools 
would make education more relevant to the worlds of students. In most instances, 
the African cultural relevance in education is usually omitted in ‘Eurocentric’ based 
systems (Schweisfurth 2014; Corrado 2019; Twum-Danso Imoh 2020).

The proposed Harambee approach builds on Kenyan children’s experiences and 
contextual needs. It draws on multiple facets of East African people, which include 
their pre-colonial traditions, their experiences in colonial and post-colonial eras, and 
their future ambitions. In this recommendation, I propose an education that validates 
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the Harambee fundamentals of collectivism. Subsequently, the Harambee framework 
aims to decolonise education systems through incorporation of dialogic engagement 
with all key players in education and through a review of both curriculum and teach-
ing practice practices.

Methodology

My PhD study was ethnographic research which was conducted in a rural commu-
nity in Central Kenya, where I  observed the engagement of teachers and students 
for the purpose of understanding daily classroom practices (Corrado 2020). I further 
observed students in their local church as they engaged with their parents in religious 
activities which is a common occurrence in the Kenyan community. For my obser-
vations, I utilised field notes, photos, short video clips- for five weeks. In addition to 
my observations, I conducted interviews with five male teachers, and a focus group to 
obtain information on the teachers’ pedagogical practices. The interviews and a focus 
group were semi-structured and were audio-recorded.

In my study, thematic analysis was used to reveal recurring themes emerging 
through participants’ perspectives, experiences, knowledge, and observed actions that 
were obtained from the collected data. Although thematic analysis can be messy and 
time-consuming (Flick 2007; 2014), it was very helpful for me since it facilitated a 
deeper understanding of the human experience and, in this study, a deeper and richer 
understanding of teachers’ teaching experiences and professional pedagogic choices.

The schools selected for my research were typical rural, government-funded 
schools, similar to the majority of primary schools in Kenya. The main school in this 
study was Baraka School (pseudonym). I spent May 2016 in Baraka, where I under-
took most of the observations and all the interviews with teachers, and where I con-
ducted a focus group discussion. I also took photos of the school. The participants 
who took part in the study were all men, even though all teachers were invited to take 
part. The teachers’ chosen pseudonyms were Kuria, Mike, Pius, Gathenya, and Kim. 
Participant observation was conducted in classrooms for students aged 10 to 12 years, 
who were predominantly taught by male staff. While in Kenya, I visited my former 
primary school Elimu (pseudonym) to undertake complementary observations. I was 
in Elimu school as a pupil as well as all my family. My mother, now retired, worked 
as a teacher for three decades in Elimu school. Despite Elimu School and Baraka 
School both being government-funded and in the same region, their resourcing is 
quite different. Elimu school was better resourced since most students came from 
middle-class backgrounds as opposed to children in Baraka who came from low- 
income backgrounds. I further observed children in their local church which I will call 
Maendeleo while they engaged in church activities. BERA (2011) guidelines on ethical 
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considerations were well-thought-out and ethics forms completed and approved by 
the University Board prior to data collection. Respecting the context was highly con-
sidered throughout the study including, the need to create rapport and seek verbal 
permission prior to collecting data.

My study revealed that the current education system has great strengths yet, it is 
faced with challenges that need to be addressed. One of the setbacks apparent in my 
study was the lack of relevance of classroom learning to the lives of the students. In 
addition, it was apparent that the education system still has colonial practices which 
are authoritarian and discourages the active participation of both students and teach-
ers in their classroom learning. There is a lack of participation of students, parents, 
and teachers in major decisions in education, especially those from lower economic 
backgrounds, paving the way for inequality in the system. At the same time, the 
social-cultural and economic values and needs are not well reflected in the syllabus, 
which disadvantages the students in their learning and beyond their learning where 
they need to be equipped for lifelong success. As a result, the recommendations led 
to this Harambee approach proposal which is fully discussed in the following section.

Findings

Drawing on my observations in Maendeleo church, the children engaged collabora-
tively with their peers and adults in various activities. These activities required talent, 
skills, and self-determination. A good example is of a young child of about 10 years 
old, observed reading a Bible chapter in a local language (Gikuyu) to a congrega-
tion of about 1000 people. At the same time, two young children between 5–10 years 
were observed, leading the congregation in prayers, while their peers sang collaborative 
songs to the congregation alongside their parents. The efficacy and skills demonstrated 
by these young children were evident. This is unlike the recurring global representa-
tions of African children which foreground them as primarily victims who are in need, 
with little ability to solve problems, or with the minimal capability to participate or give 
back to humanity (Corrado & Robertson 2019). Another good example in my obser-
vations was at Baraka school, where students, alongside their teachers, planted trees as 
part of a conservation activity. These students were determined to be part of the local 
and global solutions to environmental conservation. Corrado & Robertson (2019) 
have argued that African childhoods have been marred by biased misrepresentations in 
global discourses, which ignore these aspects of children’s lives. Hence, there is a need 
to show the diversity of experiences and skills in these children’s realities such as the 
examples noted above. Moreover, it would be important to validate the rich social-cul-
tural values, experiences, and support, that these children have, which should help to 
redefine their positioning. The resolution should be completed through education.
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Regrettably, the old colonial practices still haunt education systems in East Africa 
which silences the participation of students in formal spaces. For example, in a school 
like Baraka the participation of students in their learning is restricted by authoritarian 
pedagogies. This leads students to adopt a position of silence in formal spaces in edu-
cation, politics, and business. The Harambee approach aims to build on the social-cul-
tural experiences of students and contextualises their learning needs, to liberate their 
involvement. The Harambee approach aims to shift power through using a bottom-up 
approach to help decolonise the education system and contextualise practice.

The application of the Harambee approach is discussed in the following sections. 
I  demonstrate the need to contextualise the social experiences of students in their 
learning, as well as apply dialogic pedagogy. In addition, I discuss how the concept 
recommends the promotion of reflective practice for teachers and the need to involve 
key players in a collaborative way that upholds the Harambee strategy.

Contextualising students’ social experiences

That students in Kenya have varied experiences acquired outside their classroom learn-
ing emerged clearly in my study. Indeed, some of the students in their time outside of 
school help their parents in home management and are involved in practical activities 
in the community. In my investigations, as noted earlier, I observed some students at 
Baraka School planting trees as a conservation exercise. Added to that, I saw these 
students engage in athletics training without their teachers’ supervision as they pre-
pared for a competition against neighbouring schools. These kinds of engagements 
demonstrated the efficacy and collaborative skills of students. Similar observations 
were made in the community church where I observed children get involved in Bible 
readings, conducting church services, and singing in collaboration with their peers and 
parents. This kind of participation outside of the classroom seems to develop valuable 
skills and knowledge that could be included in classroom learning. Students should 
be able to discuss and reflect on these activities. As proposed by Tanzanian president, 
Julius Nyerere (cited in Kassam 1995; see also Ibbott 2014), students should relate 
their learning to their environment and be able to bring their outside skills and experi-
ences into the classroom. When students relate their classroom learning to their lives, 
this can be considered ‘good’ education that can help meet the needs of these students 
within their context (Tabulawa 2013).

Through the Harambee approach, a collective contextualised learning would 
include the specific needs recognised by Kenyan teachers. For example, practical sub-
jects such as home science, art and craft, music, and business education would be 
made available in the curriculum and taught in schools. At the moment, although 
some of these subjects are available, they are not a priority because they are not exam-
ined. This is significant because as the school system is exam-based, teachers and 
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pupils concentrate on passing exams. Still, my study recognised that students who 
are not academic may have other talents that could be supported by these subjects. 
However, these have, hitherto, been ignored. To overcome this issue, there should be a 
platform for these subjects to be included and promoted. Moreover, the learning of all 
subjects should be not only theory-based, but should also include practical learning. 
The Kenyan teachers who participated in the study noted that when practical work 
is involved in learning, the students are actively engaged and learn more. They are 
also able to bring their outside experiences into classroom learning, and vice versa 
(Nyerere 1968; Freire & Macedo 1993; Ibbott 2014). Most of the teachers interviewed 
in this study agreed that science subjects need experiments. They recognised that most 
other subjects could have practical exercises which teachers would have to plan pur-
posefully. One of the English teachers noted that they can have debates, use their dic-
tionaries, or do word searches, where students are more involved and also learn a great 
deal. Indeed, most of these practical uses involve plenty of dialogue and discussion. 
They can overcome the formal setting of the classrooms and break down any barriers.

The promotion of local languages in the curriculum would help students to learn 
positively in languages that they are confident to speak (Thiong’o 1986). From my 
observations, students actively used local languages in informal settings. In addition, 
at times, teachers used local languages in their classrooms to elaborate concepts for the 
purpose of promoting understanding. One of the participants, Pius, explained the situ-
ation as thus: ‘... because most of them are still using their mother tongue so when they 
come to school, English becomes like a foreign language to them.’ That demonstrates 
that most children from rural areas were not confident in English. The consequence 
of this was that they were limited in their classroom engagement. Nonetheless, these 
children could converse with their teachers in local languages. Thus, it is important to 
use these languages in learning. The application of local languages also helps to create a 
cultural understanding and could promote classroom dialogue, since students are using 
a language in which they are confident. Moreover, the exclusion of African languages 
from the curriculum sustains the universal view that African cultures, values, and learn-
ing tools are backward and non-academic, an issue that has been previously raised by 
Thiong’o (1986). This may negatively affect the confidence and self-esteem of students. 
However, through inclusion, a reversal effect might be projected, most notably, boost-
ing students’ confidence to engage actively. When they learn in their local languages, 
they may be inspired to learn other languages. This inclusion of local languages may 
further help with the identity emancipation for students in Kenya. Since most students 
associate their use of local languages with informality and being uncivilised, ideologies 
drawn from the colonial period projected African languages and traditional practices 
as backward (Diop 2014; Ngugi 2018). To overcome such prejudices and promote bal-
anced identities, it is imperative to include local languages in education (Corrado 2019). 
Moreover, currently, Kenyan local languages are useful in careers such as journalism, 
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which some students might choose for future careers. Therefore, the incorporation of 
local languages, even in upper-primary education, could challenge stereotypes, promote 
local languages, and pave the way for future engagement in the labour market.

Applying dialogic pedagogy

Some teachers were aware of the limitations of traditional teaching approaches. This 
was raised by a teacher called Gathenya who noted that teaching only on the black-
board does not help students to understand:

I think when you involve the students, for example, I am also a mathematics teacher, I was 
thinking sometime back the reason I know so many things and I remember them it is because 
I went beyond that. For example, a certain concept is because I had seen it myself, that is why 
I can remember it even today. When you just teach on the blackboard and then go out and do 
not do something else the child will not remember it again, but the minute you involve that 
child to do something, maybe you have another lesson in the week and they do questions, 
questions, and answers maybe like a group competition, they will ask one another.

 All the teachers interviewed in Baraka seemed to agree that by going into discussion 
or demonstrating with learning aids, students are involved in diverse ways in their 
space for interactions, and learning is advanced. They also stipulated that dialogue 
could be beneficial to their practice; for example, their students become more confi-
dent and have better comprehension. Wilkinson et al. (2016) assert that the use of dia-
logue helps students to make sense of their world and to solve problems intellectually, 
making a focus on dialogue in learning vital.

The proposed Harambee approach would help to perpetuate the trajectory needed 
in Kenyan classrooms by engaging both teachers and students in active dialogues in 
their classroom learning. These kinds of practices would encourage the use of both 
local and foreign languages in classroom learning. It would include practical exercises 
in lessons and the incorporation of outside experiences. Indeed, the use of a peda-
gogy that encapsulates these experiences would help to promote productive learning 
for students, since they are actively involved, and the learning captures their lives and 
prepares them for their future. By using dialogue in the classroom, some of the Basic 
Education Curriculum goals would be met (Republic of Kenya 2017). Indeed, when 
the students apply the Harambee concept in their classroom dialogue, they will have 
discussions and practical engagement, enabling them to develop problem-solving and 
critical thinking skills, reflection skills, collaboration skills, and self-expression. These 
skills would equip students cognitively, socially, and psychologically.

The use of the Harambee concept could help to break through students’ socioeco-
nomic barriers to participation. Overall, dialogue in the classroom should promote 
collaboration, both asymmetrical and symmetrical (Freire & Macedo 1993; Mercer 
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2000), breaking down the barriers between students and teachers and also between 
students. Consequently, the use of dialogue in classroom learning can help with eman-
cipation (Freire & Macedo 1993). Indeed, through classroom discussion, as students 
start tackling issues, they will ask questions that relate to their lives in the classroom 
and beyond. They might start to discuss inequality issues in their settings and start 
to challenge local and global hegemonies. Furthermore, the current incorporation 
of information technology and the high use of mobile phones in Kenya make most 
students more aware of global issues. As a result, they have started to participate in 
social media discussions which are part of their daily life. Hence, they may continue to 
engage in dialogue further, even in their classroom interaction space. I observed some 
teachers using their mobile phones to download music and incorporate it into their 
teaching. IT education could make interaction space both contextualised and glob-
ally engaged. The students will be able to ask and answer questions at their local level 
and also be involved in global debates. They will be able to contest injustices (Freire 
& Macedo 1993; hooks 1994; Ladson-Billings 1995). They could also illuminate their 
views, work, and contexts, using these platforms to voice their concerns and raise 
awareness.

Promoting reflective practice

The teachers at Baraka School identified a need for advanced pedagogies in their 
practice. They unanimously agreed that although they predominantly used monologic 
pedagogies, there was a need for new pedagogies. They noted that there was no com-
munication between them and the training colleges and mostly there was little con-
sultation by the Ministry of Education or education researchers. They noted a need 
for innovative pedagogy that involves the views of teachers being listened to, to help 
to capture their needs. Even so, one cannot ignore the conflicted mindset of teachers: 
since their background is authoritarian, some felt that their authority should not be 
compromised. Thus, there is a need to engage with teachers reflectively as they learn 
new pedagogies to deal with issues that might impair their progress. Other research 
has shown that mindset and previous experiences of teachers can limit changes in the 
space of interaction between this group and their students (Gillborn 2008; Alexander 
2010; Wilkinson et al. 2016). In this Harambee approach, it would be vital for teach-
ers to have a platform from which they can reflect on their practice and, also, plan 
for progressive teaching. Moreover, the teachers in Kenya appeared keen to work 
with other key groups to devise superior teaching and learning tools for their settings. 
Therefore, the entire approach should use spaces that facilitate interaction between all 
key players, including parents, the Ministry of Education, the government, training 
colleges, and education researchers.
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From my study, there was an emerging consensus that professional development 
is needed in Kenyan schools, such as post-teacher training for the advancement of 
teaching and learning practices. Training should be continuous throughout a teacher’s 
career, since new research and progressive classroom practices keep emerging. Hence, 
updating the skills of teachers is critical. The teachers in Baraka School appeared 
willing to be trained in pedagogies that relate to their context. Harambee pedagogical 
approach should promote a space for self-reflection in professional practice through 
discussions and reflections. After my interviews with the teachers, it was evident in 
my observations that teachers were engaging students more actively in their teaching. 
The teachers appeared to have used my interviews as a platform for dialogue, enabling 
them to reflect on their practice. They were also able to be creative within their setting 
with the resources available. Indeed, in one of the classes observed after the interviews, 
the teacher organised a group competition where students asked each other questions. 
The set-up was in two circles, and the students appeared to actively engage more than 
previously observed. This active involvement in their learning recurred in other classes 
that I observed after the interviews. Therefore, it was possible that the teachers had 
time to reflect during that time and modified their subsequent space for interaction.

When teachers feel supported by the government and society and are equipped 
with skills for engaging pedagogies, their autonomy can increase. One of the main 
issues identified was the low self-esteem of the participating teachers (Corrado 2020). 
They felt that their practices were not good enough for all their students and they felt 
unsupported. Teacher Mike stated that ‘the curriculum should be improved and made 
to help this child because curriculum as it is now, it is only teaching the child only to 
pass an exam.’ However, they were still able to teach, and the students learned what 
was expected. Such challenges of inequalities, marginalisation, and professional diffi-
culties mentioned by teachers in the study (like Mike above) are not only experienced 
in Kenya, but are also discernible in other parts of the world, including the UK as 
revealed by Gillborn (2008). Therefore, these teachers in Kenya need to know that 
these challenges are not limited to their context. This notwithstanding, these teachers 
should be supported by their schools and the Ministry of Education to address their 
contextual challenges. Moreover, teachers should be equipped to practise autonomy 
in their classrooms to increase their creativity and activity.

Teachers should also be willing to unlearn counterproductive practices (Cochran-
Smith 2009; McWilliam 2008). According to Mike, teachers in Kenya are aware of 
several methods of teaching. However, they only use the same familiar style. Although 
most teachers did not want to admit it, my observations supported this view. The 
teachers predominantly used teacher-centred methods. Teacher Mike admitted that 
‘they fall back on known territories.’ According to Cochran-Smith & Lytle (2009), 
teachers need to unlearn some practices to embrace new ones. Hence, in training 



Harambee approach 147

teachers on new pedagogies, it is important to identify how the unproductive methods 
can be dealt with, to avoid relapse.

Key players collaboration

From my study, it emerged that consultation at ground level seemed to be absent from 
some areas, as mentioned earlier. The teachers in my interviews felt left out of curriculum 
development and the allocation of funding for their school. Similarly, the needs of teach-
ers were unmet, and they felt overlooked, which created tensions. The tensions appeared 
to recur across other groups as I have outlined elsewhere (Corrado 2020). For example, 
this happens at the society level between teachers and the parents, when parents from 
lower socioeconomic backgrounds are asked to give financial support to fund resources 
not provided by the government. Likewise, there were tensions between teachers, the 
Ministry of Education, and the government concerning remuneration, training needs, 
school funding, and curriculum development. Furthermore, when the government in 
Kenya appears to undertake directives from global organisations on policy issues and 
practice, their actions can generate social, economic, and historical tensions (Said 1995; 
Maathai 2009). As a result, there is a need for the liberation of all the ‘silenced groups’ 
to find solutions to these tensions and encourage better working relations. This requires 
communication within, and across, the groups, initially to challenge hegemonies and 
address tensions, and thereafter, to endorse positive plans. From my analysis, reflecting 
on improving communication was a major theme that recurred in the interviews.

Ideally, the communication across the groups should be dialogic, where all par-
ticipatory bodies are heard promoting a Harambee spirit. Indeed, when groups have 
dialogue, they will be able to forge cohesive working relationships. They may produce 
a moral lens with a better understanding of circumstances and aid emancipation too 
(Steinberg & Kincheloe 2010). Together, these groups can identify areas of concern 
and identify solutions. Also, in unison, they can plan sustainable goals that are effec-
tive in Kenyan schools. For instance, parents would be able to understand how gov-
ernment funding works and identify if  there are some teaching and learning resources 
that they need to provide resources for. The teachers and the Ministry of Education 
would be able to plan and promote good education practices, such as pedagogies to 
meet the needs of students. The government and Ministry of Education would be 
able to include teachers in matters of funding, curriculum development, and all other 
areas that relate to their profession. The move might boost the morale of teachers. 
Moreover, specific resource provision and support for advanced teaching practice 
could be offered, where open communication is fostered. Eventually, the practices of 
both teachers and students will improve interaction, since they will be funded ade-
quately, and their teachers will be motivated and resourced for advanced practice. 
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Possibly, the inequalities in schools and society can be addressed, after effective use of 
pedagogical spaces.

Through the Harambee approach key players should be equally included in the 
process. The approach could help to bridge the social, economic, political, and global 
differences that impact Kenyan education and society. At the same time, the key groups 
would be able to identify their strengths and promote them through dialogue in spaces 
or interaction. Moreover, they could confront the negative perceptions and identities 
that unjustly impact their autonomy. This would encourage the use of creativity and 
independence by the key groups in education and their societies. As a result, the ‘invis-
ible’ marginalised groups (such as teachers, poorer parents, and students) could use 
pedagogical spaces to explore their agency, creativity, and participation. Furthermore, 
Kenyan groups (students, teachers, and society) may utilise these spaces to challenge 
local and global domination through the use of dialogue for emancipation.

Application of Harambee Concept in East Africa

In East Africa (like other African countries), private schools have higher social sta-
tus than public schools (Akyeampong 2009; Corrado 2019). Private schools are well 
funded and have resources that teachers and students can use in their classrooms. 
These disparities can be identified in Kenyan schools, as was evident in my study. 
Nonetheless, all students require a high-quality education where superior practices are 
upheld, regardless of social, economic, and political status. Each East African coun-
try needs a platform for dialogue in order to identify the needs of a particular context. 
This will contribute to addressing underlying inequality issues. Correspondingly, in 
countries that borrow policies from other countries with little consultation on the 
ground, the needs of students remain overlooked (Tabulawa 2013). Thus, similar to 
Kenya where dialogue could be applied, there may be opportunities in other East 
African countries to formulate practices that are advantageous at the local level and 
further compete globally. Moreover, education systems need to work and benefit the 
people, and they need to be culturally relevant. Therefore, addressing both micro-issues 
and macro-issues is essential, through engaging all key players from all levels of the 
education systems (Harber 2014). Moreover, education in East Africa should prepare 
students with skills to meet both short-term and long-term goals, from the personal to 
the local and global levels, starting with their classroom practice. Furthermore, their 
cultural and policy spaces should support relevant and advanced education practices 
that promote learning for all students.

On the other hand, the East African Community (EAC 2021) which includes coun-
tries like Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Burundi among others, has focused on finding 
local solutions to political and economic matters. The East African Community aims 
to uphold sovereignty and ensure formerly colonised countries move away from their 



Harambee approach 149

dependency on developed countries, which at times has disenabled them (Maathai 
2009; Harber 2014; Corrado 2020). Maathai (2009) advocated for African countries 
to break the yoke of control from developed countries and global organisations and 
uphold autonomy. The global hegemonies have dominated Africans economically, 
culturally, and politically for many years, limiting their autonomy and progress (Said 
1995; Maathai 2009; Schweisfurth 2014; Harber 2014; Corrado 2020). I argue that 
this need for East African community liberty may well include developing contextu-
alised education systems that engage students actively, creatively, and autonomously.

East African countries can individually and/or collectively start by improving 
their teaching and learning practices. The aspects of Harambee can be incorporated 
through the use of pedagogical spaces by key groups (government, teachers, parents, 
society, and students) which could help them to address hegemonies and further draw 
up progressive resolutions. Discussing hegemonies and utilising pedagogical spaces 
through the inclusion of the ‘silenced groups’ is the way forward for many countries, 
especially in East Africa. Without effective and collaborative communication, such 
inequalities will persist, influencing classroom practice negatively. Thus, this proposed 
Harambee approach might be a solution not just for Kenya, but for other East African 
countries to decolonise their systems, as they uphold the autonomy of their students.

Conclusion

Drawing on my PhD ethnography study, it was evident that Kenyan childhoods have 
diverse and valued social-cultural experiences. These dynamic involvements are expe-
rienced by many African children but are often overlooked in the global representa-
tions. Therefore, the current systems of education in Kenya and other East African 
countries need to capture this valuable knowledge and skills. Hence, there is a need to 
decolonise practice. The Harambee approach has outlined strategies to support the 
autonomy of students and liberate their positioning both locally and globally.

The Harambee approach is an original decolonising framework that contextualises 
classroom practices in Kenya. Besides, Harambee addresses the local and global hege-
monic issues that impact classroom practices. The approach stipulates the need for all 
key players to engage dialogically in their education system to uphold the students’ 
autonomy. The Harambee approach empowers students through the inclusion of 
their cultural tools and further contests inequality and misrepresentation. Harambee 
concept could go beyond classroom engagement as it aims to equip students to par-
ticipate actively in their world.

This was a small-scale study. Therefore, more context consultations are needed. 
The strength of my research was observing students in their classrooms, within their 
schools, and also in their community. Another advantage was engaging with teachers 
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in a rural community whose voices are often overlooked which was a strategic shift 
power by alleviating unheard voices. The Harambee approach could be a valuable 
emancipation tool of the Kenyan education system and other East African contexts.
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