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Calendar. Move will align schools to government year, which constitutionally starts in August

Change academic year 
to start in September

End current school year 
in July 2021 and begin 
new one in September 
as form four students 
join tertiary colleges.

Dear Mr President.
It is my considered opinion 

that time is ripe for Kenya to 
change the school calendar 
year to start in September on 
account of several reasons.

First, that will allow us to 
harmonise the school calen-
dar years for the various levels 
of our education system with 
colleges and international 
schools having their own cal-
endars beginning in Septem-
ber.

Harmonisation will help cut 
time wasted during transition 
from secondary school to col-
lege as well as smoothen tran-
sition from one system of edu-
cation to the other as and 
when need arises. Indeed, 
most foreign countries, to 
which Kenyan learners go for 
further studies, have calendar 
years that start in September.

Secondly and fundamen-

tally, it will help us to deal with 
the current crisis and its asso-
ciated challenges more com-
prehensively by forestalling 
its potentially recurrent 
effects.

I request you to reopen 
schools in November for one 
month for learners to com-
plete their first term and use 
that month to test the anti-
corona measures being insti-
tuted in schools. Then remedy 
the observed challenges 
before reopening in January 
2021 for second term.

If the health situation is 
such that schools can’t reopen 
in November, reopen them in 
January and let learners fore-
go end of first term exams 
since they are not so conse-
quential. We should end the 
current school calendar year 
in July 2021 and begin a new 
one in September, with cur-
rent Form Four students tran-
sitioning to colleges.

This will help us to escape 
problems associated with the 
alternative view of repeating 
the current year next year.

Such a move, if adopted, 
will open many difficult to 
answer questions. For 
instance, will parents pay fees 
again for first term, which 
they had already paid? If not, 
how will private schools that 
rely on fees to fund their oper-
ations run?

What about our age require-
ment for joining school? Will 
we do away with it? If not, 
what happens to children who 
attain the age to join pre-pri-

mary one (PP1) this year? Do 
we have a double intake into 
PP1 next year?

Thirdly, changing the 
school calendar year does not 
breach any East African Com-
munity protocol. While it is 
the aspiration of the commu-
nity to harmonise education 
systems in the region, it is 
important to note that there is 
no determined school calen-
dar year start date.

Indeed changing to Septem-
ber does not make us lone 
rangers because Tanzania 
already has its school calendar 
year beginning in September.

Fourthly, this will help align 
our school calendar years to 
the lives of our governments, 
which constitutionally, begin 
in August, every five years.

Safety cushion
Besides making it easy for 

the government of the day to 
deliver on its education agen-
da, it also ensures in the event 
of an unfortunately protracted 
election, electioneering 
doesn’t interfere with prepa-
rations for national examina-
tions.

While children remain at 
home, I appeal to you Mr Pres-
ident on behalf of two catego-
ries of children — those who 
relied on school feeding pro-
grams for meals and girls in 
general. The former group 
should be traced and their 
families supported to contin-
ue nourishing them to avoid 
many socio-economic hazards 
that might derail their chanc-

es of continuing with educa-
tion when schools reopen.

Girls generally require pro-
tection from mainly sexual 
abuse that has seen many of 
them become pregnant during 
this crisis. Mr President, your 
government machinery exists 
right into the villages – use it 
to protect girls even in their 
homes since homes are 
emerging as the most unsafe 
place for them.

But there is another group 
of girls, who relied on the 
school structures to access 
sanitary towels.

During this crisis, parents 
and guardians of such girls are 
in even greater financial 
duress than usual. These girls 
should be found and a publicly 
funded mechanism instituted 
to ensure that they access 
sanitary towels.

Post-covid-19, narrowing 
the digital divide that this cri-
sis has laid bare will be an 
important beginning point for 
you to rally multi-sectoral 
action around integration of 
ICT in education. This is 
urgent in the interest of equi-
ty, for us to realise the promise 
of quality education for all 
children.

I could say more, but more 
is not always merrier. I wish 
you well as you lead through 
these turbulent times.

— Dr Manyasa is  the Execu-
tive Director, Usawa Agenda.

Challenge

Why transition is the 
biggest hurdle in our 
education system 

Covid-19 pandemic has 
forced the closure of 
schools in the country 

and not even the examination 
classes could be allowed back.

The biggest challenge has been 
to establish where public educa-
tion and public health protocols 
meet to be able to maintain social 
distancing for the examination 
classes in our schools.

The proposed re-opening in 
September could not be attained 
as positive cases keep on rising, 
with the Ministry of Health indi-
cating that the cases will peak by 
then.

Based on this advise from the 
ministry, the decision had to be 
made. However, there have been 
arguments that grades could be 
predicted to allow students to 
transit to the next class. But this 
cannot be done in Kenya owing to 
the following:

First, our continuous assess-
ment tests (CATs) are not stand-
ardised as we do not have tools 
that the Kenya National Examina-
tion Council (Knec) has devel-
oped for that process in the cur-
rent 8-4-4 system.

Hence each school develops its 
own CAT, which could be subjec-
tive and compromise the credibil-
ity of the examination.

Second, KCSE examinations 
are used not only for transition, 
but also for placement to various 
university programmes, as 
opposed to other countries that 
have University Entry Examina-
tions administered by the univer-
sities.

Transition for the other classes 
have a challenge in terms of inclu-
sion of content, for example in 
the lower grades under the Com-
petency based Curriculum (CBC). 
Competencies taught at one level, 
say in Grade 4, could not be 
taught alongside those of Grade 
5.

Then there is the challenge of 
certification, which deals with 
syllabus content rather than 
grades. This would have put the 
current Form Four students in a 
challenging situation when they 
join institutions of higher learn-
ing out of the country.

In other counties such as Nor-
way, examinations were can-
celled for final year students. In 
that country examinations count 
for only 20 per cent of the final 
grade, with course participation 
taking precedence at 80 per cent.

Some other countries have a 
series of examinations in a year, 
one for May series and July 
series, which is not the case in 
Kenya.

Where examinations have 
been cancelled, students have 
been graded based on their 
course work and the established 
assessment expertise and quality 
control already built into the pro-
gramme that is lacking in our 
country at the moment.

Hard decision
In the continent, the West Afri-

can Senior School Certificate 
Examination in May and June 
2020 was suspended and will be 
revisited once the health situa-
tion improves.

In general, examinations are 
used to make decisions about an 
individual student’s progress 
through the education system, 
including the allocation of educa-
tion opportunities.

Kenya is yet to ensure this can 
be achieved from any school in 
our country, making the sugges-
tion of students to attend the 
nearest school not possible.

For exams to be fair to all stu-
dents, they should be standard-
ised. The validity and reliability 
key questions will be:

(i) If exams are cancelled or 
postponed beyond date, how 
then will a decision be made for 
allocating university or college 
space or scholarships?

(ii) If online format is used, 
how can fair access be ensured 
for all students? What guarantee 
is there that students in remote 
or rural areas, those with disabil-
ity (often forgotten in every dis-
cussion) and those with low qual-
ity or no access to internet or 
computer can be enabled to take 
exams? How will test security be 
maintained?

(iii) If exams are replaced with 
teacher provided grades, what 
resources need to be delivered to 
teachers to ensure accurate and 
fair assessment and effective 
communication of what students 
know and can do, particularly in 
the context of distance learning? 
All these are questions that have 
no answers in our country today.

As the CS said in his press 
release on the day the announce-
ment was made, he noted that, 
“All the decisions that were made 
here with stakeholders regarding 
reopening of learning institu-
tions may change as informed by 
reports from the Ministry of 
Health, prevailing circumstances 
and increased knowledge of the 
Covid-19.’’

We support the decision based 
on the prevailing circumstances 
and the advisory from the Health 
ministry.

— The writer is national chair-
man, secondary school heads 
association

Education

Children are safer at home, but State must 
hasten plans to streamline online learning

The coronavirus pandemic 
caught everyone off-guard. No 
one expected that daily activi-
ties, including schooling, would 
be affected this much.

The swift measures that were 
put in place to suspend learning 
were timely, and they gave 
stakeholders in the education 
sector and the nation peace of 
mind.

Education Cabinet Secretary 
George Magoha appointed a 
team of experts to look into the 
matter and advice on re-opening 
dates and a new school calendar.

The team reached a decision 
to reopen schools in 2021. This 
means there shall be equity 
among all learners irrespective 
of their social backgrounds.

This is the best decision based 

on the current trend of the coro-
navirus. We must put the lives of 
learners and teachers first.

Learners should only transi-
tion to the next level after hav-
ing successfully completed tasks 
set at a particular grade or class. 
In this regard, the 2020 syllabus 
was not even halfway covered.

The 2021 reopening calendar 
is not cast in stone. Prof Magoha 
said that should the Health min-
istry advice that the coronavirus 
curve has flattened, he would 
convene a stakeholders’ meeting 
and give further guidelines.

Every Kenyan should support 
the ministry of Education owing 
to the prevailing circumstances 
brought about by Covid-19.

It is high time we combined 
our efforts to see beyond the 

horizon as we prepare for any 
emerging issues. With the digi-
tal learning project that was 
started and killed by greedy peo-
ple, we would have a first class 
mitigation system for teachers 
to interact with learners. 

With all the content to be 
learnt having been verified by 
the Kenya Institute of Curricu-
lum Development, we would not 
be exposing our children to non-
vetted  programmes from our 
smart phones in the name of 
online learning.

We would be directing learn-
ers, teachers and parents to spe-
cific websites for content that is 
common to all so that follow-up 
and feedback can be enhanced.

Through this organised and 
programmed digital learning, it 

would even by possible to 
administer examinations. Tax-
payers paid through the nose for 
this digital project and it must 
be revived.

We should also understand 
that the competence-based edu-
cation system will empower all 
learners equally irrespective of 
their social backgrounds.

God gave each child a talent so 
they can sustain themselves in 
life. This is what the CBC is advo-
cating. Finally, the government 
should hasten preparations to 
meet the  Health ministry’s 
requirements before schools can 
reopen. 

Nicholas Gathemia is the 
chairman, Kenya Primary 
School Headteachers Associa-
tion

Emmanuel 
Manyasa

Kahi   
Indimuli

Fighting Covid-19


