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Abstract 

The education sector in Kenya is a key programme component in the 

realization of the objectives of Vision 2030 with a focus on reduction of 

illiteracy, increasing access to education, improving transition rate from 

primary to secondary schools, as well as raising the quality and relevance of 

education in Kenya. There exists significant evidence to point towards the 

success in these programme indicators. In the financial year 2015/2016, the 

student population stood at an average of 2.3 million in 9,000 secondary 

school institutions, while the number in primary schools stood at 9.7 million 

pupils in over 25,000 primary school institutions. In the financial 2016/2017, the 

education sector had the largest budget allocation totaling to Ksh. 339.3 

billion (USD 33.39 billion), constituting 15% of the total budget. 

 

However, events in the last 15 weeks between the month of May – to- August 

,2016 points to a major problem in the education sector, especially in 

secondary schools. Over 130 secondary schools have suffered burning of 

school infrastructure, including dormitories, bringing an average of 8 schools 

dormitory burnings per week. This is unprecedented, although it is observed 

that in the past ten years, there have been reported incidences of student 

unrests involving second term of the school calendar. This trend threatens to 

reverse the gains realized in the sector as well as the achievement of the 

vision 2030 development agenda. 

 

The National Crime Research Centre sought to establish the underlying 

factors that have accelerated the recent arson crisis in secondary schools, 

especially in second term.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

 

The education sector in Kenya plays a critical role in the realization of the 

objectives of Vision 2030 with regard to the attainment of socio-economic 

and political development of the country. However, the sector has recently 

faced serious challenges of interrupted secondary school programmes as a 

result of student unrests, some of which have been accompanied by massive 

destruction of school infrastructure, including burning of dormitories. 

  

In the past, causes of school unrest have been as varied as the many 

stakeholders in the education sector1. However, the unprecedented burning 

of over 130 secondary schools infrastructure, including dormitories, in a 

period under 15 weeks between the months of May – August, 2016, brought 

a new sense of urgency to look into the root cause(s) of the school burning 

menace. Of more concern was that it mostly affected public secondary 

schools (at almost 99%), and specifically second term (almost at 90%). In 

contrast, the education indicators point to a significantly growing sector with 

2.3 million students in over 9,000 secondary school institutions, and 9.7 million 

pupils in over 25,000 primary schools. Additionally, education sector is the 

number one leading spender in 2016/2017 budget with a total budget of Ksh. 

339.3 billion. Part of this budget goes to support universal free primary 

education (UFPE) and free day secondary education (FDSE) as pupil/student 

                                                           
1 poor managerial styles, leadership and administration; strict school rules; fear of exams; adolescence 

peer pressure; incitement; alcohol and drug abuse; punishment; lack of guidance and counseling; 

strained teacher-student relationships; dysfunctional family background; lack of parental concern over 

their children; lack of spiritual guidance; bad food and poor diet; too much free time to students; 

inadequate teachers in some schools; lack of role models; and lack of strict rules to moderate student 

behavior among others. 
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capitation to the tune of over Ksh. 1,000 per primary school pupil and Ksh.13, 

000 per secondary school student respectively.  

Hence the impact of the secondary school burning can be felt throughout 

the public and private sectors, threatens to undermine communities, leads to 

destruction of properties, and costs Kenyans significant amount of monies. 

This threat is wide-ranging and complex and ranges from malicious burning 

to radical tendencies and may vary in depth and complexity. Its perpetrators 

appear highly motivated and determined in pursuing their goals and hence 

the government response must be both resourceful and relentless. 

 

Pursuant to the National Crime Research Centre’s Act, Cap 62, 1997, the 

Centre is mandated to carry out research into causes of crime, its prevention, 

and to disseminate findings to inform policy implementation and planning to 

Government Agencies charged with the administration of criminal justice, 

with a view to assisting them in their policy formulation and planning. Hence, 

the research into the pervasive nature of secondary school fires has been 

commissioned in accordance with Section 5 (C) which empowers the Centre 

to carry out research into any criminal activity and in particular— 

(i) crime causation and prevention; 

(ii) group or culture related crimes; 

(iii) socio-political and economic causes of criminal behaviour 

including drug trafficking, peddling or addiction; 

(iv) the modus operandi of persons engaged in any criminal activity; and 

(v) juvenile delinquency. 
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1.2 Problem Statement 

 

Kenya is experiencing unprecedented wave of school unrests involving the 

torching of secondary schools during the second term. The school calendar 

has adversely been affected, the problem is pervasive, is affecting the 

wellbeing and reputation of the entire education sector and country at 

large. The commentaries from official sources, various stakeholders, print, and 

electronic media are not helping either. Each stakeholder is assigning 

different causes, adding to more bewilderment as the schools continue to 

burn. The Minister of Education was quoted as affirming that this only a case 

of second term and once schools close, the problem will come to an end. 

However, in the past one decade, the country has witnessed recurrence of 

school unrests in second term. 

A narrative has been conjectured that secondary schools burning occur in 

second term. This research aims to find out the root cause of the school 

burning menace. 

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

 

The objectives of this research are three-fold  

a) Examine the prevailing factors that have been assigned to the burning 

of secondary schools in general. 

b) Establish the specific factors responsible for the recurrence of burning 

of secondary schools, in second term and the pervasiveness during the 

period under review. 
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c)  To make recommendations on how to overcome the identified 

weaknesses, seal loopholes and opportunities for burning of secondary 

schools in second term. 

 

2.0 Methodology 

 

The research was undertaken between July-August, 2016. The research used 

a combination of questionnaires, first hand observation, and  interviews with :  

School Principals/deputies from each of the 18 selected schools; County 

Director of Education (MOE); County Director, Teacher Service Commission; 

Teachers Union (KNUT/KUPPET officials); National Government Administration 

Officers- (County Commissioner/Deputy County Commissioners); Boarding 

master; school Security personnel; Board of Management (BOM); Parents 

Association (PA) and members of the public (immediate school’s surrounding 

community). The interviews were conducted face to face and follow-up 

phone interviews were used where necessary. The interviews with some 

officials were taped, while others were carried out opportunistically. 

The overwhelming support and openness of the interviewees highlighted to 

the researchers the level of interest and concern among the respondents 

regarding the issues surrounding the burning of schools. 

The survey was conducted in sixteen purposively selected Counties2 that had 

experienced school burnings between May – August, 2016. This further 

included selection of a target sample respondents using three parameters 

namely: 1.) a school that was burnt; 2.) a school where there was an attempt 

to burn; and 3.) a school where no burning took place. 

                                                           
2 Isiolo; Nairobi; Kisii; Vihiga, Taita Taveta; Nyeri; Kericho; Migori; Elgeyo Marakwet, Machakos; 

Kilifi; Uasin Gishu; Makueni; Nakuru; Meru; & Murang’a. 
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An open and closed ended questionnaire was then administered to a total 

of 240 students and a total of 124 teachers randomly drawn from 18 schools 

in the selected Counties.  The 124 teachers and 240 students were surveyed 

to build a picture of the experiences, challenges and opportunities facing 

their respective schools in second term. 

Archival data on the burning of schools, media reports, government 

documents, official statistics and secondary data inform of civil society 

reports were also used taking into account the limitations of bias and validity.  

The researcher’s methodologies were limited by two factors. The first is the 

sensitive nature of the issues around burning of secondary schools as they 

tend to be viewed as confidential and hence the reluctance of some 

schools to supply information. Secondly travel through the sixteen counties 

was time restricted to distance, nature of roads and the time required to 

bring in the data. Data from this study was analyzed by Statistical Package 

for Social Science (SPSS) software. 

 

Despite these limitations, the use of valid research methods and wide 

geographic focus ensured the researchers were able to draw valid 

conclusions.  
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3.0 RESEARCH FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This section provides findings and recommendations into the recurrence of 

secondary school burning in second term in Kenya. The following are key 

factors behind the burnings of schools in Kenya.  

 

3.1 School Workload in Second Term 

 

The second term is not only the longest term with14 weeks, busiest academic 

term with over six examinations, but also with planned intensification of co-

curricular activities compared to term one and three. In the eighteen schools 

sampled, almost all the teachers indicated that groups of students were out 

on ballgames, music, poems and drama festivals, science congress, and 

other school club trips. Whereas the teachers found this to interfere with 

academic workload of finishing the syllabus, the students on the other hand, 

found this a well-deserved break from the school routine, especially the 

number and frequency of examinations. An interesting finding links form four 

students to the burning of dormitories. The sampled students all agreed that 

burning of the place of sleep is the ‘mother’ reason to have the school 

administration yield in to at least a school break. This presents a dilemma, on 

one hand teachers keen to finish syllabus, form four students’ pressure break 

from school routine and the intensified co-curricular activities which most 

likely exclude the form four students who are expected to remain in school 

and study hard for examinations. Disgruntled student take advantage of this 

as enough reason to burn the school dormitories. 
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3.2 Exams Fatigue 

 

The examinations in second term have generated a ‘flight culture’ in the 

minds of form four students in Kenyan secondary schools. During the term, 

the candidate students are expected to sit multiple trial exams in preparation 

for the final KCSE. During the survey, when students were asked a control 

question on: ‘Causes of school unrests during second term’, the highest 

ranked factor was the extension of term dates, fear of examination, and 

poor teacher-student relationship. 

Table 1: Three major causes of school unrests during second term 

Extension of term dates 

 31.8% 

Fear of exams 

 28.2% 

Peer pressure/influence 

 20.4% 

poor student-

teacher/admin relations 20.4% 

 

When the student respondents were subjected to a second level question on 

‘Causes of burning schools during second term’, all the 240 students ranked 

fear of exams as the major factor, followed by peer pressure and extension 

of term dates. 
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Figure1: Student response on causes of burning schools during second term 

 

This finding point to examination fatigue tied to the fear that extending term 

dates will subject candidates to more examinations and this is a source of 

conflict between the teachers and students. The teachers view extended 

term dates with mixed feelings on one hand; as an opportunity to complete 

workload, on the other hand as a challenge interfering with their already 

committed school-based training programmes timelines, and the dilemma of 

dealing with resistance from candidate students. Whereas this is 

corroborated by the response from teachers who cited fear of exams and 

peer pressure as the major source of student burnings, however it does not 

answer the question: the role of disgruntled teachers attending school-based 

training programmes play in burning of schools in second term. 
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Against these findings, it is noteworthy that the pressure to excel in exams is 

high stakes for students. Education in Kenya is a ‘zero sum’ game and exams 

have an ‘aura of finality’ – pass exams and you are guaranteed a bright 

future. It is no surprise then that there are very high levels of anxiety and 

negative energy around mock exams in second term. Adolescents struggling 

with panics, stress and extreme anxiety will tend to be more agitated, 

reactive and therefore make fewer decisions that have been carefully 

evaluated and thus may resort to absurdities like the burning of dormitories 

just to escape exams. 

Figure2: Teachers response on causes of burning schools during second term 

 

 

3.3 Absence of Principals from Schools in Second Term  

 

The absence of the ‘person of authority’ that resides in the principal presents 

opportunities and challenges in the management of secondary schools in 

Kenya. During the research, principals acknowledged that their time in 
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school in second term suffers from competing out of school assignments. 

These include Sub-County, County, regional and National meeting that in 

atypical month takes average of nine (9) working days. This is a significant 

finding given that one month has twenty (20) working days. This translates 

into an absentee rate of 45% per month. This is besides the time taken off for 

private engagements. The researchers have found out that the gap arising 

from prolonged absence of administrative authority affects decision making, 

creates backlog, and generates suspicion and a feeling of abdication of 

responsibility. When this is analyzed together with increased enrollment, 

school capitation and inadequate corresponding school infrastructure, the 

situation in second term presents a picture of simmering problem in 

education sector. It means a small trigger can lead to escalation of 

frustration resulting in unrest. 

 

3.4 External Influence  

 

The intensification of co-curricular activities in secondary schools such as 

drama, ball games, and music festivals occurs in second term. The research 

established that there is strong business sense from the local community 

during such events. Whereas this presents opportunities to hosting institution, 

visiting schools and the local community, yet again it poses challenges as 

students are exposed to new environment. From the key informants 

interviewed during this research, there was a revelation that during this time, 

students engage in exchange of not only information, meeting old friends or 

relatives but are also exposed to negative vices such drugs and substance 

abuse, alcohol, and other contrabands goods. It was also found out that 

during this time students make key contacts with outsiders and take 

opportunity to complain about school. A teacher in one of the burnt schools 
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in Nyanza reported how he encountered students smuggling drugs they had 

got from an outsider into the school after ball games. This is further 

corroborated by NACADA’s Rapid Assessment Drug and Substance Abuse in 

Kenya; one in three students reported using one or more drugs3. There is a 

high likelihood of students being high on drugs to become unruly and result in 

burning of dormitories.  

From these findings, the factor of a hidden hand coming from outside in the 

burning of boarding school dormitories is a reality. The students would not buy 

inflammables while in uniform leaving only four plausible explanations to the 

source 1.) from the school generator idle fuel; 2.) from a neighbouring petrol 

filling station; 3.) from the laboratory inflammable reagents; and 4.) student 

mattresses as a source of inflammables. What is not clear from these findings 

is that in all instances, no outsider has been arrested for the burning of school 

hostels in the recent fires. This may diminish any assertions that the burning of 

dormitories in second term is from external sources unless further research is 

done to prove this case.  

  

3.5 Student Capitation  

 

Students in secondary schools are a source of revenue from the exchequer 

on two accounts namely: School Instruction Material Bank Account (SIMBA) 

and General Purpose Account (GPA) generally drawn from the Free Day 

Secondary Education Fund. Whereas this a noble idea in promotion of 

education agenda as well as high literacy rates, research points to focus 

being more on the number of students than the physical infrastructure that 

would otherwise offer conducive learning environment. During the survey, 

some key informants alluded to challenges in accommodation, class space, 

                                                           
3 NACADA, 2012 Report 



16 
 

library, sports grounds as well as dining services as major issues of concerns to 

leaners in boarding secondary schools. One student comes with a capitation 

figure of Ksh. 13, 000 from the free day secondary education4.  The increased 

student population has significantly increased the workload for teachers, to 

the detriment of enforcing discipline. To the students, the overstretched 

educational and amenity services in the schools is a regular source of 

complaints. During the research, it was established that teachers and 

students have convergence of dissatisfaction channeled towards the school 

administration. There were instances where teachers incite students against 

the administration. This is specifically prevalent during the period of second 

term which also marks end of financial year and start of a new financial year, 

hence interruption in the flow of capitation funds from the exchequer. This 

aggravates the situation that eventually leads to student strikes, specifically in 

secondary boarding schools in second term. 

 

3.6 Lethargic Discipline Process in Secondary Schools 

 

The current dispensation of the justice system in Kenya not only criminalizes 

corporal punishment but also provides several rights to children.  By extension 

students largely enjoy those rights that are protected by the Constitution and 

other obtaining legislations.  During this period of transition between the old 

discipline system and the new order, schools have suffered lethargic 

disciplinary process for fear of getting into conflict with the law. During this 

research, 50% of the teachers and 30% of the students ranked indiscipline as 

the major source of school burning.  One of the leading finding is the weak 

system of profiling indisciple students who transfer between schools. This is 

                                                           
4  Ministry of Education School Capitation Programme 
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attributed to fear of the law, taking advantage of capitation through 

increased enrollment and increased workload for the teachers. 

 

3.7 Copycat Peer Pressure Factors 

 

Peer pressure is a major in school unrests and arsons in Kenyan learning 

institutions. Mob or crowd behaviour in part explains the recent collective 

mass action in the burning of schools in the country. Peer pressure influence 

was a key factor explaining much of the later day burning of schools 

between June –to- August this year. Historically, large groups of people have 

often effected dramatic and sudden social change in a manner that by 

passes established due processes and provoke controversy.  

Peer pressure/influence 27.2% was a key reason for the burning of schools in 

second cited by students interviewed during the survey. Teachers pointed 

out peer pressure 34.4% among students as the main cause of the burning of 

schools in second term. 

Students communicate with peers in other schools and the outside world 

though smuggled mobile phones and other social media networks. When 

students in a school burn their dormitory and are sent home, the news would 

spread very quickly through mobile telephony, TV and other social media 

accessible to students. Students in the neighbouring schools would consider it 

a daring feat and before long, other schools catch fires. The copycat 

patterns of burnings are quickly replicated elsewhere and in a short run, there 

is a crisis of school fires across the country.  
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3.8 Effect of the Ministry of Education Reform Measures in Second Term 

 

The policy initiatives by the Ministry of education, though well intentioned, 

may be receiving hostility from students, teachers, and other stakeholders in 

the education sector various reasons. The non-consultative nature of the 

sudden radical policy changes seemed to have elicited stiff opposition. 

Teachers think the Ministry of education is dictatorial. Students interviewed in 

this survey are discontented with the manner in which the policy initiatives 

were initiated and communicated. 

A number of the policy prescriptions were to be implemented starting in this 

year’s second term of the school calendar. Under the proposed changes, 

second term had been extended by a week – shortening holidays to only 2 

weeks from the previous 4. Third term will last 9 weeks from the previous 12. 

In fact, 80% of the students and 71.3% of teachers interviewed during this 

survey cited extension of second term date as the major contributing factor 

in the recent burning of secondary schools in Kenya.  Students said they were 

protesting against the long second term that would keep them in school for 

an extended period of time yet they needed the holiday break to ease off 

school pressures. Students are simply fatigued after a long, activity-packed, 

overloaded and grueling second term. 

 

2.9 Lack of Professional Guidance and Counseling in Schools 

 

Most public secondary schools lack professional guidance and counseling 

specialists to help students deal with emotional and other challenges they 

come through in schools. In many schools visited during the survey, it was 

found out that teachers who are not trained in guidance and counseling 
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have this responsibility. Whereas guidance and counseling is provided for in 

policy, it is not funded in practice.  

 

3.10 The Student Council 

 

The new systems of school governance in which prefects are elected directly 

by students seem to have a hand in the increase in indiscipline among 

students in public secondary schools. Previously, school prefects were 

appointed by teachers based on academic performance and discipline 

record. However, the current dispensation is that the most popular students 

who get elected are not necessarily the most disciplined. Principals in some 

schools intimated to the fact that some prefects are in actual sense anti-

school administration and have at times been involved in incitement of 

students against school authorities. 

The burning of schools raises questions on the role of prefects in the new 

governance structure of schools. 

 

2.11 The 2013 Legislative Framework 

 

The 2013 Basic Education Act framework has removed the former provincial 

administrators from the Board of management in schools. The effect of these 

is the removal of the coercive figure of authority in for example the chiefs, 

divisional officers (DO) as members of the Board of Management in schools. 

The deterrent effect of having these people in the BOM of schools persons is 

a gap that some key informants pointed out to the increasing student 

indiscipline in Kenyan secondary schools. 
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4.0 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The reform initiatives in the education sector needs to pay particular 

attention to the second term in light of the findings of this research. These 

recommendations seek to help end the recurrence of a vicious cycle of 

student unrests and particularly, the burning of dormitories in second term of 

the academic calendar.  

 

4.1 Decongest Second Term 

 

There is need for a policy review to decongest the over-loaded second term 

school calendar. Some of the co-curricular engagements should be spread 

out to other terms, especially first term that is quite relaxed. Teachers must 

also plan completing the syllabus in good time to allow for adequate time for 

students to undertake revision for exams.  

 

4.2 Moderate Multiple Exams Administered to Candidates 

 

Schools should regulate the amount of exams that students, especially the 

candidates are subjected to. There is also a need to review the exam basis 

as the focus of Kenyan academic system. 

In this regard, there is need for a paradigm shift in alternative pathways to 

success in life. Modalities should be explored to introduce different systems of 

evaluating students’ abilities to lessen the premium and importance placed 

on passing exams and the attendant negative consequences for young 

people. Prominence should also be accorded to non-academic areas of 

sports, music, drama and other talents. 
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4.3 Abolish Joint Trial exams that Replaced Mock Exams.  

 

Joint trial exams that have replaced the traditional mock exams should be 

abolished in secondary schools. Despite mock exams remaining banned in 

Kenyan secondary schools, some schools continue with these. The major 

difference is that they have been rebranded ‘joint trial exams’ administered 

at the Sub-County levels. In the minds of students, these are still the much 

dreaded mocks exams despite the change in name and context.  

 

4.4 Relook the Issue of Discipline in Schools 

 

Discipline is an indispensable component for productive school community. 

The upsurge of student unrests, violence, including criminal arson in 

secondary schools is an issue of concern. There is needed to relook the issue 

of discipline regime in schools in light of growing indiscipline cases in Kenyan 

public secondary schools. 

 

4.5 Address Policy Gaps in Profiling of indiscipline Across Schools 

 

There is a major policy gap on the issue of profiling indiscipline cases across 

Kenyan secondary schools that needs urgent intervention. 

 

4.6 Review Ministry of Education Policies to Secondary Schools 

 

The Ministry of Education should review the approach, communication and 

implementation of some of its recent policy measures to secondary schools in 

Kenya. The mid-term break and school holidays are very important in the 



22 
 

school calendar since they help students ease off pressures and anxieties 

and allow them to ventilate among family, friends and loved ones. 

Psychologists stress that prayers have psychological effects on students and 

the fact that individuals draw a great deal of self-fulfillment from family, 

hence being visited by loved ones boosts morale and confidence in 

students. The ministry should engage in consultative decision-making process 

on policy changes. Radical policy changes are bound to receive stiff 

opposition from various quarters within the education sector. 

 

4.7 Deploy Professional Counselors to Schools 

 

The government should deploy professional guidance and counselors to 

schools. Most school had teachers who lacked the requisite training in 

counseling handling this demanding and sensitive mandate area. 

In the survey, students proposed having in place guidance and counseling 

15.3% as a major intervention to address challenges of student unrests in 

secondary schools. The need for regular guidance, counseling and 

mentorship for adolescents in need of psychological and psycho-social 

support cannot be over-emphasized. All Secondary schools should have full 

time counselors. 

 

Re-evaluate Parenting Roles in Child Upbringing 

 

Parents of today have abdicated in their roles of child upbringing, discipline 

and have instead transferred the responsibility to teachers. Parental role and 

responsibility must not end with the payment of schools fees. 
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Teachers cited poor parenting, weak family structures as key factor to 

indiscipline among students secondary schools.  
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