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Key Highlights

This policy brief provides insights into Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN) research in Kenya, drawing 
from both local repositories and international databases to highlight outputs, funding, and collaboration 
trends. The key highlights include:

• 353 FLN research outputs were identified. Of these, 298 were published in Kenya’s local 
repositories between 2010 and 2023, the majority being between 2018 and 2020. On the other 
hand, 55 outputs were identified in international databases between 2015 and 2023.

• Most outputs were published as journal articles. For those identified from local repositories, 
journal articles accounted for 81% of research outputs, compared with 16% for PhD theses; 
international outputs are similarly dominated by journal articles.

• 78% of FLN research outputs published in local repositories are freely accessible online 
compared to 67% in international databases, reflecting a strong but slightly lower open access 
trend globally.

• Funding for FLN research is limited, particularly for studies published in local repositories, where 
only 11% report receiving funding compared to 58% of studies in international databases. 
International organisations dominate funding, providing 78% of support for locally published FLN 
research and 73% for internationally published outputs. 

• Literacy is the top thematic area in both locally and internationally published FLN research from 
Kenya, while numeracy is more limited, highlighting a critical gap. 

• Quantitative methods dominate FLN research published in international databases (71%), while 
FLN research published on local repositories favours mixed-methods (46%).

• 85% of FLN research outputs published in local repositories (excluding PhD theses) involved 
in-country collaboration and 11% involved collaboration outside sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). 
International outputs showed a mix of in-country collaboration at 56% , SSA collaboration at 
8%, and global collaboration at 36%. 

Introduction

Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN), a child’s ability to read meaningfully and perform basic 
calculations, underpins lifelong learning and economic development. Despite its critical importance, FLN 
remains a challenge across Africa, including Kenya, where many children fail to achieve basic proficiency. 
Between 2010 and 2023, Kenyan FLN research outputs grew significantly, with 298 studies in local 
repositories and 55 in international databases between 2015 and 2023, reflecting rising interest in evidence 
to address these challenges. However, gaps in funding, thematic focus, and methodologies persist, limiting 
impactful, locally-led reforms. This policy brief synthesises findings from an analysis of local and international 
FLN research to provide actionable recommendations for strengthening Kenya’s research ecosystem and 
improving education outcomes for children.

Kenya’s robust education policy framework, aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4), the 
African Union’s Agenda 2063, and the Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA) 2026–2035 
Strategic Area 3 (SA 3) promotes equitable and quality education. Yet, FLN challenges endure: World Bank 
(2022) estimates show only 42% of Grade 3 students meet numeracy standards and 53% meet English 
thresholds, while Uwezo (2021) reports just two in five Grade 4 learners achieve grade-level reading 
proficiency. This is exacerbated by inadequate teacher training, limited resources, and socio-economic 
disparities, underscoring the need for targeted interventions.

Various initiatives (such as infusing the teaching of literacy at lower primary in the competency-based 
curriculum, and the national literacy programs such as Tusome and Kenya Primary Literacy Program (KPLP)) 
have been introduced to address these challenges. However, systemic barriers, including limited funding and 
fragmented FLN research, hinder the intended progress. 

This policy brief is a summary of the FLN publications mapping that was done by ESSA and the REAL centre. 
The mapping exercise defined FLN research as studies on reading, writing, and numeracy skills acquired and 
practised by primary-school-aged children within the education system. It followed the FLN mapping protocol 
(Binesse, Rose & Silva, 2023) to systematically retrieve publications. For international databases 
(Dimensions, Scopus, and Web of Science), studies published between 2015 and 2023 were included. For 
local repositories and non-indexed sources, the mapping covered studies published between 2010 to 2023. 
These included outputs from national and regional academic journals not indexed in major databases, as well 
as institutional repositories and websites of international organisations and NGOs.
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Foundational Literacy Research in Kenya
FLN Research Output and Accessibility

FLN research in Kenya has grown steadily, peaking in 2020, though the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted this 
momentum. From 2010 to 2013, local outputs increased from four studies in 2010 to a high of 36 in 2020 
(Figure 1). International databases recorded 55 outputs between 2015 and 2023, with similar growth trends 
but lower volume (Figure 1). This perhaps reflects Kenya’s strong local research ecosystem, and potentially 
challenges of accessing opportunities for publishing in international journals. 

Of the 298 local outputs, journal articles accounted for 81%, followed by PhD theses (16%), reports (2%), 
and books (1%). International publications, totalling 55, were similarly predominantly journal articles. It is 
reassuring that the majority of publications are available as open access, with 78% of local outputs freely 
accessible online, along with 67% of those in international databases.  The slightly lower open-access rate 
internationally suggests barriers to global dissemination. This could be in part due to the cost of making 
publications open access in some journals. The low number of studies in 2023 is attributed to the partial 
rather than full year mapping. 

(a) Number of FLN publications identified in local repositories
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Figure 1: Number of FLN research outputs identified in Kenya
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(b) Number of FLN publications identified in International Databases 

Note: Total research outputs identified in local repositories was 298 and 55 in international databases.

FLN Research Funding

Funding for FLN research in Kenya is limited across both local and international outputs. Locally, only 11% of 
298 outputs reported funding, with 89% unfunded or lacking information on funding. For outputs published 
in international databases, 73% report being funded, predominantly from international donors. For the locally 
published outputs, international organisations provided 78% of funding, internal institutions (e.g., 
universities) supported 10% of outputs, and local organisations supported 5% (Figure 2). USAID and the 
Hewlett Foundation funded 513 and 7 of the locally-identified outputs, respectively. 

Funding for research outputs published in local repositories primarily supports journal articles (91%), with 
minimal support for reports (9%) and none for PhD theses or books. 

Figure 2: Sources of funding for FLN Research

(a) Sources of funding for FLN Research 
published in international databases

(b) Sources of funding for FLN Research published 
in local repositories
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FLN Research Focus in Kenya

FLN research in Kenya prioritises literacy and learning outcomes, with a more limited focus on numeracy. 
Locally, outputs on literacy are far more common than numeracy, with only 30 of the 298 outputs including a 
focus on numeracy.  The top thematic areas are learning and assessment, teachers and teaching, language, 
and education access (Figure 3a). Internationally, literacy is also more common, although with more of a 
balance with numeracy. Information and Communications Technology (ICT), policy, and equitable and 
inclusive education are among the least explored, mirroring local trends (Figure 3b). The more limited focus 
on numeracy highlights a need for further research. Expanding research into numeracy, ICT, and equitable 
and inclusive education is vital for a holistic FLN agenda.

Figure 3(a): Thematic areas covered by FLN researchers published in local repositories

Note: Total research outputs identified, 298. The reported figures correspond to the number of times the 
corresponding keywords were counted in all outputs identified. 
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Figure 3(b): Thematic areas covered by FLN researchers published in international databases

Note: Total research outputs identified, 55. The reported figures correspond to the number of times the 
corresponding keywords were counted in all outputs identified. 

FLN Research Methods
Research methods vary between outputs published in local repositories and outputs in international 
databases. Locally, mixed-methods dominate (46%, 137 of 298 outputs), integrating quantitative and 
qualitative analyses for comprehensive insights, followed by quantitative-only (33%) and qualitative-only 
(11%). Internationally, quantitative methods are predominant (71%, 39 of 55 outputs), followed by 
mixed-methods (16%), qualitative (7%), and reviews (5%). Action research is very limited locally (2%) and 
absent internationally.

Collaboration in FLN Research
Collaboration is a strength in Kenyan FLN research. Locally, 85% of outputs involved collaboration (this 
excludes PhD theses, as these are inevitably single-authored).  These are primarily in-country collaborations 
(85%), with 4% SSA and 11% non-SSA collaborations. Internationally, the 55 outputs show a mix of 
in-country (56%), within SSA 8%, and global partnerships 36%, although SSA collaboration remains low. 
The limited regional partnerships highlight an opportunity to strengthen intra-African networks to address 
shared challenges.

Gender of FLN researchers in Kenya 
The gender of FLN researchers varies between outputs published in local repositories and outputs in 
international databases. Most FLN researchers in internationally published journals are male (55% as first 
authors and 56% as general authors) while female authors dominate in the local repository (58% as first 
authors and 51% as general authors).
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This policy brief is part of Education Sub-Saharan Africa (ESSA) and the REAL Centre at the University of 
Cambridge’s collaborative efforts (with funding from Gates Foundation – grant number INV-043649) to 
enhance FLN research visibility, foster researcher networks, and promote evidence-based policymaking to 
strengthen Kenya’s FL ecosystem. 

Policy Recommendations

To enhance FLN research in Kenya and increase its visibility locally and globally, the following 
recommendations are proposed:

• Encourage and fund regional collaboration within SSA. Kenyan researchers collaborate three times 
more outside SSA than within SSA, despite shared challenges. Research grants and regional 
proposals could foster SSA communities of learning, enhancing global visibility.

• Promote under-researched topics. Funders should target numeracy, ICT, socio-emotional learning 
and equitable and inclusive education to address gaps observed in both local and international 
research. 

• Increase funding for high-quality research. With only 11% of outputs funded, local and 
international funders / donors should invest in Kenyan-led studies to align with Kenyan priorities.

• Mandate funding disclosure. Researchers should report funding sources or state “no funding” to 
clarify the funding landscape for FLN.

• Develop, digitalise, and regularly update data and research repositories. There is an urgent need 
for universities to digitalise and regularly update knowledge repositories, as online institutional 
repositories are crucial in making local research outputs free and accessible. This is likely to 
require financial resources that need to be allocated to people in appropriate roles to facilitate the 
process, as well as for Information Technology systems to enable it.

• Develop digital repositories. Universities should digitise and update repositories to ensure open 
access, especially for work published in international journals, in line with these journals’ copyright 
requirements.

• Increase publications in international journals. Provide mentorship and other forms of support to 
increase publications in high-quality, peer-reviewed, international journals to increase the global 
visibility and uptake of Kenyan research on FLN.

Next Steps

ESSA and the REAL Centre will contribute to strengthening Kenya's FLN research landscape by convening 
researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to collaboratively identify FLN research gaps and develop 
country-led research ideas and priorities for implementation in Kenya. Following this, we will run a competitive 
seed grant programme for Kenyan FLN researchers. To foster a sustainable community, we will also provide 
ongoing support through information sharing on events, capacity building / strengthening, and funding 
opportunities. These initiatives aim to promote collaborative research, build a robust FLN network, enhance 
research and researcher visibility, and drive evidence-based policy and practice in Kenya.

Trends, Gaps, and Policy Recommendations for Strengthening Foundational Literacy
and Numeracy Research Ecosystem in Kenya to Improve the Quality of Education 07



www.essa-africa.org 
www.educ.cam.ac.uk/centres/real/ 

Education Sub Saharan Africa (ESSA)
Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre

@ESSA_Africa | @REAL_Centre
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