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Brief PointsAcross the world, there are ex-
amples of refugee communities 
creating alternative and parallel 
learning spaces. These refugee-led 
initiatives range from parent-led 
community conversations, individ-
ual informal schools, and transna-
tionally connected educators shap-
ing curricula in exile or teaching 
virtually – such as in the Rohingya 
refugee camps in Bangladesh – to 
formally accredited private schools, 
such as among Somalis in the 
Dadaab refugee camps of Kenya. In 
this brief, we explore how refugee-
led accredited schools in Kenya op-
erate and what we can learn from 
them.

What Can We Learn from Refugee-
Led Education in Kenya?
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• What is refugee-led education, and 
how is it relevant for localisation 
debates?

• What can we learn about refugee-
led education from a case study 
of the Dadaab refugee camps in 
Kenya?

• What drives refugees to establish 
and lead their own educational 
spaces?

• What alternative models can 
refugee-led schools provide?

• And how can refugee-led schools 
contribute to improving quality 
education provision for refugees?
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What Is Refugee-Led Education?

Academic research has increasingly focused on 
refugee-led initiatives and organisations that 
contribute to alleviating suffering, saving lives 
and improving human development and wel-
fare. Studies show that these refugee-to-refugee 
support systems make crucial contributions to 
humanitarian and development efforts across 
the world. This reality underscores the relevance 
of calls for increasing localisation within the hu-
manitarian sector by better engaging local and 
national actors in all phases of humanitarian 
action, including offering greater support for 
locally-led action.

During the World Humanitarian Summit 
(WHS) in 2016, a consensus was reached in 
the Grand Bargain for increased support and 
funding to local actors. Despite the increased 
commitment to localisation, however, refugee-
led organisations or initiatives rarely receive 
acknowledgement or formal recognition – let 
alone funding – from donors, national govern-
ments and INGOs working on humanitarian 
and development programmes. In extremely 
restrictive settings they are not even allowed 
to operate, such as in Bangladesh, where all 
private teaching (including home-based and 
private learning centers) in the Rohingya camps 
has been forbidden since December 2021.

The lack of recognition is often associated with 
refugee’s perceived inability to deliver services 
adhering to high standards of quality, transpar-
ency and accountability. Refugees initiating and 
leading successful organisations and projects 
contrasts with institutionalised global discours-
es and practices, which often perceive refugees 
through a lens of their needs rather than their 
resources.

And yet, refugee-led initiatives have made sig-
nificant contributions in different sectors such as 
social protection, health, livelihood, advocacy and 
education. On the education front, research has 
shown how refugee communities organise them-
selves to independently establish some form of 
learning centre in cases where external support 
is not forthcoming, where they are unable to ac-
cess schools in host countries due to high tuition 
costs and other restrictions, or where they are 
dissatisfied with the quality or content of exist-
ing education systems. The latter is the case for 
Somali refugees in the Dadaab refugee camps 
located in Kenya’s northeastern province, which 

borders Somalia.1 Thanks to the Kenyan govern-
ment recognising and accrediting these schools, 
they are among the most advanced examples of 
what refugees themselves can contribute to edu-
cation in protracted refugee situations.

Refugee-Led Schools in Dadaab

In the Dadaab refugee camps, almost half of all 
primary schools (19 out of 41) and the majority 
of secondary schools (15 out of 21) are formal, 
accredited refugee-led schools, which means 
they are independently established, financed 
and run by refugees, while accredited by the na-
tional host government. The rest are accredited 
free schools established and funded by the UN 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and run by INGOs 
on its behalf.

The schools have largely been set up by Dadaab 
graduates who were given the opportunity to 
complete tertiary education and who saw the 
educational needs in the camps combined with 
a unique opportunity to earn a living making 
use of their skills and resources. They collabo-
rate with Kenyan nationals to fulfil formal re-
quirements, but the schools are iniated and run 
by refugees. The refugee-led schools are paid 
for through the school fees that parents pay for 
their children, at times supported by relatives 
in diaspora. UNHCR-funded schools are free, 
though parents must pay for school uniforms 
and most learning materials, including note-
books, maths sets and scientific calculators for 
secondary schools.

Why Do They Exist?

Somali refugees in the Dadaab camps saw the 
need to establish and run their own schools 
because of two main factors. First, when it 
comes to primary schools (‘integrated acad-
emies’), students and parents expressed their 
wish to combine a high-quality formal, secular 
education with the Islamic teaching offered in 
madrassas (Islamic religious schools). Parents 
could not afford to send their children to both 
schools, when fees were introduced after fund-
ing from the Gulf ceased after 9/11. While 
Islamic teaching is part of the Kenyan national 
curriculum applied in the UNHCR-financed 
schools as well, its cope is limited and the 
subject is taught in English rather than Arabic. 
Thus, refugee teachers and educational lead-
ers realised that combining the formal educa-
tion with religious teaching would ease the 
financial burden on parents and allow them to 
send their children to one school only, in order 
to gain the competences they previously had 
gained by attending the UN schools as well as 
the madrassas.

Second, and in particular relating to second-
ary schools, refugees were concerned about the 
deteriorating quality of education and the low 
performance and high recurrent cancellations 
of the national exam at the UNHCR-funded 
schools. The decreasing quality of education can 
be seen in the poor results of students finishing 
secondary education. 

Illustration: Victor Ndula for an animated story, ‘An Agent of Change’, produced by PositiveNegatives
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How Are Refugee-Led Schools 
Performing Academically?

Somali refugee students in the refugee-led 
schools strongly outperform their peers in the 
UNHCR-funded schools in terms of being able 
to access tertiary education. This is clearly dem-
onstrated in Figure 1 below, which shows the dis-
tribution of KCSE examination grades by school 
category in the Dadaab camps in 2021. The blue 
colour represents the overall performance by 
students in the refugee-led schools whereas the 
orange colour represents the performance of 
the UNHCR-funded schools. The data are for 10 
refugee-led schools (1,195 students in total) and 
6 UNHCR-funded schools (993 students in total).  
Out of the 15 refugee-led schools operating in 
the Dadaab camps, 5 are not included (where 4 
were recently established and not yet registered 
for KCSE and data were not obtained for the final 
school). In 2021, C+ was the grade that qualified 
students for direct admission to Kenyan universi-
ties, although the new government intends to 
review it and raise the eligibility grade.2 Whereas 
only 30 out of a total of 993 candidates (3%) in 
the UNHCR-funded schools obtained the grade 
C+ or above, as many as 933 out of 1195 candi-
dates (78%) obtained similar results in the refu-
gee-led schools. In fact, among the refugee-led 
schools the graph reveals that the large majority 
of this groups even performed much better, with 
the most common grade being B-.

Refugee-led schools have produced the highest-
performing students in the camps. For example, 
in the KCSE examination of 2021, 85 out of 87 

students who scored a B+ and thus qualified for 
the tertiary education scholarships of the World 
University Service of Canada (WUSC) were 
from the refugee-led secondary schools.

These disparities in academic performance 
raise questions about international invest-
ments in education and beg for a systematic 
quantitative study into the quality of education 
provided in UNHCR-funded versus refugee-led 
schools.

What Are the Success Factors behind 
Refugee-Led Education in Dadaab?

Establishing and effectively running an accred-
ited, fee-paying school in Kenya is – practically 
and financially – a costly enterprise. It is even 
more difficult in refugee camps, where the com-
munity lacks political influence and has limited 
socioeconomic capacity. Structural constraints 
notwithstanding, the existence of accredited 
refugee-led primary and secondary schools at-
tests to the fact that refugees have the power to 
negotiate complex structural systems and can 
successfully implement large societal projects 
such as running a well-performing school.

In Dadaab, we have observed that a combination 
of administrative, structural and pedagogical 
factors have led to the success of refugee-led 
schools. These factors include:

1. Adapting the contents of education to 
include both formal and religious teach-
ing in order to meet the broader purposes 

of education that the refugee community 
believe are crucial for the holistic develop-
ment of their children

2. Applying strict administrative oversight of 
lessons to guarantee classes start on time 
and teachers are prepared, with emphasis 
on finishing the annual syllabus on time

3. Following a direct two-way line of account-
ability between parents and teachers, which 
makes the schools answerable to parents’ 
concerns and encourages parents to be 
engaged in the day-to-day operation of the 
school

4. Creating a positive learning experience 
through facilitating active engagement of 
students in both their learning and the 
school’s administrative decision-making. 
Refugee-led schools have democratically-
elected student governments. The strong 
influence of students in their own learning 
and in the school administration shapes the 
educational culture and governance system 
of these schools.

That said, as private enterprises, refugee-led 
schools also come with their own set of chal-
lenges. They create potential disparities between 
students whose families can pay for their fees 
and those whose families cannot. Additionally, 
tuition fees can create financial stress if parents 
cannot commit to paying the fees, jeopardising 
the schools’ ability to secure long-term stability. 
A final concern is that the refugee-led secondary 
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Figure 1: KCSE examination grades across school category, 2021. Source: Garissa County Director of Education
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The fact that formal refugee-led schools in 
Dadaab camps have been rapidly evolving and 
have succeeded in their operations over the last 
decade provides us with the opportunity to learn 
from them. We suggest a set of recommenda-
tions to take forward in the field of refugee 
education:

• Change the narrative on refugees and refu-
gee-led initiatives: The case of refugee-led 
schools in Dadaab defies the global discourse 
in humanitarian and development aid, which 
views refugees as victims and delegitimises 
refugee-led initiatives in their entirety due to 
the perceived lack of accountability, transpar-
ency and capacity to deliver services in an 
effective and quality manner. We argue that 
for formal refugee-led schools in Dadaab, the 
opposite is true.

• Walk the talk of localisation: Building on the 
successful example of Dadaab, more recogni-
tion should be given to refugee-led schools. 
There is great potential to learn from these 
successes and for global practices in refugee 
education aid to apply more innovative ap-
proaches to support such self-sustaining, lo-
cally-driven educational institutes. This also 
requires a greater focus on these initiatives 
by researchers and collection of statistics on 
all formal education for refugees – not just 
those funded or run by international actors.

• Recentre the discussion on quality of 
education provision in refugee contexts: 
Preliminary findings that show refugee-led 
schools might significantly outperform their 
UNHCR-financed counterparts indicate an 
urgent need to consider quality of education 
as an integral part of assessing efficiency and 
effectiveness of refugee aid education.  

schools often provide scholarships for the stu-
dents with the best Kenya Certificate of Primary 
Education (KCPE) results, thus taking away 
resourceful students from the UNHCR-financed 
schools who could have made valuable contribu-
tions to the learning environment there.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The case of refugee-led schools in Dadaab is 
particularly interesting due to their 1) formal 
accreditation by the Kenyan government; 2) 
scale of operation, representing more than half 
of the total number of accredited schools in the 
camp; 3) self-sufficient, locally-driven model be-
ing independently financed by parents, diaspora 
and other private networks that can present an 
alternative to the foreign-aid-dependent schools; 
and 4) high quality education, with preliminary 
evidence suggesting that their students achieve 
significantly better academic results than their 
peers attending UNHCR-funded schools.
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