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Promoting Gender Equity in Higher Education: An Examination of Sustainable 

Interventions in Selected Public Universities in Kenya. 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper is based on a study that set out to examine sustainable gender equity interventions in 

selected public universities in Kenya. The sample consisted of four public universities that were 

purposively selected because they had established gender centres/institutes that were assumed to 

be coordinating gender equity intervention. The study respondents were university managers 

(registrars, personnel officers, deans of faculty/schools, heads of academic departments and 

directors of gender centres, senior academic staff and undergraduate student), from various 

faculties/schools in the universities. Data for the study was collected during the months of March 

to August 2007. The instruments used for data collection were questionnaires for students and 

academic staff, semi structured interview guides for university managers and 

directors/coordinators of gender centres, meeting observation guides and a document analysis 

guide. The study focused on interventions related to access to university education by women, 

Curriculum transformation (Inclusion), University environment (climate) and staff promotion 

and development.  This study was guided by the feminist critical policy analysis perspective 

following Bensimon and Marshall (1997). Data was analysed using qualitative and quantitative 

methods.  

 

The findings from this study reveal that there are a number of impediments to the 

implementation of sustainable gender equity interventions including in adequate funding for the 

activities geared towards enhancing gender equity, inadequate qualified academic staff to teach 

and manage gender related courses and centres, lack of gender awareness among students, staff 

and university managers, negative attitudes towards gender issues and lack of a clear gender 

policy guidelines.  
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1.1 Introduction 

 

Global gender equity campaigns have been an important vehicle for encouraging the increased 

recruitment of women as students and staff into higher education.  The Platform for Action and 

the Beijing Declaration (1995) identifies education as very important in the realisation of 

equality. In 1998, UNESCO convened a World Conference on Higher Education, at which a 

panel of experts reviewed the progress made in gender equality in higher education since the 

Beijing Conference (1995). The participants at the World Conference on Higher Education (ibid) 

underscored the role of higher education in the enhancement of women’s participation in the 

sector. Article 4 of the World Declaration on Higher Education for the 21st Century (1998a) 

called for the elimination of all gender stereotyping in higher education at all levels and in all 

disciplines in which women are underrepresented. Women’s active involvement in decision-

making in higher education was emphasised. The participants at the UNESCO conference 

recommended that by the year 2010, university chairs, professors, and heads of department posts 

should be filled by men and women on equal basis (UNESCO 1998a).  

 

At the UNESCO World Conference on Higher Education (1998b) the conference declaration and 

action plan on higher education in Africa underscored the need for international organisations, 

African states and higher education institutions to develop policies geared towards promoting the 

participation of women as students, teachers and decision makers in higher education in Africa 

(UNESCO 1998b). However, a meeting of higher education partners organised in 2003 to assess 

the progress made in the African region since the UNSECO 1998 conference revealed that there 

had not been any marked improvement in the participation of women in higher education 

(UNESCO 2003).  

 

In September 2000 at the Millennium Assembly, more than 189 member states adopted the 

Millennium Declaration. Built into the Millennium Declaration was a set of priorities, including 

precise and time bound development goals, which are the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs). Eight goals were identified to be achieved worldwide between 1990 and 2015.  MDG 

3 is concerned with Promoting Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. This goal 

recognizes the importance of gender equality and women’s empowerment in effecting social 
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change and transformation. Indicators linked to this goal aim to measure progress towards 

ensuring that more women become literate, have more voice and representation in public policy 

and decision-making and have improved job prospects in non-agricultural sector.  

 

Despite the international campaigns for gender equality and equity in higher education, studies 

conducted in several countries continue to show that women are underrepresented in universities 

as students, staff and managers. The participation of women in higher education as students has 

been found to be uneven across national, disciplinary and institutional boundaries in both 

developed and developing countries.  UNESCO (2003:81) concluded that, although there are 

variations between and within different regions, there is a pattern whereby female participation 

in higher education tends to diminish as one moves from secondary to university education 

especially in Science and technology oriented degree programmes. Gender disparities are also 

apparent in fields/ subjects of study with women (UNESCO 2003: 81). Morley and Lugg (2009: 

39) observe that since academy identity is often constructed and enacted via disciplinary choice 

and location, gendering of disciplinary choices in higher education serves to track students into 

different types of occupations and social hierarchies hence contributing to gender inequalities in 

society. 

 

International research on gender equity in higher education management shows that men 

dominate leadership and management of universities (Lund 1998 and Singh 2002, 2008).  

Studies done in Kenya (Lodiaga and Mbevi 1995, Nzomo  , Kanake 1997, Kamau 2001, Karega, 

2001, and Onsongo 2002,2005,2011), Tanzania (Masanja et al 2001) and Nigeria (Olojede 1993 

and Odejide 2003) all point to the dismal numbers of women in universities as students, 

academics and managers. The studies on gender equity in higher education management show 

that women do not occupy positions that can enable them to influence the policies and direction 

of their institutions, both at the departmental and at institutional levels (Singh 2002).   

 

The poor representation of women in universities has led to questions being raised about the 

nature of these institutions that make them hostile to women. For example, Kearney (2000) 



 5 

argues that with the increased participation of women in higher education in some countries (as 

academics and students) researchers should seek answers to questions such as:  

• Why are attitudes towards gender equity not changing fast enough? 
• Why are women prevented from participating fully in decision-making?  
• How does this inequality impact on the challenges facing the higher education 

sector? (p.2). 
The questions posed by Kearney (ibid) call for a critical analysis of the socio-cultural traditions 

and organisation cultures of universities in various contexts that continue to impede women’s 

career advancement once in universities. Edwards (2000) supports this kind of research and adds 

that institutional cultures where women work need a critical analysis.  

  

A review of previous studies on gender equity in  education in general and in higher education in 

particular gives useful insights into some of the international, regional and national policies and 

interventions being put in place to enhance gender equity in higher education in different 

contexts. However, there is a gap in relation to local and sustainable gender equity interventions 

that can be used to enhance gender equity in Kenyan universities. As Molestane (2004) observes 

gender equity interventions should be contextual and they should address specific local issues 

related to gender equity. They should be developed locally and understood by the beneficiaries 

and the implementers. This paper makes a contribution to this debate by examining some of the 

interventions geared towards enhancing gender equity in selected public universities in Kenya. 

 

 

 

1.2. Statement of the problem 

 
University education in Kenya can be traced to 1951 when the Royal Technical College of East 

Africa was established in Nairobi. The college opened its doors to the first students in April 

1956. In 1961, the Royal Technical College was transformed into a university under the name 

University College of Nairobi giving University of London degrees. In 1970, the University of 

Nairobi was established through an Act of Parliament (University of Nairobi Act 1970). The 

high demand for university education in the 1980s and 1990s led to the increase in the number of 

universities from one public university college in 1970 to seven public universities and fifteen 
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(15) constituent colleges in 2012. The increased demand for university education has led the 

government of Kenya to encourage the establishment and accreditation of private universities 

during the 1990s. By April 2012, there were fourteen (14) chartered private universities that were 

allowed to offer certificates, diploma and degrees just like public universities. (Commission for 

Higher Education, 2012).  

 
Although the government of Kenya recognises the importance of providing equal opportunities 

for all its citizens (Republic of Kenya, 1998), Kenya is ranked among the ten most unequal 

countries in the world and the most unequal in  the Eastern Africa region (Kihara 2005). Gender 

disparities are reflected in the education sector as well. In relation to gender, admissions to 

universities reflect difference between the number of women and men admitted. The inequity in 

admission also presents itself in, the courses in which women are enrolled. Analysis of students’ 

enrolment in four selected public universities by selected courses by the confirmed that women 

are not enrolled in courses like science and especially engineering (Onsongo,2011). Disparities 

are also reflected in the recruitment and promotion of academic staff and managers in the 

university with women forming a small percentage in all cases.  

 

 There have been attempts by individual universities to incorporate women’s issues in their 

programmes. Some of the attempts at enhancing gender equality include establishing gender 

centres, affirmative action and enhancing women’s participation in science related subjects. 

Most of these attempts have been financed by donor funding or Non Governmental Organisation 

such as the African Forum for Women Educationists (FAWE) and the Association of African 

Universities (AAU). It is against this background that a study examining sustainable gender 

equity interventions in selected universities was carried out in 2007.  

 

 

1.3 Research Methods 

The research adopted descriptive survey and case study designs in order to enable the researcher 

to carry out an in depth study of gender equity interventions in selected universities. The study 

used a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to gather data. The quantitative 
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methods were used to scrutinise the existing datasets relating to the participation of women and 

men in the selected universities as students and staff.  

 

This study was guided by the feminist critical policy analysis perspective following Bensimon 

and Marshall (1997). According to Bensimon and Marshall (ibid) feminist critical policy analysis 

has two objectives. The first objective is to “critique or deconstruct conventional theories, 

policies and explanations and reveal the gender biases (as well as the racial, sexual, and social 

class) inherent in commonly accepted theories, constructs, methodologies and concepts”. The 

second objective is to “conduct analysis that is feminist both in its theoretical and 

methodological orientations” (p.6). For a study to be viewed as a feminist critical policy analysis 

Bensimon and Marshall (ibid) argue that it is not sufficient to include women but it must pose 

gender as the fundamental category of analysis, pay attention to differences among women and 

in local contexts, use women’s lived experiences as data and aim at transforming institutions.  

 

The sample consisted of four public universities in Kenya. The universities were purposively 

sampled based on the fact that they had established gender centres/institutes that were assumed 

to be coordinating gender equity interventions. These universities are Kenyatta, Moi, Maseno 

and Egerton. In each university four faculties/ schools were selected using stratified random 

sampling. In cases where the university had constituent or satellite campuses only 

faculties/schools in the main campuses were used for this study. 

 

From the selected universities, the managers that is, the Vice chancellors (4) Deputy vice 

chancellors (4), Registrars (4) and deans of faculties (4), Heads of academic departments (32), 

directors of gender centres or institutes (8) were targeted for interviews. Ten (10) academic staff 

at the rank of lecturer and above were selected from the four faculties of each selected 

universities (n=120).  Students (male and female) 20 were selected from each of the four 

faculties in each universities based on their year of study, that is second, third and fourth years 

(n=320). An additional group of students enrolled in the short course on Gender, poverty and 

development at Egerton university were involved in the study  as a special sample to enable the 

study investigate some of the gender equity interventions in the selected universities. These 

students responded to a different questionnaire related to the course they were enrolled in. 
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The data were collected using questionnaires (for students and academic staff) semi-structured 

interviews guides for managers and directors/coordinators of gender centres, document analysis 

guides (for statistical data) and structured non-participant observation schedules (for observing 

gender relations in the classrooms, meeting and training sessions). Data obtained from the 

interviews, documents and observations was analysed through a process of content analysis and 

organised into themes. Descriptive statistics such as frequency counts of the men and women 

enrolled in various programmes was used to show the gender inequities in the selected 

universities. 

 

1.4 Findings on Interventions to Enhance Gender Equity in Selected Universities 

 

The main objective of this study was examine the interventions that have been put in place to 

enhance gender equity in the selected public universities in Kenya and their sustainability The 

comments and views of the participants regarding what the universities were doing to enhance 

gender equity in relation to providing a supportive environment, curriculum transformation and 

access are summarised and presented in this section. 

 

1.5.1 Intervention geared towards increasing female students’ access to University 

education. 

 

The students surveyed were asked whether there were programmes in their universities/ 

departments that were geared towards supporting female students generally, making the 

university environment conducive to female students and the university curriculum. A majority 

of the students surveyed in this study indicated that there were no specific programmes in there 

universities, faculties and departments geared towards attracting female students to university 

education 

 

However some of the academic staff and manager interviewed mentioned the admission of 

female students with a lower cut off point as an intervention that is geared towards increasing 
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female students’ access to university education. Some of the views regarding this were expressed 

thus: 

I am not aware of any particular programme apart from the admission of females by a 
point lower as it is implemented by JAB (Male manager). 

 

A good number of the university managers interviewed did not see the need of having other 

gender equity intervention geared towards increasing female access to university education as the 

lower cut of points was enough. One male manager raised a number of questions when asked for 

his opinion regarding gender equity interventions: 

 
What else do you want the Joint Admissions Board to do? We are already doing so 
much? And if I may ask you personally, did any body give you favours to get to where 
you have reached? Then why do you want others to get favours? I do not think that is 
right (Male manager). 
 

The views held by this manager suggest that some university manager perceive gender equity 

interventions as favours being extending to women. However there are other managers who 

supported this intervention of lowering the cut off points for female students on the basis that it 

was a corrective measure geared towards correcting past injustices and recognising that there are 

many factors affecting female participation in education at the lower levels. 

 

A critical feminist policy analysis of the effect of the lower cut of points for female students on 

increasing female access to university education revealed that it was not having any great impact 

on female students’ access to university. On average about 300 female students were admitted to 

public universities on this scheme. This is a small number compared to the thousands of students 

who qualify for university education in Kenya but miss out because of the limited places in the 

seven public universities.  For example, in 2006 admissions to public universities only 

candidates who scored an average of 70 marks in 2005 KCSE were admitted to public 

universities. The cut off points went up to 69 while in the previous year it was 67. Female 

students were admitted by a point less (68) but they needed to have scored between 68 and 70 

marks in at least seven subjects. Only 10,211 students of the 260,665 who sat the exams in 2005 

were admitted to public universities. At least 68,030 qualified for admission having obtained 

grade C+ and above (University Admission 2005 candidates Daily Nation Tuesday June 20, 

2006 p.1-2). 
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The Joint Admissions Board meeting held at Egerton University in August 2007 to process 

university admission for the 2006 candidates raised concerns regarding the few female students 

who benefit from the lower cut of point scheme. A critical feminist analysis of how the 

affirmative action policy is applied in Kenyan public universities reveals a number of 

weaknesses that make it an ineffective gender equity intervention. First, at the time of this study 

in 2007 it had not been legalised by the Ministry of Education or the Kenyan government. It was 

left to the discretion of JAB to implement.  Second, affirmative action in the form of lowering 

the cut off points in Kenya is limited to admission of those female students who have met the 

criteria for university admission at the secondary school qualifying examination. It does not go 

beyond admission to make the university environment conducive for female students. It does not 

pay attention to the socio economic background of the students being considered for admission.. 

There are no scholarships targeting the female students who qualify but are not able to meet the 

cost of their education (Onsongo 2009). 

 

A part from the lower cut off points used by the Joint Admissions board when admitting students 

to various universities there was no specific programmes or scheme in the selected universities 

geared towards increasing female student participation in the various faculties/schools. The 

university managers interviewed also said there were no programmes in their universities. The 

finding suggests that there are no programmes or schemes that attract female students into 

various faculties in the selected universities. This means that the gender disparities found in the 

various courses offered by the universities will continue if there are no deliberate attempts made 

to increase female students’ enrolment in the science and technology related courses. 

 

1.5.2 Interventions geared towards mainstreaming gender issues in the university: 

Establishment of Gender centre/ Institutes. 

 

 Another intervention that was considered by some students, academic staff and managers geared 

towards enhancing gender equity was the establishment of gender department/ centres or 

institutes.  Document analysis and interviews with the directors of some of the gender centre 

sought to find out the history, objectives and core activities of these centres/ institutes. After 
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surveying and analysing the documents of the gender centres/institutes in the selected 

universities ( Kenyatta University, Moi University and Maseno University)  the gender centre at 

Egerton University was found to be the most active.   The history of the institute and some of its 

activities were studied further through observation, documents analysis and interviews with 

participants and are summarized in this section. 

 

The Institute for women, gender and development Studies (IWG&DS) was conceived in 1991, 

initially as a female student initiative to address the issues that interfered with them in pursuit of 

their academic excellence on campus. It was named the Centre for Women Studies and Gender 

Analysis. In 2004, the centre was upgraded to an institute and mandated by the university senate 

to offer academic programmes in addition to its earlier mandate. The objectives of the institute 

include: 

• To develop curricula and conduct training programmes for students, staff , government 
and NGO’s who will facilitate integration of gender and development in policy 
formulation and decision making 

• To carry out gender related research from a multi-disciplinary perspective and contribute 
to intellectual development 

• To engage in outreach programmes and advocacy in gender related issues through public 
lectures, short courses, seminars, workshops and mass media 

• To provide consultancy and counselling on gender and development to individuals, 
researchers and extension officers, decision and policy makers nationally and 
internationally. 

• To promote gender mainstreaming in the university through curricula, research and career 
development 

• To disseminate information on gender and development issues through publications, 
internet and mass media 

• To foster gender awareness in the university through mass media, public lectures, 
workshops and conferences 

 

 

Gender equity interventions at the Institute for Women, Gender and Development Studies 

at Egerton University 

 

Coffee Hour Social.  

This is a forum for students to identify, discuss, address and propose solutions to issues affecting 

female and male students on campus. It is held every Thursday of the week and it is supported 
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financially by the university.  The sessions are organized and managed by students. This coffee 

hour originated from the experiences of female students on campus. For example, there was 

widespread sexual harassment and sex for marks. The university was not initially supporting the 

coffee hour sessions because they did not regard them as important but after the Vice Chancellor 

attending one Coffee hour he was amazed at the fruitful discussions that were going on. He 

decided to support the sessions with a budget of Ksh 80,000 ($ 1,000) for the coffee and biscuits. 

On average there are about 100 students who participate in the sessions weekly. Sessions start at 

5.00pm and end at 7.00pm.  

 

The main lead group is the female students’ league which coordinates the activities and it meets 

periodically to set the agenda for each term. Students register for the league as they join the 

university at a fee of Ksh 50 and they elect their officials. A Document Analysis of the coffee 

hour sessions revealed that a number of gender related and emerging issues were discussed 

ranging from reproductive health, academic issues, courtship and marriage, career development 

security on campus, gender based violence and social relationships. The students also organise 

the coffee hour social in order contribute finances to some of the outreach activities such as the 

Girl Child Education fund and mentoring of high school students. Interviews with leaders of the 

female student’s league revealed that students at Egerton University were benefiting from the 

coffee hour sessions. Some of the benefits identified include creating gender awareness among 

university students especially male students and training in leadership skills, crisis management 

and personal growth. 

 

Mentoring programme for secondary school girls 

In this program the female students league visit local girls’ secondary schools and give 

motivational talks to encourage the girls. After the talk many girls are asked to share their 

experiences. In the first visit to a secondary school in the locality the girls narrated how they 

were being forced to have sex with teachers in order to be bought sanitary towels.  

 

In one of the outreach programmes in secondary schools, the institute had rescued a girl who had 

been forced to marry her secondary school teacher. The girl had been identified in 2005 when the 

mentoring group visited a secondary school where the girl was studying. The girl had been 
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forced to be married to the deputy head teacher of her school as the third wife after completing 

her form four examination. The teacher had paid dowry to the parents when she was still in 

school. The institute rescued the girl from the forced marraige and even bought cows to refund 

the dowry that had been paid. When the girl refused to be married as the third wife and ran away 

from home her younger sister of 13 years was given to the man to take her place. This incident 

shows how the socio-cultural understanding of gender roles for men and women in society can 

make it difficult for some of the gender equity interventions to be implemented. 

 

 The mentoring programme led to the establishment of the Girl Child Education Fund. Initially 

two girls were supported and one of them was named Nyambura hence the name of the fund 

became Nyambura Education Fund. This fund is run as an outreach activity in conjunction with 

the school mentoring programme. It involves paying fees for bright needy girls who perform 

well in their primary school examination and are unable to meet the cost of secondary education. 

The fees are raised during the annual gender awareness day and donations from well wishers 

including female academic staff. At the time of this study, 28 girls have benefited from the 

institute and an additional 21 were being supported in 2007, 11 of these were in day schools 

while 10 are in boarding schools. 

 

PRISM: Professional Role Integrated in Student Mothers 

This is an association formed by student mothers on campus. Members include any student with 

a child or who is expectant. It was started in 2003 when it was realized that student mother’s 

issues were not being adequately covered during the coffee hour social. The main objective of 

the organisation is to support the students and to empower them through seminars and training. A 

member of PRISM interviewed described the origins of the association thus: 

 
In 2003 the student mothers decided to set up a programme that is meant to discuss their 
issues because we had seen how much students struggle especially when they get 
pregnant. The male partners disown them once they realise they are pregnant. Hence they 
rent rooms in the slums because the rent is cheaper but the facilities are deplorable as 
there is no clean water and electricity is rationed. There is stigma associated with getting 
pregnant on campus and after being dumped. So we thought an association will help to 
encourage one another and assure one another that all is not lost. In most cases the 
student mothers socio economic background is very poor. Some of their parents are 
peasants farmers. Others had only one parent. When they met and discussed their needs 
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they listed them as follows: education, childcare, personal needs, accommodation, and 
basic needs such as food, safe pre-natal and ante-natal care, and financial needs (Student 
Mother). 

 

The only source of funding for PRISM is the members’ registration fees of Ksh 50. The student’s 

mothers are recruited using posters on campus, snowballing and gender awareness day.  PRISM 

offers counselling services, training in parenting, financial assistance, moral and emotional 

support for student mothers, cookery lessons, health related issues such as Sexually transmitted 

diseases, Pelvic Inflammatory Disease and family planning methods. Meetings are held on 

Fridays for 30 minutes. In 2007 about 15 -20 students were members. However the student 

mothers association faces a number of challenges including: 

• Initially student mothers were not free to come because of the stigma associated with 
getting pregnant on campus. There was an attitude that I do not want to be known as a 
mother. So only the desperate and traumatised ones registered initially. Student 
fathers have refused to join. 

• No support from the university which does not acknowledge student mothers 
 

PRISM serves as an example of how female students who become stigmatised due to unequal 

sex relations in the society struggle to ‘rehabilitate’ or ‘integrate’ ( Odora-Hoppers 2005:64) 

themselves into a university environment that does not want to ‘transform’ itself in order to meet 

their specific needs as student mothers (Bensimon and Marshall 1999). The female student 

mothers are stigmatised because their status disturbs the ‘unproblematic’ university culture and 

processes. They have to be assimilated into a male culture by developing strategies for survival 

such as meeting after classes and consoling and giving one another hope that ‘all is not lost’ . It 

is important to note that PRISM was initially formed by the desperate and traumatised student 

mothers. The association therefore lacks the necessary resources and support that can make it 

contribute to meaningful change of gender relations within the university. 

 

Annual Gender Awareness Day 

This is an annual event held every October and is included in the university calendar. Themes are 

selected and guests invited from government, higher education institutions, secondary schools 

and community based organizations. Senior women in society are invited to come and give 

speeches in order to act a role models for the female students and high school girls. In 2007 the 

theme for the gender awareness day held on 17th October was WOMEN EMPOWERMENT . It 
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was attended by the representatives from the university administration, invited guests from 

government departments, parastatals, Non Government Organisations, students from the 

university, secondary schools and primary schools. The activities for the day included, tree 

planting, free medical examination, voluntary counselling and testing services, gender desk, 

Jomo Kenyatta Foundation, Exhibitions, Art and Design, Entertainments (Songs, Poems and 

Plays) 

 

An evaluation of the interventions put in place by the Institute of gender, Women and 

Development studies at Egerton universities reveals that they fall in the category of those 

designed to undertake gender sensitisation and socialisation mobilisation in support of concerns 

of women. A critical feminist analysis of these intervention reveals that they are not geared 

towards transforming the institution to make it gender friendly instead they are geared towards 

assimilating the female students to the male dominated university environment. 

 

1.5.2 Interventions geared towards making the university environment Supportive  

 

Data regarding the role the university plays in providing a supportive environment was collected 

from the students.  The students were asked whether they perceived the university environment 

to be supportive of female students in terms of adequacy and access to facilities on campus. 

Again the views of the students did not suggest any formal arrangements by the university 

geared towards making the university environment safe for the students.  

 

This study also found that there were no accommodation facilities set a side on campus for 

female students with families or those who fall pregnant.  A majority of the students (83.1%) 

said there were no facilities for these students. At the time of this study the university was not 

providing accommodation for student mothers. The students were required in most cases to 

vacant the university premises when they were eight months pregnant. These students then 

rented rooms in the university neighbourhood. Some of the rented accommodation was in 

informal settlements near the university which did not have clean water and electricity. At 

Egerton University an interview with the student mothers revealed that even prenatal and 



 16 

antenatal services were not free for the students. One student mother interviewed shared some of 

the challenges they faced on campus: 

. 
Where we live at the moment the electricity is rationed and there is no clean 
water.  The university charges us health fees for our sick children. Prenatal and 
Ante natal services are paid for just like those outside the university. This is 
meant to discourage student motherhood but sometimes it does not help because 
we can pay for these services if they are made available to us (Student mother) 
 

The findings related to making the university environment supportive of gendered needs of 

students revealed that there were no gendered interventions put in place. Students were expected 

to adjust to the university environment irrespective of their specific or special needs. As a result 

female students especially those with families or babies were struggling to survive. The living 

conditions made them vulnerable to exploitation.  

 

1.5.3 Interventions geared towards Curriculum Transformation in the selected universities 

Hearn (2001) observes that changing the matter of academic content is part of reducing gender 

inequalities and promoting gender equality in academia. Gender equality is not just about 

structures and procedures but also about the content of academic teaching and research, and the 

deconstruction of non-gendered mainstreams. Curriculum transformation is important because as 

Morley (2006) observes lack of attention to gender issues in form of language, resources, 

representation of women, references and teaching styles can reinforce gender inequalities. 

 

Students were first asked to indicate whether there were courses in their departments, faculties 

and universities that address gender issues. A total of 110 students responded to this question. A 

majority (66.4%) of them said that there were no such courses at their department, faculty or 

university. Those who indicated that there were gender related courses were asked to list them. 

Some of the courses listed at the departmental level by some studies included: Gender studies, 

gender and community development, law and society. Most of the listed courses were said to be 

in the faculty/school of Arts and Social Sciences.  

 

A document analysis of the university programmes/calendar also revealed that indeed very few 

courses being offered in the selected universities dealt with gender issues. The document analysis 
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showed that the gender or women related courses were in most cases located in those 

departments that traditionally attract female students. Again most courses at Kenyatta University 

were optional. This means that only those students interested in gender issues could opt to study 

them.  

 

The Institute at Egerton University was the only one at the time of this study running a certificate 

and a diploma course on gender, Poverty and development. This course is run every April, 

August and December. It lasts two weeks. It targets people working with the Non Governmental 

Organisations NGOs, teachers and students of Egerton and any other person interested in gender, 

poverty and development. Up to August 2007 session a total of 39 females and 62 males had 

participated in the course as follows since its inception in 2003. During the August 2007 session 

the participants were drawn from all parts of Kenya. Most of the participants were Egerton 

university students and workers. A few teachers and NGO workers participated in the course. 

 

 An observation of one of the session in August 2007 revealed that the sessions provided an open 

forum for debate on gender issues relating to the topic under discussion. The participants 

engaged in serious debate on gender relations in the Kenyan society. In one session tackling the 

topic of gender issues in entrepreneurship there was a heated debate lasting about 20 minutes on 

women’s domestic roles. A man wondered how women professionals and entrepreneurs 

managed their roles. He thought families were suffering because these roles were not being 

performed. The certificate course was found to be benefiting a few people as shown in the 

participation rates. Again most of the participants in certificate course at Egerton were drawn 

from people who were already working in Non governmental Organisations dealing with gender 

related issues. It can be concluded therefore that no serious efforts had been made to transform 

the curriculum in the selected universities. 

 

1.5.4 Interventions geared towards staff development 

An analysis of women representation in the selected universities showed that proportion of 

women in these universities as academics and managers is lower than that of men. The academic 

staff interviewed in this study were asked whether they had attended any course/ seminar/ 

workshops related to gender issues.  A majority of the women staff interviewed indicated that 
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they had not attended a course workshop/ seminar related to gender issues. However a few 

indicated that they had attended and that the course had had an effect on their career. One woman 

manager said: 

 I attended a course organised the Women in Science and Engineering on Women and 
Leadership. And there I learned a lot about how women nibble one another. I picked a 
few things which have helped me a lot (Woman manager) 

 
 

The Institute for women gender and development at Egerton University also organized a training 

course for female staff in the university in May 2007 which the researcher participated in and 

observed. About 50 women participated in the workshop drawn from academic staff, 

administration, for example, the personnel office, student records, catering section and dean of 

students. The main goal of the workshop was to enable women participants build networks and 

support for each other.  The workshop was facilitated by senior academic women who have been 

trained under the Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU) Women in higher education 

leadership and management programme. The various facilitators and speakers at the workshop 

emphasised the importance of empowering women in higher education management. A 

discussion on women’s participation in higher education leadership and management identified 

the price women have to pay to reach top management. These include sacrificing one’s family, 

stereotypes from men and retrogressive cultural practices. 

 

1.6 Conclusion 

The findings on the gender equity interventions at the selected universities presented in this 

paper reveal that there are no interventions geared towards increasing female students’ access to 

university education in general and to specific departments and faculties. The lowering of entry 

points for girls applied at the admissions level has not resulted in any significant increase in 

female student enrolment in the selected universities. 

 

 There has been a move to incorporate gender issues in the selected universities through the 

setting up of gender centre or institutes. However a part from the institute at Egerton university 

which was involved in a number of activities, the other centres were still being set up and had 

not fully launched there activities. The activities of the Institute at Egerton although partially 

supported by the University most of them relied on individual efforts by the students and staff 
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working there. These activities/interventions were geared towards making students especially 

female students cope with the many challenges they were facing in a hostile university and social 

environment. 

 

There are no interventions geared towards transforming the university curriculum including 

content and teaching strategies especially in the science and technology programmes. This 

implies that the gender inequities in the different disciplines are being perpetuated by gender 

insensitive content and teaching and learning styles. In spite of female staff being 

underrepresented in the university academic ranks and management positions minimal efforts 

were being made to empower the staff with academic qualification and continuing professional 

development to enable them compete with their male counter parts.  

 

 

Even where some interventions were been introduced like Egerton university, the sustainability 

of gender equity interventions depended heavily on individual female staff and students who 

were committed to gender equity in society. Once these individuals are transferred and complete 

their studies then these interventions are not sustained. In cases where interventions are 

introduced without committed staff and students then there are no activities that take place ( Moi 

University and Kenyatta university. Relying on well wishers and individual effort poses a great 

challenge to gender equity interventions. This is because most of the staff working in gender 

centre/institutes are academics who are very busy and whose allegiance is more to their academic 

disciplines. For these people working towards gender equity in their universities is an extra load 

which they can quickly put aside if they do not get adequate support and incentives to carry on. 

 

 

Abraham and Altman (2005: 13) writing from the experience of several programs designed to 

attract and retain women and minority faculty members and to draw women to fields in which 

they are historically under represented at two Institutions in the USA (Bryn Mawr College and 

DePauw University) contend that “a comprehensive, rather than a piecemeal, approach to 

institutional transformation is crucial to mentoring and supporting women and minorities at all 

stages of academic careers”. They argue that special programs to enhance gender equity must be 
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accompanied by an overhaul of academic and personnel policy and a genuine commitment to 

achieving gender equity at all levels. This they observe requires the creation of partnerships 

among administrative and faculty leaders to bring about meaningful and lasting change. They 

further argue that from the perspective of feminist theory, a policy approach based on principles 

of formal equity, for example ending discrimination in salary and promotion, may appear to be in 

tension with a programmatic approach based on women’s different situations and needs. For 

gender equity interventions to succeed Abraham and Altman (ibid) argue that the two approaches 

need to be used. 

 

In proposing a comprehensive approach to gender equity intervention Abraham and Altman 

observe that implementing these policies is like doing housework. This means that “You can’t 

just do it once and get it over with” p. 14 (Didn’t we already hire a woman last year or didn’t 

appoint a woman vice chancellor arguments cannot help just like saying didn’t I just mop that 

floor yesterday?).  It must become an integral part of how business is done in the university day 

in day out. There is a need to keep on monitoring, measuring and re-inventing the strategies and 

inventing new ones. The strategies need to include both special programs and initiatives to 

recruit and support women and members of under-represented minority groups, but also a full 

review and overhaul of academic and personnel policies that affect everyone.  

 

Based on the findings on the gender equity interventions in the selected universities presented in 

this paper it can be argued that only a combination of various gender equality measures and 

initiatives can make an effective and target-oriented contribution in order to establish gender 

equality and parity at the university level. Gender equity interventions should not be left to a 

specific unit but is should be integrated within all areas of the university (teaching, research, 

personnel and budget issues, leadership/management and steering/controlling levels). 
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