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Abstract
This study examines civic engagement trends among Nairobi youth living in or near slums.
Through quantitative and qualitative analysis, the findings provide baseline data on slum youth’s
perceptions of civic duty and the frequency and means of acting on that duty. The study was
designed to evaluate the impact of The Supply’s pilot program, which attempts to increase civic
engagement among slum youth through a curriculum centered on service learning. Aside from
providing a comparative sample for the purpose of impact evaluation, the results also point to an
overall trend that Nairobi slum youth are civically aware, but not necessarily civically engaged.
Background and objectives
The Slum Issue
UN-Habitat reports that an estimated 1 billion people in the world live in urban slums, a number
that is expected to double by 2050.i In recent years there has been a heightened focus on the
growth of informal settlements, and a slow shift in how development organizations and
governments understand and discuss potential solutions. The UN Millenium Development Goal
7 Target 11 states: “by 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of at least
100 million slum dwellers.”ii
Despite this heightened focus, the growth of slums continues. Exploitation by local slumlords
and neglect from state and local governments leave many of these slum dwellers without a voice
in their community’s future. Living conditions in slums are often sub-human as many
governments view them as legally ambiguous, and therefore, are slow to extend constitutionally
guaranteed services.
The SLUMS Program
The Supply Education Group, a New York based 501(c)3 organization, is piloting an education
program intended to activate urban slum youth to respond to this neglect. The education
program, known as SLUMS (Student Leaders Understanding My Slums), is a focal element in
The Supply’s theory of change. That theory posits that a relevant approach to slum education –
one that includes more participatory pedagogy and service learning – will lead to increased civic
engagement, and therefore, a more integrated voice advocating for locally designed solutions.
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SLUMS stems from the observation that existing education practices in slums rarely include
critical civic thought or community engagement. Instead, emphasis placed on standardized
testing and global competition has led to didactic, fact-driven learning.iii
Yet, slum youth are uniquely positioned to participate in a more participatory, civic education.
At a young age, students in slums are exposed to adult-like scenarios such as sexual activity and
drug use. Further, in the absence of parent figures, these youth are often forced to take on adult
roles such as bringing income to the family and caring for younger siblings. All of this
contributes to slum students who are acutely aware of the problems hindering their community.
The SLUMS program is an attempt to connect these students’ daily experiences to a servicelearning program that encourages action. Freire refers to this as ‘problem-posing education:’
“Students, as they are increasingly posed with problems relating to themselves in the world and
with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to respond to that challenge.”iv
The Supply believes this ‘problem-posing,’ civic education will activate urban slum youth to be
more civically engaged participants in the future of their communities.
Objective of the Study
Implementation of the SLUMS program began in The Supply’s first pilot school in July 2013.
The objective of this study is to evaluate the impact of this first pilot program. As stated, the
desired effect of SLUMS is to strengthen students’ civic engagement levels; therefore, this study
is an attempt to quantify baseline civic engagement levels. Throughout SLUMS implementation,
these baselines will be a point of comparative analysis for the change in civic engagement. This
will be a key impact metric for The Supply.
This study is also intended to add to The Supply’s research and development on overall civic
engagement trends among Nairobi slum youth. By analyzing perceptions of civic duty and the
frequency and means of acting on that duty, The Supply will be able to better understand how
students are, or are not, civically engaged. All of this will help guide The Supply’s program
development.
The research team hypothesized that baseline civic engagement levels would be weak,
specifically in the areas of institutional trust and service learning. Levels of community trust
were expected to be strong in comparison to other categories. The findings below support the
overall hypothesis of weak civic engagement, including in the areas of institutional trust, service
learning, and classroom environment. However, levels of community trust were found to be
equally low. The discussion below attempts to address these findings on the foundational that
Nairobi slum youth are civically aware, but not necessarily civically engaged.
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Methods
Overview
To evaluate impact, a two part comparative study was designed. Part one of the study was
conducted from June-July 2013, to measure baseline civic engagement levels in The Supply’s
pilot school and 13 random control schools. It should be noted that, to ensure a true baseline, part
one data collection was completed in The Supply’s pilot school prior to training or
implementation of the SLUMS program.
Part two of the study will be conducted following at least four months of SLUMS
implementation at The Supply’s pilot school. The same methods and schools will be reevaluated, and this report will be updated with complete findings.
The Instruments
Civic engagement, sometimes described as a catalyst for, or form of, social capital, cannot be
defined nor measured universally. The primary instrument used for this study was developed by
reviewing literature on approaches used to quantify levels of civic engagement, especially as an
outcome of service learning.v Through this review, the following themes emerged as relevant to
measure civic engagement as an outcome of service learning:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Civic Competence & Political Efficacy
Participation in Informal Networks
Participation in Formal Networks
Trust of Community
Trust of Institutions
Participation in Service Learning Projects
Perception of Classroom Environment

Based on these themes, a survey was developed with questions relevant to the political and social
framework of Nairobi, Kenya. Although the survey was based on the themes above, participants
were not informed of the themes or which questions were assigned to each theme. Most survey
responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale. Some of these questions also required a
qualitative explanation. Each possible response on the survey was pre-coded with a score (i.e.
+2, +1, 0, -1, -2), to create a unique Civic Engagement Scale. For the purposes of this study, the
scale will be known as The Supply Civic Engagement Scale (TSCES).
TSCES is designed so that each survey will produce a score between 0 and 10. A higher score
corresponds to a stronger level of civic engagement.
Focus groups were also conducted as a secondary instrument, and as a means to evaluate
respondent candor. Each small group discussion was conducted as uniformly as possible, and
focused on the following themes:
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•
•
•

Civic competence & political efficacy
Participation in any network, group, or project
Perceptions of classroom environment
Sampling

Determining a sample size for this study was difficult due to the informal nature of the
population from which the sample derived. Most of the desired sample schools are not registered
and could only be contacted through onsite networking. Therefore, the research team focused on
relevance of each sample to the pilot school. Informal community secondary schools in slum
communities were considered the most relevant. The research team also focused on capturing a
sample from a diverse range of slum communities.
Based on these goals, the research team identified approximately six schools prior to initiating
the research project. These schools were identified by reviewing unofficial lists of schools in
Nairobi and making calls to their Directors. However, the majority of sample schools were
secured once the research team was onsite in Nairobi. This was done by networking with other
school directors and also by asking random community members to identify schools in their slum
neighborhood. Ultimately, 14 schools from five different Nairobi sub regions participated in the
study. 280 students completed the survey and approximately 130 additional students participated
in focus groups. More schools, beyond the 14 participants, were identified and agreed to
participate, however, the research team was unable to meet with all schools due to restraints in
time and resources.
All 14 schools self-identified as low-cost community schools that cater partially or wholly to
slum students. Due to the informal boundaries of slum communities, a small minority of
participating schools did not consider themselves to be geographically located within a slum.
However, all schools were within a 10-minute walking distance of slum communities and
enrolled slum students.
As mentioned, the 14 participating schools represented five different slum regions of Nairobi.
Two schools (including The Supply’s pilot school) participated from the slum of Lenana. An
additional three schools participated from the slum region of Dagoretti. Dagoretti, also known as
Ngando slum, is adjacent to Lenana and lies west of Nairobi city center. Three schools
participated from the Kibera slum, which is southwest of Nairobi city center. Four schools
participated from the Kayole region, which lies east of Nairobi city center. The Kayole schools
included schools from the Soweto and Matopeni slum communities. The last two schools were
from the Mathare slum, northeast of Nairobi city center.
Every school was similar in their classification as a low-cost community school and general
demographic of students. However, the schools varied significantly in their levels of financial
sustainability and years in operation. Informal conversations with school directors revealed
unique solutions to the common struggle of financial sustainability. Some examples include:
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receiving financial support from international organizations, temporarily reducing operations to
one grade level, and seeking assistance through private-public partnerships
Outliers in the sample include one group of Standard 8 students, instead of Form 1 students, who
were surveyed from Besure Care Center. And one boarding school: St. Charles Mutego School.
Administering the Data Collection
Data collection was completed in June and July 2013. After explaining the research project to
school Directors, the research team met with the students. All students were read a verbal
informed consent form before splitting into two groups – one group completed the survey while
the second group participated in the focus group. Selection of students for the focus group was
conducted randomly, except for an effort to maintain gender balance. Typically, 8-10 students
were selected for the focus group.
Students participating in the written survey remained in the classroom, and completed the survey
at their own pace. Students participating in the focus group typically formed a small circle in an
informal space near the school. The same member of the research team facilitated all focus
groups to maintain consistency.
Each student who participated in either form of data collection was given a pen and sticker in
appreciation for their involvement.
Analysis Approach
Analysis of the written surveys involved coding of the few questions that included a section for
qualitative explanation. One member of the research team completed all coding to maintain a
consistent analysis. Once coded, all responses were replaced with the corresponding score from
TSCES. Finally, individual scores within each school were compiled and the mean was found to
provide a civic engagement score for each school.
Focus group notes were compiled and analyzed for trends.
Initial findings & discussion
The Supply Civic Engagement Scale
As previously written, each student’s civic engagement score was compiled to provide a mean
score per school. Findings of each school’s mean on The Supply Civic Engagement Scale are
illustrated in Figure 1.
Each sample school, listed along the x-axis, is grouped with other schools from the same general
community. The average of all sample schools combined was 3.35 out of 10.00, illustrated by the
black bar running horizontally across the findings.
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KevJumba High School, the pilot school where The Supply is implementing its SLUMS
program, scored 3.56 out of 10.00, slightly above average.
These scores provide a comparative look at civic engagement levels between informal
community school students in slum areas of Nairobi. It should be noted that at this stage, the
scores are purely an indicator of civic engagement as defined by The Supply’s Civic Engagement
Scale. But, as mentioned, the instrument used to create this definition is based on literature and
other suggested means of measuring civic engagement as an outcome of service learning.
The findings suggest that overall civic engagement is relatively weak. And, based on
observations throughout the data collection process, initial speculation can be made as to why
some schools scored higher than others. For example, the management of Mashimoni (the lowest
scoring school) seemed unresponsive to discussions on community engagement while the
management of Excellent (the highest scoring school) was eager to point out students who
participate in a community service club. However, the correlations cannot be deemed significant
without further data collection on several uncontrolled variables such as student demographics.
There may also be a trend in why certain communities score consistently higher than other
communities – take for example, Kayole and Kibera. But again, further data collection would be
necessary to evaluate the significance of this trend.
Although these baselines are subjective to TSCES’s definition of civic engagement, they will be
relevant after the second part of data collection is complete. At that time, percentage changes of
the civic engagement scores will provide insight on if and how The Supply’s SLUMS program is
having impact.
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Figure 1

Thematic Findings
Although the baseline scores in Figure 1 do not provide immediate insight on the impact of The
Supply’s pilot program, a breakdown of the overall score into the themes included on the
instrument does begin to achieve objective two of this study – understanding how students are
civically engaged.
Figure 2 demonstrates the thematic breakdown mean of all sample schools combined. Thematic
scores (TS) were calculated as the total points received (T1) within each theme, divided by the
total points possible (T2) within the same theme (TS = T1/T2 ). The maximum score for each
theme is 1.00.
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Figure 2

The civic competence and political efficacy average of all schools was 0.41 out of 1.00. This
theme included questions that evaluated students’:
• Perceptions on the need for community change
• Perceptions on civic responsibility
• Perceptions on their ability to make change in their community
• Ability to problem solve community issues
• Outlook on their future community involvement
The informal networks average of all schools was 0.21 out of 1.00. This theme included
questions that evaluated students’:
• Interaction with friends, neighbors, and family on community issues
• Action taken with friends or peers to address community issues
The formal networks average of all schools was 0.47 out of 1.00. This theme included questions
that evaluated students’:
• Involvement with organized church, youth, school, or nonprofit groups
• Perceptions on voting as a form of participation
• Perceptions of volunteering with organized campaigns as a form of participation
• History of engaging with political representatives
The community trust average of all schools was 0.18 out of 1.00. This theme included questions
that evaluated students’:
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•
•

Perceptions on the fairness and trustworthiness of neighbors and community members
(including shop owners)
Perceptions on the fairness and trustworthiness of peers and friends

The institutional trust average of all schools was 0.10 out of 1.00. This theme included questions
that evaluated students’ perceptions on the fairness and trustworthiness of:
• Police
• Government officials
• Local chiefs
• Religious leaders
• School officials
• Media (including newspaper, radio, and television)
The service learning average of all schools was -0.12 out of 1.00. This theme included questions
that evaluated students’:
• Participation in service and volunteer projects
• Likelihood to discuss projects with peers
• Application of human rights or government’s role to projects
The classroom environment average of all schools was 0.07 out of 1.00. This theme included
questions that evaluated students’:
• Perceptions on freedom of expression in the classroom
• Frequency of discussion based learning
• Frequency of discussing societal issues
Remaining below 0.50 in every category, these results suggest that each theme has potential for
enhanced civic engagement – a reflection of the overall scores on TSCES from Figure 1.
However, the variations that exist between certain categories may indicate why overall levels are
remaining low.
Based on the civic competence and political efficacy (0.41) score, students do have a basic
understanding of what it means to be a citizen – that is, they have a basic understanding of civic
awareness. The responses showed that most students recognize that issues exist in their
community and that they may have some role in addressing those issues. Some students are even
able to outline a rudimentary plan on how to solve the issues. However, there are some students
who feel that they have no power or voice to make community change.
The inclusion of formal networks (0.47) and informal networks (0.21) as themes provides an
understanding of how students believe in acting upon their civic duty. Based on the sociopolitical
context of Kenya and the slums therein, it is surprising to see formal networks scoring stronger
than informal networks. Formal networks in Kenya are often perceived as corrupt and
marginalizing to groups such as slum dwellers. Yet, this finding suggests that students are more
likely to be aware and active in formal means of participation, such as formal church groups or
official political campaigns, than they are with informal means of civic participation such as
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community organizing. Several factors may contribute to this difference, including a highly
publicized national election that was conducted a few months prior to data collection. It should
be noted, though, that scores of both the formal and informal are relatively low – especially when
it comes to participation in either network.
Ultimately, the low levels of both community trust (0.18) and institutional trust (0.10) may be
what inhibits overall civic engagement from flourishing. Because, although students have a
moderate understanding of their civic responsibility and the outlets to exercise that
responsibility, a lack of trust in their peers and institutions will undoubtedly hold them back from
active participation. Low levels of institutional trust are not surprising given the history of
corruption in Kenya’s political systems. However, an equally low level of community trust is
troubling, as it may pose a significant hindrance to even the most local levels of organization and
civic action. This low level of community trust likely correlates to the low strength of informal
networks – if students or the community as a whole lack trust in their neighbors, they are
unlikely to discuss sensitive community issues and participate in community action.
Finally, measures of civic engagement within the education system are the lowest. The low level
of classroom environment (0.07) suggests that democratic principles such as freedom of
expression and discussion-based learning are not part of the regular classroom experience. This
also supports The Supply’s initial observations, mentioned above, that test-driven results have
led to didactic learning in the classroom.
The negative score of service learning (-0.07) is possible due to the coding system used for
analysis, which included a deduction of points for students who reported not working on any
service project. A deduction was also made for students who were unable to articulate any details
on a service project they reported. This finding shows that students are unlikely to participate in
any service projects as part of their school experience, supporting another Supply observation
that classrooms rarely tie education to civic thought or civic duty.
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Figure 3

Figure 3 shows the same thematic means from Figure 2 alongside the thematic means from The
Supply’s pilot school KevJumba High School (KJH).
They are largely analogous, however KJH has stronger levels of civic competence and classroom
environment, and weaker scores on service learning. The strong jump in classroom environment
poses several questions as to what KJH is doing differently in the classroom. The survey did not
include questions to capture this information. However, one theory is that the students at KJH
were fearful of responding negatively about their teachers or school. Many students at KJH have
witnessed strong relations between The Supply (including members of the research team) and
KJH administration; therefore, they may have been more fearful than other participating students
who were seeing the research team for the first time.
Focus Groups
Discussions in the focus groups were based primarily on three themes; and the findings largely
support those from the thematic breakdown above.
On civic competency & political efficacy:
Students were highly capable of listing issues in their community that they would like to change.
Similarly, most students also stated that they possess the power or voice to make changes in their
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community. However, elaboration on why or how they have this power was vague. Most groups
described ideas of “educating” or “organizing” their peers as their means of political power.
Students often stated that their responsibility to take action in the community stems from the fact
that they are receiving an education.
“People say you’re wasting your time; you’re just too young. But we’re not!”
“Many of our parents did not achieve high education, but since we are here it is
our responsibility.”
Of those students who felt like they do not have the power to effect change, the primary reasons
given were young age and complacent/ignorant communities.
“We don’t have power because of the ignorant people in the community. These
people won’t listen. They’re satisfied with what they have.”
“Kibera people -- they don’t listen. So even if we create a group, they will still
throw the trash.”
In addition, students also acknowledged the government’s role in addressing community issues.
Frequent reference was made to the Nairobi City Council’s (NCC) role in sanitation. Students
cited the NCC’s absence in slums, but noted that they are commonly seen sweeping the streets in
the city center (a tourism hub).
But, when questioned on what they could do to increase NCC’s sanitation presence in their
slums, students rejected the idea that their civic power extends to the government. In fact, when
students were asked what they could do when the government fails to do their job, the common
response was to give up.
“Nothing. We have to sit and call it a day.”
On participation in any network, group, or project:
Discussions on participation in any formal or informal group or project revealed a clear and
consistent trend. Students often discussed what they “could” or “should” do to address
community issues.
“ I could get my friends to pick up trash.”
“ I could start a group that educates my friends on drugs.”
However, few students could describe any active participation with a group or project working
on community issues. Common community projects that students did mention included: church
groups, groups that help orphans, support groups for young girls, and sports clubs. However, the
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frequency of participation in any of these groups was usually limited to once per lifetime or once
per year.
Students often cited a lack of financial resources as the reason why they were not participating in
projects. Yet, many of the suggestions that students listed as projects they “could” or “should” do
did not require financial resources.
On perceptions of classroom environment:
Contrary to the survey findings, students did attest to moderate levels of free expression in the
classroom. This contradiction could reflect a lack of comfort in responding negatively about
teachers or school administration in an open group setting. Student did described nominal
frequency of group discussions and extracurricular activities such as student government or
debate club. Most students also stated that they do discuss community issues in the classroom,
although in a structured format and often as part of a core class.
However, 100% of students said they do not participate in community projects through their
school. This supports the -0.07 service learning score.
Concluding remarks – civically aware vs. civically engaged
The first objective of this study, to evaluate the impact of The Supply’s SLUMS program, cannot
be fully actualized until the second round of data is collected.
However, the findings discussed above do provide an initial understanding on civic engagement
trends among Nairobi slum youth. Although all findings are purely trends, there is strong support
in the overarching trend that students are civically aware, but not necessarily civically engaged.
Civically Aware
The quantitative findings from The Supply Civic Engagement Scale show that students do have a
basic understanding of their civic duty and means of acting on that civic duty. This is illustrated
by the moderate strength of civic competence and political efficacy scores, which measured
students’ perceptions on the need for community change and their role in that change.
Qualitative findings from the focus group discussions also supported this argument. Students
easily listed community issues that needed addressed; and they usually assumed a high level of
responsibility for enacting those changes. Students’ civic awareness was also evident in their
ability to list what they ‘could’ or ‘should’ do to address community issues.
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Civic Engagement
However, despite being civically aware, the findings also demonstrated that students rarely turn
that awareness into active participation. The quantitative result from the service-learning theme,
which measured participation in community service projects, was -0.07.
Common threads in the focus groups supported this low level of engagement. 100% of students
said they did not participate in a service project as part of their education. And, those who
mentioned participation in projects outside of school stated that their frequency of participation
was low – often times less than one time per year.
Further Exploration
Despite the evident trend in civic awareness and lack of civic engagement, many of the findings
pose more questions than answers. Further research could provide deeper understanding of why
some schools or communities scored stronger than others. Is it a matter of the community
demographics – wealth, gender, ethnicity? The number of government or nongovernment
agencies within a community? Or maybe it is purely reflective of the school – either financial
management or teaching style?
Another trend that needs additional analysis is the low levels of community and institutional
trust. Although low levels of trust are not surprising given the context, trust could be the key
factor in civic engagement. Does a low level of community trust prevent community
organization and action? Or is is the opposite – a lack of community engagement is contributing
to low levels of trust? Hopefully part two of this project will shed light on these questions, as we
analyze changes in civic engagement after several months of service learning projects in the pilot
school. Depending on the malleability of both community and institutional trust, an introduction
of service learning may have an effect on trust levels and community organization.
Implications
Full implications of this study are dependent on findings from the second round of data
collection. However, the initial trends show support for a program like The Supply’s SLUMS
curriculum.
Students’ ability to list multiple changes they would like to see in their community, along with
their belief (stated in focus groups) that receiving an education equates to increased civic
responsibility, contradicts with these same students’ lack of participation in community projects.
In design, the SLUMS program would bridge this disconnect by engaging students in monthly
community projects.
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Limitations
The research team acknowledges several limitations to this project. With additional resources
and time, the sample size should be increased to be in line with the population of community
secondary schools in Nairobi slums. An increase in the sample would also create a more
statistically sound control goup that is less affected by the student demographics within each
community.
An element of researcher bias should also be noted, as the director of this research is also an
employee of The Supply and invested in the success of the SLUMS program. Finally, the
instruments used to evaluate civic engagement do not exist without limitations.
Despite these limitations, The Supply hopes that this study will contribute to discussions on
intelligent program design and the significance of civic engagement as the impetus for slum
development solutions that come from within.
Acknowledgements
Special gratitude is directed to the school directors and student participants, who welcomed the
research team and were so willing to share.
Appreciation is also extended to the two other members of the research team: Cate Njue and
Julia Kim. Without Cate’s positive perseverance and Julia’s countless hours spent coding
qualitative responses, this project would not have been completed.

!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!
!
!

!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Endnotes
i

UN-Habitat Features. Slum Dwellers to double by 2030: Millennium Development Goal Could Fall Short . Nairobi:
UN-Habitat, 2007.

ii

Ibid.

iii

For example, in Kenya, a student’s score on a standardized test taken in primary eight is the key determinant for
the quality of secondary school a student will attend.

iv

Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum, 1970.

v

D’Agostino, Maria J. "Measuring Social Capital as an Outcome of Service Learning ." Innov High Education, no.
35 (2010): 313-328.
Flanagan, Constance, and Amy Syvertsen. Civic Measurement Models: Tapping Adolescents’ Civic Engagement.
The Pennsylvania State University, Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning & Engagement,
2007.
Meyer, Samantha, Tini Luong, Paul Ward, and George Tsourtos. "Operationalising the Theory of Social Quality:
Analysis of the Reliability of an Instrument to Measure Social Quality." Development and Society 39, no. 2
(2010): 329-358.

!

!
!
!

