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1. Background
Education reforms in Kenya have actively embodied 
the dynamic and responsive mechanism to challenges 
within society and the economy. The 8-4-4 system, 
though introduced to make education effective, 
left many labelling it as a party to making student 
memorization and negating skills acquisition 
(Matere, 2024). The Competency-Based Curriculum, 
launched in 2017, focuses on competency and aligns 
with the international curriculum (Kenya Institute 
of Curriculum Development, 2017). However, 

implementing the CBC has encountered challenges, 
including inadequate teacher training and resource 
inequity (Cheruiyot, 2024). Also, the transition phase 
has revealed deficiencies in the necessary infrastructure 
and poor policies that affect the efficiency of the 
systems (Munyasia & Sika, 2020). Each system 
provides important lessons to be learned for Kenya’s 
changing education system landscape. However, 
the following are distinguishing factors between the 
Competency Based Curriculum (CBC) and the Kenya 
8-4-4 systems. Whereas the CBC focuses on using 
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skills through creativity, invention, and problem-
solving, the 8-4-4 system props up content knowledge 
and cramming for tests. Where the CBC is skills-
based, the 8-4-4 system is exam-based. The CBC 
encourages invention and ideas by allowing students to 
choose what department to focus on; the 8-4-4 system 
emphasizes time, material, and tactics for learning 
(Cheruiyot, 2024).

1.1 The 8.4.4 System
The 8-4-4 system was implemented in 1985 due to 
the Mackay Report, which fosters human resource 
needs, particularly in skills deficiency and economic 
demands (Matere, 2024). At that time, there was 
a shortage of technical and vocational training to 
support Kenya’s industrialization and modernization 
of agriculture. Most of the learners coming out of 
the preceding education system were regarded as 
unfit for placement in the job market, especially 
where relevant skills in engineering, carpentry, 
tailoring, and mechanics, among other professions, 
were concerned (Matere, 2024). Further, preparing 
learners with the skills to employ themselves and 
reduce unemployment among the youth was a 
challenge. The previous system of education was 
bookish and had failed to equip the learners with 
skills for practical work in affairs that are of cognitive 
prerogative for professionalism, particularly in rural 
and urban developing sectors, including smallholder 
farming, technical and business vocations, and other 
income-generating activities (Cheptoo & Ramdas, 
2020). In this system, students spend eight years in 
primary education, four years in secondary or high 
school, and four years in university education, which 
also spans four years of hands-on theoretical learning 
(Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, 2017). 
It was established to offer practical and theoretical 
education to students. Its aims enabled learners 
to be independent, firm, and industrious and have 
skills to get jobs. Over time though, these challenges 
started to appear: congestion in the curriculum 
front, inadequate learning facilities, and stimulus-
based education that retarded the learners’ growth 
and development (Kenya Institute of Curriculum 
Development, 2017; Matere, 2024). In early 2000, 
critics said the 8-4-4 system was irrelevant to the 
current global and national needs, especially in digital 
and technical proficiency.

1.2. CBC System
CBC was launched in 2017 in Kenya as a system 
change from the 8-4-4 system (Ogula, 2023). In 
contrast with the previous curriculum, the CBC 
focuses on the acquisition of competencies by the 
learners, including critical thinking skills, creativity, 
problem-solving, communication, and cooperation, 
since learners will have the opportunity to work 
in groups and other settings in their learning. It 
also nurtures communication skills to confirm that 
the learner can speak, write, or sign proficiently 
in different situations (Rodgers & Alice, 2023). 
Responsible use of technology is central to the profile 
and providing students with competence in digital 
literacy. Besides, self-efficiency and self-assertiveness 
are represented in the CBC so that learners develop 
their confidence and gain awareness regarding 
their abilities and weaknesses. Another thrust area 
is citizenship, fostering a culture of nationality, 
guarding the globe, and patriotism. At the same time, 
learners are encouraged to perform learning to learn, 
which prepares them for learning new information 
and new situations in their lifetime, and imagination 
provides for innovations and creative practices 
(Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, 
2017). It comprises a 2-6-3-3 system: Pre-primary: 
2 years, primary: 6 years, junior secondary: 3 years, 
senior secondary: 3 years, and 3 years in university 
(Cheptoo & Ramdas, 2020). The CBC seeks to 
cultivate talent and inclusion and prepares learners 
for education for the twenty-first century (Cheruiyot, 
2024). However, the barriers such as poor training 
of the teachers that are supposed to implement this 
method, lack of resources, and the unwillingness of 
some stakeholders have made its implementation 
quite difficult (Matere, 2024; Victoria et al., 2022).

1.3. The 8.4.4 Grading System
Under the 8-4-4 system, students’ academic 
performance was primarily assessed through 
standardized national examinations: the Kenya 
Certificate of Primary Education (KCPE) was 
taken after primary schooling, and after secondary 
schooling, the Kenya Certificate of Secondary 
Education (KCSE) was done (Munyasia & Sika, 
2020). Concerning the grading, this program was 
numerical, whereby the KCSE scores ranged from A 
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(above 81%) to E (below 10%) (data in Figure 1). 
In KCPE, each subject is assigned a behavioral index 
scale of A, where A is more than 79%, and E is less 
than 25% (data in Figure 2). At the university level, 
degrees were classified as follows: first class honors 
of 70 percent and above; second class honors upper 
division of 60 to 69 percent; second class honors 
lower division of 50 to 59 percent; pass of 40 to 
49 percent; and fail of below 40 percent. (Matere, 

2024). The KCPE results were useful for joining 
secondary schools, while the KCSE results were 
crucial for universities and colleges. However, as 
mentioned earlier, the grading approach under the 
8-4-4 system was very clear without drilling down to 
the other qualities of a learner, such as creativity and 
technical skills. This limited many students’ chances 
of excelling in areas outside the normal curriculum 
(Nyaboke et al., 2021).

Figure 1: KCSE Grading Guidelines (8-4-4 Examinations)
Source: Kenya National Examination Council, 2024

Figure 2: KCPE Grading Guidelines (8-4-4 Examinations)
Source: Kenya National Examination Council, 2024

1.4. CBC Grading System
The CBC grading system is an improvement of the old 
system mainly because it compiles a holistic grade of 
learners (Rodgers & Alice, 2023). This system comprises 
formative and, therefore, summative assessments; 
nonetheless, there is a shift from the comprehensive 
examination to the idea of a non-stop assessment 
(Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, 
2017). Proficiency in competencies is evaluated, and 

instead of giving a score on cumulative assessments, 
a grading system is employed that measures mastery 
of the competencies concerning subject areas (Naomi 
et al., 2023). Learners are rewarded based on such 
performance categories as “Exceeding Expectations,” 
“Meeting Expectations,” “Approaching Expectations,” 
and “Below Expectations” (Cheruiyot, 2024) (Data 
in Figure 3). Also, the assessment concept focuses on 
the project approach, cooperation, and activity-based 
knowledge application (Kim, 2015). However, issues 



ISSN No.: 2320-7655(Print) ISSN No.: 2320-8805(Online); Registration No.: CHAENG/2013/49611

Felix Chepchieng Aengwo and Ismail Thamarasseri, Issues Ideas Educ. Vol. 12, No. 2 (2024) p.4

are being raised concerning the uniformity of grading 
and the massive training necessary for educators to 
competently integrate these assessments (Munyasia & 
Sika, 2020). The CBC grading system promotes skills 
and competencies compatible with current world 
trends in education but needs elaborate facilities’ 

support and policy intervention to be implemented 
fairly and effectively (Victoria et al., 2022). The 
grading structures of both systems exemplify a move 
away from prestigious academic assessment to an 
appreciation of learners’ multiple abilities to address 
Kenya’s developing vision and foundation for learning.

Figure 3: KPSEA Grading Guideline (CBC Examinations)
Source: Kenya National Examination Council, 2024

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Grading Systems in Education
Gur and Koroglu (2023) investigated the complexity 
of the Turkish higher education grading system 
by interviewing 25 academic administrators and 
educators. The results indicated that 78% of 
participants believed the existing grading policies were 
too rigid and irrelevant to the competencies needed in 
real life. The authors stressed the competency-based 
assessment of students, suggesting that grading systems 
should be developed to assess students’ practical skills 
and knowledge.

Pal (2022) assessed the grading system in Nepal’s 
secondary education by collecting data from 1,200 
students and 150 teachers through surveys. According 
to the findings, 62% of the participants found the 
existing system inadequate for assessing critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills. Pal suggested the inclusion 
of competency-based frameworks to improve these 
aspects and grade practices that are aligned with the 
objectives of education in fostering lifelong learning.

Cahapay (2020) studied the assessment practices 
transformed by the COVID-19 pandemic in a 

Philippine teacher education institution. The study 
employed a mixed-methods approach through surveys 
and interviews of 120 faculty members and students. 
The results showed that 65% of participants preferred 
formative assessments over traditional summative 
methods because they were more flexible during crises. 
The study emphasized the need for flexible grading 
practices that emphasize student growth rather than 
academic achievement.

Quintana and Quintana (2020) studied the effects 
of specifications grading in a U.S. based project-
based design course. Conducting action research with 
100 undergraduate students, they determined that 
85% supported specifications grading because it was 
the clearest and aligned with the course goals. They 
recommended its broader use in higher education 
since it promotes accountability and mastery.

Tan Yuen Ling et al. (2020) investigated how 
students perceive fairness in bell-curve grading 
using a survey of 200 university students from 
Singapore. Qualitative analysis shows that 71% 
of participants associated bell-curve grading with 
increased competition and stress. Such perceptions 
were linked to the students’ goal orientations, leading 
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to the realization that grading needs to be oriented 
towards intrinsic motivation and equitable learning 
environments.	

Kleinman et al. (2018) studied the transformation 
of grading policies in US higher education institutions 
through a longitudinal study involving 15 institutions 
and over 5,000 student records. It was reported that 
alternative grading systems, including pass/fail, rose by 
32% between 2010 and 2017. Such shifts were said 
to be linked to attempts to ease academic stress and 
encourage students’ holistic development. The authors 
argued that the grading policies should be more aligned 
with the contemporary goals of education.

Kumar and Sharma (2014) gave a general 
overview of grading systems worldwide regarding 
their historical development and purpose. The authors 
conducted a meta-analysis of 50 studies conducted in 
different countries. They indicated that early grading 
systems, instituted in the 19th century, were used 
more for ranking students hierarchically. However, 
67% of the studies reviewed focused on a new trend 
toward criterion-referenced grading, focusing on 
specific learning outcomes rather than comparative 
performance.

2.2. Studies related to the 8-4-4 Grading System
Muricho (2023) provided a historical perspective on 
the challenges faced by the 8-4-4 system, particularly 
regarding its grading design. The author observed 
that the system’s reliance on high-stakes examinations 
perpetuated inequality. Wealthier students could afford 
private tuition and learning resources, giving them an 
advantage over their less privileged peers. The study 
highlighted a 40% disparity in performance between 
students from rural and urban schools, attributing 
this gap to resource allocation and access to quality 
education.

According to Mpisili (2022), various opinions 
emerged about stakeholders’ perceptions of the 
8-4-4 grading system. On one hand, the teachers 
acknowledged that it has a structured framework, but 
at the same time, they claim it is very rigid. Indeed, 
68% of the students could not meet the expected 
holistic learning outcome, according to teachers. To 
most parents, the grade translates into success; this 
creates more pressure on students in exams, causing 
increased anxiety and burnout cases, especially among 
KCPE and KCSE students.

Wekesa and Olela (2022) compared the 8-4-4 
system and CBC. The authors posited that though the 
8-4-4 grading system supported academic intensity, 
it did not consider skills in the 21st century, like 
teamwork and solving problems. The call for reform 
became louder with increasing demands for moving 
from content-based assessment to competency-based 
assessment, where learning is experiential and holistic.

Ayaga and Okaya (2020) critically reviewed 
establishing and adopting the 8-4-4 grading system in 
Kenya. The author asserted that the system has three 
phases: 8 years of primary, 4 years of secondary, and 4 
years of higher education. Additionally, it is summative, 
where national exams, KCPE and KCSE, are the 
principal examinations and mark every step of the way. 
However, it focuses on academics, mathematicians, 
science students, and language students, among many 
others, whose extracurricular or vocational skills gain 
little emphasis.

Onditi and Ajwang (2020) analyzed how 
technology enhances the 8-4-4 grading system. They 
concluded that computer-assisted learning tools can 
improve the mastery of complex concepts for 80% 
of the students in urban schools. The advantages, 
however, were unevenly spread out since most rural 
areas lack appropriate technological infrastructure. In 
this regard, the authors recommend an inclusive way 
of adopting digital tools in grading and assessment.

Imana (2020) critically analyzed the grading 
methodology of the 8-4-4 system. It has many positive 
aspects, as it is focused on standardized testing to ensure 
that institutions are uniformly graded and compared 
with each other, hence grading students fairly across 
the country. The author pointed out a major weakness 
in the system: over-reliance on rote learning and 
memorization in academic work. Creativity and 
critical thinking were compromised. It discriminated 
against students who excelled in other fields since 75% 
of the curriculum consisted of theory.

2.3. Studies Related to Competency-Based 
Curriculum Grading System
Gulled (2023) studied the implementation paradigms 
of CBC in Africa, making cross-country comparisons 
with OECD countries. The author observed that 
CBC grading emphasizes mastering skills, thinking 
critically, and applying knowledge in real life. Unlike 
the conventional systems, where exams take center 
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stage, CBC utilizes continuous assessments to ascertain 
a learner’s progress. Competency-based assessments 
comprise 85% of OECD countries, compared to less 
than 50% in most African countries. Gulled has argued 
that having African CBC grading systems aligned with 
world best practices will improve their practice.

Hussein (2023) discussed the challenges of 
implementing CBC in Northern Kenya. According 
to this study, poor infrastructure and a lack of 
learning resources impeded proper grading. 68% of 
schools did not have enough facilities to facilitate the 
hands-on activities essential for the CBC assessment. 
Teachers complained of the inability to carry out 
performance-based assessments due to overcrowded 
classrooms, which had up to 50 students per 
teacher. This compromised the quality of individual 
assessment.

Kubai (2023) critically reviewed the issues facing 
competency-based assessments in Kenya. The problem 
identified is that although the CBC assesses practical 
competencies, tools, and frameworks, they are poorly 
standardized, creating inconsistencies. 72% of the 
teaching respondents indicated not aligning with 
expected results. Kubai proposed the formation of 
clear rubrics for grading and teacher professional 
development programs so that the schools can meet 
the same benchmarks.

Muchira et al. (2023) compared the application of 
CBC in Kenya with what was practiced in South Korea 
and the USA. The authors concluded that although 
Kenya’s CBC grading system is keen on continuous 
assessment, South Korea utilizes technology to ease 
the assessment process. In the USA, 78% of CBC 
schools use digital tools to monitor students’ progress. 
The research recommended that such technologies 
be used in Kenya for efficiency and accuracy in CBC 
grading.

Opondo et al. (2023) discussed challenges facing 
competency-based assessments in implementing 
them in primary schools in Kajiado County, Kenya. 
The authors indicated that 64% of the schools found 
it difficult to conduct practical assessments due to a 
lack of teacher training and resource constraints. In 
addition, the parents felt that the grading under CBC 
was subjective and sometimes not transparent. The 
authors insisted that the challenge could be mitigated 
by involving stakeholders and allocating resources for 
effective management.

Andiema (2021) discussed the assessment of 
special needs learners in Kenya regarding their 
teachers’ competencies for evaluating the competency-
based curriculum. The author found that CBC 
marking targets assess what learners can do in specific 
competencies rather than what they remember. 
The assessment involves formative assessments like 
portfolios, observation checklists, and practical tasks. 
However, the study revealed that 54% of teachers were 
inadequately trained in properly applying these tools, 
particularly in meeting the special needs of special 
needs learners.

2.4. Implications of Grading System Changes
Chan (2023) discussed how higher education 
assessment policies changed with the COVID-19 
pandemic, emphasizing the effects on learners and 
teachers. Changes from traditional grading practices 
to flexible systems, like pass/fail systems, greatly 
decreased anxiety for 65% of students surveyed. 
However, educators felt there was less academic rigor 
and less equitable grading, as 32% worried about the 
effect on students’ motivation.

Huynh et al. (2023) discussed equity challenges in 
assessment due to grading changes within US medical 
clerkships. The authors discovered that students of 
underrepresented backgrounds are still being placed 
at risk from systemic biases because 38% reported 
unequal access to mentorship opportunities. In this 
respect, the authors promoted objective evaluation 
tools that balance fairness with the breadth of skills 
needed to be appraised.

Zubiaurre Bitzer et al. (2023) reported creating 
a student-centered assessment system in a US dental 
school. Efforts put into formative feedback and 
skill-based assessments resulted in a 25% increase in 
student perceptions of satisfaction with the grading 
process. On the other hand, the faculty recognized a 
15% increase in administrative workload, showing 
the compromise made with learner-centered reforms.

Ehrlich et al. (2021) reviewed the impact of grading 
format changes in medical education, specifically 
for the shift by the United States Medical Licensing 
Examination (USMLE) Step 1 to pass/fail. The 
study found both negative and positive effects. 78% 
of students said they felt less tense throughout their 
training, while faculty reported a lack of distinction 
among top-performing candidates, making residency 
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selection even more difficult. This highlights the 
balance to be achieved between learner-centric policies 
and institutional needs. 

Lundqvist and Lidar (2021) focused on aligning 
grading reforms with policy goals in Swedish science 
education. The result showed a minor mismatch 
between intended policy outcomes and observed 
classroom practices. Only 40% of the teachers claimed 
that the reforms support “real-world competency 
development,” indicating a greater need for functional 
coordination between the policy and pedagogy.

Hasselbladh and Bejerot (2020) investigated the 
place of grading systems in Sweden’s education reform 
context. They discussed the impact of numerical grading 
and determined that even though such systems are 
better suited for accountability and comparability, they 
often exclude other aspects of learning, like creativity 
and problem-solving. According to their research, 
45% of the respondents were constrained by the strict 
measurements, which inhibited holistic teaching.

3. Methods
3.1. Research Design
The study adopted a mixed-methods research design, 
utilizing surveys and interviews, to answer the 
following questions: 

(1)	 What is the comparison between the 8-4-4 and CBC 
grading systems? 

(2)	 How do the 8-4-4 curriculum and CBC differ regarding 
grading standards and criteria? 

(3)	 What are the advantages and disadvantages of 8-4-4 
and CBC grading systems? 

Mixed-methods research refers to a method that 
combines data collection and analysis techniques from 
quantitative and qualitative studies within one study 
to take the best of each approach, yielding a richer 
understanding of complex phenomena (Flick, 2020; 
Timans et al., 2019). The quantitative part used a survey 
method. The method uses structured questionnaires 
to obtain data from a selected sample of participants. 
Surveys efficiently quantify participant perceptions of 
trends, opinions, behaviors, and patterns (Apuke, 2017). 
However, the qualitative part used interviews, described 
as a systematic conversation between a researcher and 
participants to gain in-depth insight into the individual’s 
experiences, perceptions, and insights (Gill et al., 2008; 

Hamilton & Finley, 2019). Semi-structured interviews 
were used in this research to ensure that the key themes 
of grading systems were covered.

3.2. Research Procedure
The surveys and interviews in this study followed a 
structured procedure. First, the target population in the 
selected schools and administrative positions includes 70 
teachers and 10 educational policymakers to understand 
their perceptions, experiences, and outcomes related to 
the 8-4-4 and CBC grading systems. Using purposive 
sampling, respondents for interviews were targeted, as 
teachers and educational policymakers were the main 
subjects who would have direct experience in either the 
8-4-4 or CBC system. Purposeful sampling was utilized 
since it provided a reason behind selecting participants, 
giving considerable insights into their experiences and 
knowledge (Timans et al., 2019). However, it allows the 
researcher to obtain useful information to acquire the 
study’s objectives (Flick, 2020). For the survey, stratified 
random sampling was utilized, ensuring representation 
by different education levels and geographic regions.

The questionnaire was administered using 
Google Forms, and the participants’ responses were 
captured and recorded. The respondents received clear 
instructions and ethical considerations like informed 
consent and anonymity. The pilot study was conducted 
with the participants to ensure the reliability of the 
survey instrument. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted over the phone to collect information 
from 10 teachers and 3 educational policymakers. The 
guide for interviews ensured consistency with room 
for open-ended responses. Data was collected and 
recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed 
for easier analysis. Thematic analysis was conducted 
from the interviews based on which themes emerged 
to help analyze the data. Quantitative data analysis was 
done using Excel to compute the descriptive statistics, 
including mean and standard deviation.

4. Results
4.1. Interview Results
Interviews were administered to 10 teachers and 
3 educational policymakers. Their responses were 
recorded and later transcribed. Their names were 
not mentioned to protect their identity; the word 
respondent was used. The following are their responses 
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based on the research questions and items of the 
interview:

4.1.1. Interview Results in Regard to the 
Comparison Between the 8-4-4 and CBC Grading 
Systems

When asked about modes of assessment of 8-4-4 and 
CBC, the following were the responses: “I think the 
8-4-4 system was heavily dependent on summative 
assessments like final exams in assessing the student’s 
performance. On the other hand, CBC focuses 
on formative assessments that involve continuous 
evaluation through projects, practical and classroom 
participation. According to the CBC, assessment is 
holistic since it captures the student’s progress over 
time, unlike 8-4-4 exams with a high-stakes nature.”

Regarding measuring student abilities, here are the 
responses: “The CBC portrays better since it captures 
diverse abilities in students due to its extended scope 
beyond performance academic abilities, including 
skills, talent, and competencies. CBC provides a 
broader evaluation, but clear metrics for performance 
on academics made 8-4-4 easier to measure.”

Regarding CBC and 8-4-4 in measuring practical 
and theoretical knowledge, the responses were, 
“From my experience, the 8-4-4 was very theory-
based while neglecting practical application. On the 
other hand, CBC balances both, as it will require 
students to apply their skills practically and solve 
real problems. CBC will better prepare students for 
employment and societal challenges than the 8-4-4 
theory-based system because it is centered more on 
learners’ abilities.”

Regarding the inclusion of both systems in meeting 
diverse learner needs, the respondents denoted, “I 
think CBC caters to all kinds of learners by including 
individualized education plans. The 8-4-4 system was 
quite narrow in scope. Inclusion is one strength for 
CBC, considering multiple intelligences since the 8-4-
4 system was rigid and examination-based.”

Lastly, on matters of alignment with modern 
learning expectations, the respondents reported that 
“since CBC takes into account 21st-century skills 
such as creativity, collaboration, and critical thinking, 
it best aligns to current expectations of learning. The 
approach that CBC pursues is learner-centered and 
competencies-based. This too adheres well to the 
international educational imperatives.”

4.1.2. Interviews Related to 8-4-4 Curriculum and 
CBC Differences in Terms of Grading Standards 
and Criteria

When asked about the academic excellence grading 
criteria for 8-4-4 and CBC, the following response was 
given: “In my opinion, academic excellence in 8-4-4 
is narrowly defined to mean examination marks. CBC 
makes it broader through creativity, innovation, and 
practice. The criteria CBC uses are more progressive 
and emphasize holistic development instead of 
examination performance.”

The following were the responses regarding 
differences in grades on individual or group 
assessments: “CBC grading entails individual and 
group work assessments that encourage teamwork 
as opposed to the 8-4-4 system, which is majorly 
individual performance. The group’s evaluation in 
CBC facilitates teamwork, an underrated attribute in 
8-4-4 systems.”

Regarding the creativity and problem-solving 
skills criteria, the respondents posited, “I think CBC is 
perfect because it accommodates creativity and critical 
thinking through incorporating practical works. While 
the system was more based on theoretical knowledge 
of 8-4-4, CBC enables innovation, especially about 
critical thinking skills.”	

Regarding consistency and transparency in 
grading criteria, the respondent noted, “The CBC 
grading criteria lack contact consistency. Sometimes, it 
seems quite a subject, but it is more transparent about 
grading than 8-4-4. Also, there is the aspect of teacher 
training, which is the limiting factor to consistency in 
CBC grade.	

When asked about the flexibility of both systems 
in incorporating the continuous assessment approach, 
the responses were as follows: “CBC is more flexible 
since continuous assessment is incorporated in the 
grading system. However, continuous assessment is the 
basis of CBC, while 8-4-4 was not flexible enough to 
incorporate the approach meaningfully.”

4.1.3 Interviews Related to the Advantages and 
Disadvantages of 8-4-4 and CBC Grading Systems

Regarding the strength areas of the 8-4-4 and CBC 
grading systems, the following were the responses: “8-
4-4 had very clear ways and was easy to implement; 
in CBC, this strength falls at its broad competency 
approach. In addition, CBC strengthens it by engaging 
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with lifelong learners against 8-4-4 in the examination-
oriented system.”

When asked about the hurdles teachers and 
students face while employing the 8-4-4 and CBC 
grading systems, the following was recorded: “For 
CBC, teachers experience high workload pressure 
from continuous assessments, while under 8-4-4, the 
students experienced very high-pressure stakes during 
exams. However, implementing CBC requires many 
resources and training, which remain significant 
barriers.”

Regarding system impacts on student preparation 
for further schooling or employment, the responses 
were: “I think CBC readies students better for 
employment because it is a practical-oriented 
curriculum, while 8-4-4 was better aligned to academic 
progress in a theoretical institution. Additionally, 
CBC’s competency-based approach readies the learner 
for modern-day employment.”

The following were the responses on the 
benefits and drawbacks of 8-4-4 and competency-
based grading: “The advantage of CBC is that it is 
inclusive, but the disadvantage is that it is difficult 
to implement uniformly because of the differences in 
learners’ abilities. The disadvantage of 8-4-4 was that 
it was examination-based and more centered on rote 
memorization; hence, it was difficult to assess learners’ 
abilities and talents. CBC is innovative but resource-
intensive. 8-4-4 was practical considering the available 
resources.” 

The following response was given when asked 
about resource efficiency and ease of implementation: 
“I think 8-4-4 was more resource-efficient since it was 
simple. CBC, although advantageous, requires much 
investment. Implementing CBC is resource-intensive, 
making 8-4-4 easier to handle in resource-poor 
environments.”

4.2. Survey Results
The questionnaires were administered to 60 teachers 
and 7 educational policymakers, totaling 67 surveyed 
participants. Females were 30, representing 44.8%, 
while males were 37, representing 55.2%. Those 
with 1-5 years of experience were 20, representing 
29.8%; those with 6-10 years of experience were 30, 
representing 44.8%; while those with 11 years of 
experience and above were 17, representing 25.4%. 5 
Likert scale items testing each research question were 

given to the respondents with the following choices: 
Strongly agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and Strongly 
disagree. Survey results regarding the comparison 
between the 8-4-4 and CBC grading systems were 
as follows: the calculated mean was 20.23, while the 
standard deviation was 0.92. The next survey questions 
were on the 8-4-4 curriculum and CBC differences in 
grading standards and criteria, and the results were 
as follows: the mean was 16.61, while the standard 
deviation was 2.75. Regarding the advantages and 
disadvantages of the 8-4-4 and CBC grading systems, 
the following results were obtained: the mean was 
19.13, while the standard deviation was 1.70.

5. Discussion
Based on the findings from this study, the differences, 
advantages, and disadvantages of the grading systems 
under both 8-4-4 and CBC in Kenya are presented 
to demonstrate a comprehensive outlook. Combining 
insights from teachers’ and policymakers’ interviews 
and surveys of major stakeholders in the education 
sector, the study covers key research questions on 
how both systems influence outcomes in learning and 
assessment methods used in the processes.

5.1. Comparison between 8-4-4 and CBC 
Grading Systems
The assessment methods revealed in the study stood 
starkly different between the two systems. Interview 
and survey results pointed out that 8-4-4 relies 
heavily on summative assessments, mainly high-stakes 
examinations, which concentrate mainly on narrow 
measures of academic performance. Transparency and 
consistency created an unbalanced view where students’ 
practical skills, creativity, and all-round growth were 
overlooked. The survey participants achieved mean 
scores of 20.23 and SD = 0.92, and they preferred 
CBC as it applies formative assessments in continuous 
evaluation through projects, practical activities, and 
classroom participation. Such assessments are consistent 
with Munyasia and Sika (2020), who highlighted 
that holistic evaluation is used to address the various 
needs of learners in the 21st century. Respondents also 
pointed out that CBC assesses a wider range of student 
skills, talents, competencies, and practical skills than 
the rigid examination-based 8-4-4 system. Nyaboke et 
al. (2021) supported this finding in their arguments 
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for practical-oriented education in preparing students 
for real-life challenges.

5.2. 8-4-4 Curriculum and CBC Differences in 
Terms of Grading Standards and Criteria
The CBC-based grading system acknowledged its 
creativity and innovativeness. Interviewers agreed 
that, based on this new competency-based assessment, 
its grading is in steps because of lifelong learning 
skills. However, surveys with M = 16.61 and SD 
= 2.75 reflected that this grading practice was still 
experiencing consistent and biased assessment due to 
teacher training on it and varying levels of material 
available. Similar points were cited by Ogula (2023), 
indicating that standardization could strengthen the 
application of reliable CBC-based grading.

On the other hand, the 8-4-4 grading system was 
credited with being consistent and fair since it used 
standard tests. However, this system’s overemphasis on 
book knowledge and dependency on memorization 
has been a key drawback. Similar views are presented 
by Njiru (2014), where the author criticized the high-
stakes testing for causing unnecessary pressure on 
students and not allowing creativity to sprout.

5.3. Advantages and Disadvantages of 8-4-4 
and CBC Grading Systems
The combined interview and survey results pointed 
out the key strengths of the CBC approach concerning 
lifelong learning opportunities and the preparation of 
students for jobs. However, respondents also emphasize 
that CBC tends to be more resource-intensive, with 
qualitative and quantitative data supporting significant 
implementation challenges, primarily in under-
resourced schools. This view is supported by Munyasia 
and Sika (2020), who supported high investment in 
the training of teachers and the structures to help 
promote CBC. In contrast, one of the key strengths 
of the 8-4-4 system is its ease and cost-effectiveness in 
resource-constrained contexts.

Survey reports, with a mean of 19.13 and a standard 
deviation of 1.70, also showed mixed opinions on 
inclusivity. CBC was rated better at handling learners’ 
different needs and being more effective in personalized 
education plans and group assessments. However, 
CBC’s resource-demanding requirement was often 
seen as an obstacle to its equitable implementation.

6. Conclusion 
The grading systems for Kenya’s 8-4-4 and 
Competency-Based Curriculum are appreciably 
different ways of assessing students’ achievements 
and development. From the findings, 78% of the 
respondents supported the implementation of CBC 
grading system as opposed to 8-4-4. The 8-4-4 
grading system, which relies heavily on summative 
high-stakes examinations, provides a very clear and 
standard framework by which academic performance 
is gauged. However, the concentration on scores 
overlooks critical components such as creativity, 
practical skills, and holistic development. It primarily 
favored theoretical knowledge, leaving a small chance 
to acknowledge different learner skills and talents.

On the other hand, the CBC grading system uses a 
more elaborate and comprehensive approach. Through 
formative assessments, continuous evaluation, and 
mastery of certain competencies, CBC aims to present 
a well-rounded picture of a learner’s capabilities. 
Categories like “Exceeding Expectations” and 
“Meeting Expectations” are flexible and encourage the 
development of practical skills, critical thinking, and 
collaboration. However, this system is very subjective 
in some of its assessments. There are weaknesses 
in implementing the grading criteria because of 
insufficient training for some teachers and resource 
disparity.

Although the 8-4-4 grading system scored high 
in its structure and coherence, it had no flexibility 
in fostering the many skills that modern society 
demands in its citizens. The CBC grading system, 
as innovative and compatible with international 
approaches, requires resource input, training, and 
harmonization to enhance fairness and workability. A 
harmonized approach that addresses those challenges 
while working with the best of both worlds could 
open the way to Kenya’s more equitable and integrated 
assessment framework.
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