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Editor’s Note: Since WardheerNews is committed to the dissemination of topics that are 

interest and beneficial to humanity especially in the current ongoing, Education for all and 

Millennium Development Goals that is a universally accepted commitment for eliminating 

illiteracy globally, our pursuit of traveling the extra mile aimed bringing forth an inspiring 

people with fascinating knowledge of untold pastoral nomadic pedagogical and narrations in 

Kenya has finally come to fruition. The interviewee who was born in a peripatetic community 

during the British colonial administration is a Kenyan of Somali descent. The tough-talking, 

ever-smiling and jovial pedagogue educated high profile figures in Kenya’s public and 

private sectors. In a long interview that will hopefully inspire those who value the 

significance of infusing together Islamic and secular education. We feel honored to share 

with you the views and ideas of Maalim Idris Mohamed, a man who was verbally given the 

distinction “teacher” on the first day of students registration for formal education by one of 

the members of the selection team for being a “guardian” or “memorizer” of the Qur’an. 

The once young livestock herder who was raised in a salubrious landscape that was devoid of 

overpopulation, hostilities, land degradation, and other manmade hostile activities, finally 

found himself ushered in a novel world when colonialism, villagization, and urbanization 

reigned supreme. Now a retired Septuagenarian whose children are entirely graduates, Idris, 

whose name is synonymous with Islam’s second prophet after Prophet Adam, tells it all to 

our own Adan Makina who took the arduous effort of retracing his educational footsteps. We 

hope this interview will be fascinating and attractive to our readers.   

--------------------------       

WardheerNews (WDN). Welcome to WardheerNews, an online news magazine “that is 

intended for the Somalis in the Horn of Africa and the world at large as well as other 

interested individuals and organizations. It has been designed to provide reliable up-to-

date news reports, studies and analysis on current issues and problems of concern to the 

Somali people encompassing political, social and cultural fields.”  

Maalim Idris: Thanks WardheerNews for giving me this golden opportunity. 
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WDN: Could you please share with us your background, the 

nature of your social upbringing, and your educational 

qualifications? 

Maalim Idris: Asalamu Aleikum. My full name is Idris 

Mohamed Farah. I was born in a pastoralist family that reared 

camels, cattle, goats and sheep. I first trained as a secondary 

science teacher with a secondary teacher diploma (S1) at Kenya 

Science Teacher's College which was at that time under the 

management of Swedish government education program in 

Kenya where most of the teaching staff were seconded from 

Uppsala University. After teaching for a number of years, I went 

to Bristol University for my Bachelors in Education degree from 

the 1979 to 1982. In terms of credentials and professional 

development, I attended the Royal Institute of Public Administration 

(London) and Harvard Institute of International Development (USA). As a gratitude to my 

service to the education sector, I was awarded by the President of Kenya, the Silver Star 

Medal.   

WDN: How old were you when you started schooling and to place a smile on the faces of 

our readers, tell us anything humorous you encountered as you proceeded to school? 

Maalim Idiris: One of my humorous, reminiscing stories is when I was brought to school by 

my father in the company of the then senior chief Maalim Muhummed Stanbul, may Allah 

grant him Jannah, in his short chassis Land Rover by the late Yussuf Laag as the driver in the 

year 1961. I was about 12 years, plus or minus two because of the way the age was counted 

in the nomadic life was that every long and short rain will be counted as one year. However, 

even as I say plus or minus two years, yet it could be either more or less. One thing that is for 

sure is that I was too tall to start standard one and when my cohorts and I were paraded in 

front of the admission team that comprised of the three senior chiefs of the district: Chief 

Muhummed Stanbul of the Abdiwak sub-clan, Abdallah Chief Omar Shuriye and Chief Qaar 

Duale of the Auliyahan respectively. However, the three doubted my height in regards to my 

age.  

WDN: Were you given the name “Mwalimu” from the Kiswahili word „teacher‟ that 

evolved from the Arabic word that implies pedagogue, school teacher or educator 

because you were an Islamic teacher prior to enrolling in primary education or it 

popped up during your pursuit of secular education? 

Maalim Idris: Contrary to what many people think, my name “Maalim Idris” was not from 

the fact that I was a high school teacher. I acquired my name because my father informed the 

admission team that I had memorised the entire Quran which could make it easier for me to 

skip some classes. The other members of the admission team that included a European 

District Officer (DO) and the Head Master of the school, Sharif Salah Kahtan, who worked 

previously with Sharif Shibly in Isiolo Primary, were of the same opinion and were in support 

of my admission. So I was tested by Sharif Salah at the same venue solely to proof my 

knowledge of the Qur’an. He asked me to recite the second surah of the Holy Qur’an that is 

Suratul Baqra (the cow), which is the longest chapter with 286 verses. 

 

Maalim Idris 
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When I recited it perfectly with everybody listening, he again added a middle surah of the 

Qur’an, surah Al-Kahf (the cave surah), a Meccan 

chapter with 110 verses. After completion, he asked 

me to recite Suratul Mulki (The Kingship) which is 

the 67
th

 surah and almost the last part of the Qur’an. 

When I finished the recitations, the headmaster 

Sharif Salah remarked “this boy is Maalim Idris” 

and that is how I acquired the name Maalim Idris 

meaning teacher in the Qur’anic perspective. In 

Arabic etymology, I was both a teacher as well as a 

Hafidul Qur’an, meaning “guardian” and 

“memorizer” of the Qur’an. 

WDN: When you embarked on your quest for public education, was it the Zanzibari 

system or the British colonial educational institution structure? 

It was the British educational structure which was 8-4-2-3. It was 8 years of primary 

education, 4 secondary education (form one to four) and two more years of higher secondary 

(form five and form six). The last 3 was reserved for baccalaureate degree seekers. 

WDN: Upon graduating from your institution of higher learning, where and what was 

your first new posting? 

Maalim Idris: I was posted to Mombasa to teach in Allidina Visram High School which was 

mainly populated by Asian students for one term and thereafter I was taken to Garissa 

Secondary School as the first local teacher from the district to teach the sciences and 

Geography.  

WDN: Could you please shed light on the system of education that was unique to the 

region you hailed from starting from the time you got involved in primary, secondary 

and university level? Apart from the community in the northern regions being a 

pastoral nomadic society, were there enough institutions and teachers to cater for the 

ordinary citizens living in permanent settlements? 

Maalim Idris: The schools were few, both secondary and primary, such that the only 

secondary school in the region was in Wajir where I started secondary school. All the 

children from the region such as Garissa, Wajir, Mandera and Isiolo districts came to pursue 

their secondary education in Wajir. That gave us the opportunity to meet and coexist as 

students from all the four districts. This was the beginning of very strong bonds between 

those who schooled together, bonds that went beyond ethnicity, clans and home districts. 

These relationships have lasted to date for those still alive.  

As for the number of teachers, compared to the present day, we were lucky such that when 

the teachers from “down Kenya” resisted to come to the region, the Government had put 

arrangements in place where they had to seek teachers from anywhere who were willing to 

come to that part of the country. Such that the teachers teaching in the Primary school were 

mainly from Zanzibar and coast province while the ones teaching at the secondary school 

were expatriate from England such as Mr. Clifford from England, Mr. Pritt’riatte and others 

from India such as Mr.Choldry and few from other parts of the country who were daring and 

committed such as Mr. Ojwang and Mr. Mwangi and the likes. We all remember them fondly 

for their support and contribution to our learning.  
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WDN: Going by the adage “we remember the past in order to make the present 

tolerable and the future worth waiting for”, if you don‟t mind, give us the names of the 

number of high profiles of the past and present of the public and private sectors that 

you educated or mentored during your prolonged educational tenure. 

Maalim Idris: I taught many students, some might not be prominent, but have contributed 

significantly to the development of their community and country. However, just to name a 

few, of those that I taught secondary education include: 

1. The current Governor of Garissa County, Ali Bunow Koran 

2. The former Governor of Garissa County, Nathif Jama 

3. Former chairman of IEBC, Ahmed Isaack Hassan 

4. Retired Major General Bashir Haji Yusuf 

5. Retired Colonel Khalif Aden Shabel 

6. Retired Kadhi Osman Sheikh Abdi 

7. Siyat Muhumed Omar (Makina), a committed Medic 

8. Dr. Dabar Abdi Maalim (Commissioner for Ethics and Anti-corruption) 

9. Hassan Sheikh Muhummed (the former Chief Executive of the National Integration 

Commission) 

10. Aden Sheikh Abdullahi, the retired North Eastern Regional Education Coordinator 

11. Habat Sheikh Abdi, Director of Basic Education at the Ministry of Education 

12. Former Minister Mohammed Elmi (Fai), a doyen in Kenya politics 

13. Professor Ahmed Osman Warfa, the Vice-Chancellor of Garissa University 

14. The first military pilot and retired Kenya Army Major, Mohamud Ismail 

15. Aden Daud, former Headmaster of County High and professional lawyer 

16. Lawyer Ali Daud, brother to Aden Daud who is current advisor to the Kenya 

government on environmental issues 

17.  Dr. Ibrahim Abowe, former CEO, Kenya Wildlife Clubs 

18. Ahmed Abdi Arab, Public Health Expert with Garissa County 

19. Abdullahi Abdi Iyar, former Provincial Director of Education and the best student at 

Garissa Secondary School. His Grade Point Aggregate (GPA) has never been broken 

since 1978. 

      20. Ibrahim Mohamed Salat, former Member of Parliament (MP) for Fafi Constituency. 

WDN: Family issues aside, what were the most painful experience(s) that you 

encountered administratively and managerially that you felt contravened your 

leadership style and academic preferences that would have created significant changes 

had they been implemented to your satisfaction?  

Maalim Idris: At the time when I started teaching in Garissa secondary I was the only local 

teacher among 9 to 12 teachers at different times. This situation improved later with other 

local teachers joining. The commitment level of some of the teachers from outside the region 

had a lot to be desired, even though they may have encountered environmental hardships that 

they were not used to. This made me always to want to put in extra effort in both teaching 

and in appealing to the students to raise their awareness that the future of our communities 

required success in academic excellence. This also included requiring higher standards and 

efforts from the teachers a situation that made me to appear as if I was challenging the other 

teachers for not doing well. 
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Often, I had to teach at night, which was not a requirement on the part of the school 

administration. I was similarly following the students outside the study period to find out 

what they were up to since Miraa chewing (Kat) and other malpractices were bound to 

distract some of the students from their studies hence they gave me the nickname 'Liibow' 

meaning the Lizard, who is always around, looking over the students. Many of them, at later 

stages in their personal and professional lives confessed to me at how ignorant they were 

towards their success and responsibility. Others wished the scale of balance could be tilted or 

the wheel could be turned round so they could start all over again.  

WDN: It has come to our attention that the Kenya education system experienced 

complete overhaul if not transformation during the successive administrations. For 

example, during the administration of Mzee Jomo Kenyatta, there was the 7-4-2 system 

which translated to 7 years of primary education 4 years for secondary and another 

extra 2 years that was known as Form 5 and 6. In later years, under former President 

Daniel Toroitich Arap Moi, the 8-4-4 curriculum was enforced nationally. To this day, 

the 8 implies the number of years for primary education while the following 4 remains 

the same for secondary education, even though the use of high school towers above the 

previously adored secondary school, and the last 4 for baccalaureate degrees. Which of 

the two do you think deserved credibility in terms of student psychological and 

educational development? 

Maalim Idris: The previous education under Kenyatta favored the high potential areas of the 

country which excluded the Northern Frontier District (NFD) and the pastoralists’ areas of 

the country such as Turkana, Marsabit, Tana River area and the likes. Because none of those 

areas had any high Sschool classes (form 5 and 6) which was the gateway to university 

entrance, residents felt marginalized. Hence, the lack of professionals such as graduates, 

engineers, doctors, and lawyers and their likes from those areas, for a longtime, created 

underdevelopment and self-sufficiency until when the late president Moi introduced the 8-4-4 

system. It is this system that opened the way for students from every part of the country to 

aspire for any field of education at any level hence, the rapid increase of the number of 

professionals in those areas including doctors, engineers and lawyers brought the necessary 

dramatic changes. That is the reason why I will not fail to applaud the transformational 

importance the 8-4-4 system gave to the marginalised arid and semi-arid areas including 

North Eastern.  

I know there are those who advocate for the reversal to the former system which favored 

some parts of the country as with the claim the former system had higher quality of 

education. However, this argument leaves out a huge element that delivers on success in 

education, which is access. How can we talk of quality where there is no access to 

educationand when the number of teachers do not match both national and international 

standards of student to teacher ratio? I think these are questions worth seriously considering 

before we speak unequivocally on system preferences. At minimum, we should not be going 

back to a situation where by design the education system creates opportunities for some 

regions of the country while marginalising others.   
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WDN: Are there new anticipated national educational plans for the implementation of 

new curriculums for all schools in the near future? 

Maalim Idris: There is the talk of free basic education up to secondary level but the 

implementation of free primary education has a lot to be desired which creates doubt on how 

to expand it to secondary education. Whereas learning is technically free, the flow of 

resources to support that learning including teachers and infrastructure is higher and unequal, 

meaning from an impact perspective there is no equity in both access and quality of education 

across the country. Conversations on the future of national educational plans have first and 

foremost to be considered. Further, curriculums should support the development of 

communities and not assume that all the different regions are homogenous. The entire 

education system cannot be developed using the lens of some regions while being blind to the 

realities of others. If we do not do this, we risk reversing the gains made, however little it has 

been. 

WDN: Research has shown that teaching new learners home language or mother tongue 

leads to positive attitude and better understanding of the curriculum. Teaching a new 

learner an alien language suppresses passiveness and unnecessary silence in the 

classroom. Furthermore, monolingualism is no match for multilingualism and 

bilingualism. Would you suggest the introduction of the new learner‟s home language 

with the introduction of a new curriculum sooner or later?  

Maalim Idris: In education pedagogy, it is always favorable to start with mother tongue to 

teach at lower primary level for both concept development and retention of what is learned. It 

gives learners better foundation and can support in making schooling a less foreign concept. 

In addition, learning the local language and culture is a goal on its own that should be 

pursued. However, this can only be possible if there are enough local teachers to teach in 

local home areas. That may not be the case now in many areas including our own area where 

the locals shun away from the teaching profession which makes it detrimental to the 

advancement of our children. If you view this way, a policy on promoting teaching in local 

language or mother tongue at the lower levels of learning must equally benefit from a policy 

that promotes increasing the number of local teachers. This requires concerted effort of 

coordination between local leaders and policy making bodies. 

WDN: In recent times, schools located within regions regarded as arid or semi-arid, 

have experienced tremendous teachers decline after spates of attacks by armed foreign 

infiltrators in schools located in remote areas where the majority of teachers were non-

Somalis. How has the departure of these teachers affected education in these regions?  

Maalim Idris: It has led to many schools either to close down or only open only when where 

there is only one or two teachers in 8 classrooms. The reality is the last few years learning has 

severely been hampered with learners not covering syllabus but still sitting for assessments 

including the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education (KCPE) and the Kenya Certificate of 

Secondary Education (KCSE). As a result of the lower standard of education, children in 

those areas may not perform national examins compared to those who have had full access to 

learning and completed their syllabus. Since national exams are standardized, we are not 

surprised by poorer performance in the region. This requires remedial action to be taken, 

including supporting extra learning opportunities such as crush learning programs. In 

addition, as it is critical that we appeal to locals to take up education as a career.  
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This will make us free from relying on non-locals in case of any incident which will result in 

teachers abandoning the schools if they consider their lives to be under threat. That will 

require a change of mindset for our local community in addition to adopting flexible policies 

on teacher trainings. 

WDN: Have the above teacher shortages been resolved by the government? If not, what 

is the best remedy for creating sustainable teacher retention criteria, not only for the 

present but for posterity?  

Maalim Idris: Not as far as I know, the Teachers Service Commission (TSC) which is the 

agency assigned and empowered to ensure schools are stuffed equitably across the country 

seems not take their responsibilities seriously and are somehow biased against the areas 

which are not well endowed  with human resource, school facilities. The fact that we have 

had a situation where the teachers are withdrawn whenever insecurity incidences arise, 

without any attempt to suggest alternative approaches leaves a lot to be desired. We have 

witnessed suggestions to increase local teachers rejected, which remains blind to the dire 

needs of the children in North Eastern region.  

This approach is completely different to what we experienced under the colonial government 

which sourced for alternative teaching that utilised teachers like the British teachers and the 

Peace Corps from the US and other teachers from Zanzibar and the Indian sub-continent. 

However, at the end of the day, as I have indicated, improving education access in our region 

requires first and foremost for our children to appreciate the need to be teachers themselves 

and to develop careers in education. This should remain the core of our strategy.  

WDN: To the best of your knowledge, regardless of the COVID-19 pandemic that has 

stalled the nation‟s general education, what was the last student-to-teacher ratio in 

primary and high school education in Garissa County? 

Maalim Idris: The last time I was the Chairman of County Garissa Education Board (2013-

2018), it was terrible at 1:100. And in the sparsely populated areas outside the town the ratio 

was 1:30 which was still not optimal because such areas require fewer children per teacher 

because of the environmental difficulties such as the distance both teachers and children walk 

including lack of meals, water and toilet facilities. We have schools that are managed by very 

few teachers despite having full class streams. This means the few teachers are over worked 

for the same pay under difficult working conditions while the learners might not be having 

the benefit of covering all the subjects required. 

WDN: What are the major factors that are hindering the heralding of education in 

northern Kenya? Do you think it is related to the lack of equitable distribution of 

educational resources, marginalization and stratification? 

Maalim Idris: Apart from the harsh natural factors and the lifestyle of the community and 

the pastoral lifestyle of the community, the major hindrances are lack of proper facilities and 

human resources including enough competent committed teachers. The adoption of the 

Nomadic Education Policy in 2010 was supposed to create opportunities in the education 

approach for nomadic pastoralist communities that would address the challenges they face 

while growing the overall benefits of the learning system. I think there are still opportunities 

that can be harnessed by both the National and County governments to reverse the equity and 

access questions that have disadvantaged the region for many years.  
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To achieve this we have to have a sense of purpose and commitment that places the interests 

and needs of the people first.  

WDN: In terms of gender education balances, how would you rate female students‟ 

participation in the modern Kenya education system?  

Maalim Idris: As a country, gender education is almost at parity except in those nomadic 

areas and are lagging behind. We have come a long way increasing the enrolment and 

completion rates of girls in schools. This does not mean we have achieved parity, but the 

changing of mind-sets in the communities on the need to educate girls is something to 

celebrate. We still have to focus on understanding better what hinders access to education for 

girls. We also have to highlight the success of women from the region as role models.  

WDN: Why are private schools, whether primary or high school, that exclusively cater 

for girls only, numerically more than public ones? 

Maalim Idris: Because private schools have better facilities hence attracts parents and the 

girls in general and maybe also some organizations are offering assistance to girls to join 

private schools. For example those who want to end FGM and religious organizations who 

believe girls need more support than boys have created opportunities for the girls. In addition, 

since there are more boys’ public schools, there is an opportunity to create girls only private 

schools to respond to the demand for girls education.   

WDN: Since you have been in the education sector for a long time, what can you tell us 

about the famous Sheikh Shibly who is reputedly regarded as the progenitor of 

education in the northern regions during the British colonial administration? 

Maalim Idris: Information regarding Sheikh Shibly can be accessed through the book titled 

“Sharif Shibly and the Development of Education in Northern Kenya: Recollections and 

Reflections by its Pioneers” which is available in bookshops, a book whose writing I 

participated in fully together with other colleagues from the region who worked in the 

education sector. The short of it is that Sharif Shibly was sourced from Zanzibar education 

Ministry by the British to entice the Muslims in NFD, who had a lot of reservation about 

secular education.  

The fear then was that secular education would make them less committed Muslims hence. 

Sharif Shibly started the first primary school in Isiolo in 1946 and then again, another in 1947 

at Garissa and 1948 at Wajir. This is the reason why his name is synonymous with education 

in NFD. He was committed to encourage students to take up secular learning while at the 

same time remaining committed to their religion. His contribution to the education sector was 

therefore immense, for he sparked the initial fire and thirst for learning, which we all draw 

from to date with tremendous impact that has lasted beyond his lifetime.  

WDN: How will the Building Bridges Initiative (BBI) address the social and economic 

challenges affecting the most marginalized communities in Kenya‟s arid and semi-arid 

regions? 

Maalim Idris: Am not privy to the content of the BBI but if what am hearing from the media 

is anything to go by, we expect that we should bridge education gap in the education sector as 

we bridge the development gap that exists across the country. We would expect policy and 

action that allocates resources through affirmative action, to the areas which were neglected 

previously by the colonial government and the subsequent regimes in all aspects of 

development.  
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Overall, if they remain true that we need to create an inclusive system, then perhaps they can 

also create equity and to create equity then we they must work to create an inclusive system. 

WDN: Tell us anything else that is significant to the region that we may not be aware 

of? 

Maalim Idris: The region has come a long way particularly during the successive regimes. 

At that time, there was the first PC, the first Minster and administrators both in central 

government and education who were streamed to the national level. These were given to the 

communities to make them feel appreciated in making decisions in the national level. That 

was the time when I and others were sent to the national head offices in the Government. I 

was taken to the head office from the provincial level to deputize the Permanent Secretary 

(PS) when I retired from the civil service. Many people might not appreciate this but it was 

during that period that the foundation was laid to grow our schools. It was during this period 

that the first colleges in Nursing and Teaching were established as well as growing the 

number of boarding schools and also the first university was initiated in the region. 

I applaud Omar Sheikh Farah for mentoring me from the start of my professional education 

career. A dedicated and committed pedagogue and a religious man, Omar was unique in 

character since he was self-educated before climbing the ladder of success. He rose to the 

position of Provincial Education Officer (PEO) for NEP and while I was his deputy, he gave 

me extra support and guidance. Undoubtedly, he was a humanitarian and philanthropist. 

Despite undergoing security harassment like everyone else during the successive security 

measures, he ended up getting appointed the national Chairman of the Public Service 

Commission (PSC). His elevation gave me the chance to take over the PEO position. May 

Allaah admit him to Jannatul Firdows, Omar left wonderful family legacy that is worth 

emulating for those parents who are suspicious of secular education. Surprisingly, all the 

children of Omar are PhD holders. His sister, Nuriya Sheikh Farah was the first Somali 

female in Kenya to obtain a degree. Professor Idle Omar Sheikh Farah who was the former 

Chairman of the Kenya National Museums for a long time, is currently the Vice-Chancellor 

of Umma University. Professor Kassim Omar Sheikh Farah was the Head of the Department 

of Land Resource Management and Agricultural Technology for over ten years. Professor 

Hussein Omar Farah holds PhD in Water Resources Survey from Winnipeg University, 

Canada.  

WDN: We thank you for sharing with us your precious time. 

Maalim Idris: Thank you WardheerNews panel of editors for the tremendous work you are 

doing. 

-- 
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