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Introduction 
Educators have long argued that teaching and learning must be 
authentic and meaningful for learning to actually take place 
(http://www.ncss.org/positions/powerful ). McKenzie (2007) for 
instance observed the following in regard to teaching Social Studies: 

In many countries, social studies teachers are under increased 
pressure to meet challenging objectives set by state or provincial 
curriculum standards.  To meet these thinking, problem-solving and 
communicating standards, it pays to involve students in seeing how 
these skills are practiced outside of school in a variety of organizations 
contending with social issues. As much as possible, it makes sense to 
involve them in such work, either through internships, visits, interviews 
or simulations. Alternatively, much of this work can also be staged as 
historical simulations calling for decision-making set in the past. 
McKenzie (2007) continues to state that: 

By employing such learning strategies within a real world 
context, students sharpen their abilities while gaining an appetite for 
the work at hand. Because they are rooted in the here and now, young 
ones find the challenges invigorating and intriguing. Caring about the 
tasks, they invest to a greater degree and emerge with a firmer and 
deeper grasp of the key concepts. 

He further argues that activities pass “the test of authenticity” 
because: 
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 They are rooted in issues, challenges or decisions that people 
face in the world.  

 They are genuine.  
 The act of wrestling with these challenges is purposive - 

saturated with meaning and significance.  
 A student can see a payoff in the future for work well done and 

skills acquired.  
 
He summarizes his argument by stating that “in short, authentic 
intellectual work passes the test of "so what?" It is meaningful, worthy 
and generative - in the sense of provoking ongoing growth and 
development”. 

While these concepts are especially used in the teaching of 
Social Studies, I believe that they are invaluable to all learning contexts. 
Invoking experiences that surround a learner in the learning process 
makes his learning a “real life” activity that is geared towards achieving 
some educational goals and objectives, e.g. acquiring ability to solve 
problems. 
 
“Funds of Knowledge” 
The concept “funds of knowledge” is closely associated with 
researchers Luis Moll, Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff, and Norma 
Gonzalez (2001) who define it as “ the historically accumulated and 
culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for 
household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133).  The 
researchers have consistently observed that the children’s home and 
community life experiences are a major asset to their learning process, 
and that teachers can capture these experiences to form a basis for 
their classroom activities. In one of their researches, Moll, Amanti, Neff, 
and Gonzalez (2005) conducted a collaborative project with teachers to 
study household and classroom practices amongst working class, 
Mexican communities in Tucson, Arizona. Their aim was to find out 
ways of drawing home household practices into the classroom to 
facilitate learning. The research project was in response to the general 
observation that children of Mexican immigrant parents in the U.S. 
were performing poorly in school, part of the reason being that they 
were being introduced to unfamiliar content without much reference to 
their familiar home experiences. 
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Based on the study, they noted that there were many aspects 
of home or community practices that could greatly enhance learning in 
the classroom. Such  “household funds of knowledge”  included 
practices such as  ranching, farming, animal management, mining, 
equipment operation and maintenance, construction, house 
maintenance, roofing, labor laws, consumer knowledge, loans , sales, 
accounting, drugs, anatomy, midwifery, folk medicine, anatomy, 
childcare, budget, cooking, catechism, baptism, bible studies, moral 
knowledge and ethics, etc. (p.73). One teacher  who participated in the 
project noted that engaging her students in literacy and “research” 
practices based on familiar things improved the students’ involvement 
in the classroom and gave them high motivation, noting as follows: 

From the questions the students came up with alone, we could 
have continued investigating using innumerable research and 
critical thinking skills for a considerable part of the year. If we 
had continued this type of activity all year, by the end we 
would have been an experienced research team, and my role 
would have been to act as facilitator helping the students 
answer their own questions (p 84). 

 
In another study, Au & Jordan (1981) demonstrated the significance of 
using students’ cultural and background knowledge in the classroom. 
The researchers based their research on a program known as 
Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP) at Honolulu in Hawaii. 
The goal of the program was “discovering better ways to teach 
Hawaiian children to read” (p. 139). Ka Na’I Pono, an experimental 
school run by KEEP, was the center of the research. Most of the 
children came from low Social Economic Status (SES) homes. The 
authors also stated that contrary to many people’s beliefs that poor 
parents were not interested in the academic welfare of their children, 
most of the parents in this school showed that they valued their 
children’s schooling highly. The children’s poor reading skills could 
therefore not be blamed on lack of interest on the side of the parents. 
Lack of self-motivation amongst students, classroom management 
issues as well as cognitive factors were all ruled out as the causes of 
poor reading.  

What seemed to bring positive changes was a reading program 
that emphasized comprehension, rather than the traditional phonics (p. 
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144), whereby children simply learned the coding and decoding 
exercises. The reading program incorporated as some of its main 
components important Hawaiian cultural speech events, namely the 
‘talk story’ and ‘storytelling’ (p. 146). Within this context, the teacher 
became to the students not just an instructor, but a “socially relevant 
figure”, one who displayed to the children both “warmth and control”. 
Also, the reading lessons incorporated mutual participation, just like in 
the Hawaiian story- telling, where the narrator continuously interacted 
with his/her audience. The teacher and the students were constantly 
engaged in the readings. KEEP was successful because, as Au & Jordan 
(1981) noted then, it “employs a special type of reading lesson, one 
which resembles talk story and storytelling, major speech events in 
Hawaiian culture” (p. 151). Learning, in this sense, takes the approach 
of children using their ‘known’ knowledge to move on to the ‘unknown’ 
territories. While many of these researches have mainly been 
associated with the experiences of non-English speakers in the U.S. and 
other places, the findings can be expanded to cover children in almost 
all learning environments, including the Kenyan context.  

Schooling children in Kenya come from diverse backgrounds 
including ethno-cultural-linguistic, social-economic, as well as whether 
they live in urban or rural areas. These different backgrounds all 
present to the children unique growing-up experiences. It is, for this 
reason, fair to say that many children in urban areas are more exposed 
to modern technology more than the rural areas, e.g., many children in 
Nairobi are growing up experimenting with the computer, video games, 
high-tech cell phones, etc. Their rural counterparts normally do not 
have exposure to these luxuries. On the other hand, children growing 
up in the rural areas have more experiences with farm activities, e.g. 
herding, planting, harvesting, fishing, etc. Hence, while dealing with 
“funds of knowledge” in Kenya, one ought to keep in mind these types 
of backgrounds to remain meaningful and authentic to the children’s 
learning process.  Different backgrounds will offer different “funds”. 

Because of the great diversity between the urban and rural 
areas in Kenya, and because the rural schools and children tend to be 
the most disadvantaged when it comes to learning and teaching 
resources, this paper takes a rural focus and guides teachers on what 
resources they can turn to locally. This is expected to provide these 
teachers with a major boost in their daily work. In the following section, 
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I outline several areas that teachers could focus on as local “funds of 
knowledge”. The cases presented provide just a few examples that 
teachers could use. The cases are then followed by a section discussing 
how the information collected can then be brought into the classroom 
learning context, and its usefulness. 
 
Possible “Funds of Knowledge” 
Teachers can select from their own environment a variety of “funds of 
knowledge” to be used in their classes. Since children, even those 
attending the same school, come from different home backgrounds, 
any teacher will normally have a set of choices to pick from. These 
activities can also be modified so that they can appropriately be used 
for different class levels in the primary school.  In addition, these 
“funds” might also vary from region to region as different communities 
have different occupational practices. For instance, in the Central part 
of Kenya, farming tends to be a major occupation and therefore it can 
be used as an effective “fund”. In the Northern parts of Kenya, on the 
other hand, little farming takes place and more animal-related activities 
are in practice. In this case, a teacher in this region will find activities 
related to animal husbandry more authentic to the children. Likewise, a 
teacher from the lakeside regions or along the coast might opt for 
fishing activities. Students can also bring in more family-based 
activities. The teachers can help students to conduct some type of 
research in a particular area by use of guiding questions, as modeled 
below: 
 
Farming 
Activities related to farming can include tilling the land, planting, taking 
care of the crop as it grows, harvesting and storing. The teacher could 
ask the students to follow these farming activities by giving them 
guiding questions such as the following; 

i. How is the land tilling done? By hand (using a machete or a 
hoe) or by a machine, e.g. a tractor or plough? 

ii. How is planting done? 
iii. What is planted? Seeds? Young plants? 
iv. How are the crops taken care of when growing? Are they 

watered or they just use rain water? 



54                      Application of “Funds of Knowledge”.... 

v. How long do the crops take to mature, i.e. from time of 
planting to harvesting? 

vi. How is the harvesting done, e.g. of maize, beans, potatoes, etc. 
vii. What happens to the final crop? Is it all eaten at home or are 

some sold? 
viii. If sold, where is it sold? 

 
Animal Keeping 

i. Which animals are kept in the home (e.g. cows, goats, camels, 
sheep, chicken)? 

ii. What do the animals eat? 
iii. Do they graze freely in the field or they are enclosed and fed 

inside? 
iv. Who takes care of them, e.g. men, women, children? 
v. What do people get from each of the animals? 
vi. Are the products all used at home or some are sold? 
vii. What happens if an animal gets sick? 
viii. What happens to the animals when they grow old? 

 
 Fishing 

i. Where does the fishing take place? E.g. in a river, lake, ocean. 
ii. What types of fish is fished?  
iii. How many types of fish do you know? (name them). 
iv. Who does the fishing? 
v. What is needed to fish? 
vi. Where is the fish taken? 
vii. How is the fish taken care of so that it does not go bad? 
viii. What fish do most people like to eat? 

 
Small Local Businesses 
 Examples of small local businesses may include a neighborhood 
kiosk or selling in the market. Guiding questions can be; 

i. Who does the selling? 
ii. What is sold? 
iii. Where do they get the products they sell from? E.g. from their 

own farms? Bought from elsewhere? 
iv. When is it sold? E.g. some products like fruits are seasonal, so 

when are they available? 



Margaret W. Njeru                55 

 

v. What are the prices for the different things sold? 
The activities described above represent just a few examples 

that teachers can use with their students, and as mentioned earlier, 
teachers should feel free to adopt other activities that are appropriate 
for their situations. They can use the model above to create their “fund 
of knowledge” inventory and develop the relevant questions. To make 
the exercise more student-centered, the teacher can ask for 
suggestions from students and together they can develop the questions 
to guide the research. Other activities may include baby-sitting young 
children; helping in the kitchen; fetching water, etc. As mentioned 
earlier, the exercises become more meaningful to the students if they 
relate to their day to day experiences. In this case, even in a single class, 
the students can conduct research on different areas. 
 
Bringing the Funds of Knowledge to the Class 
One might wonder at this point what the students and their teachers 
do after collecting all the information as suggested above. Ultimately, 
the information collected by students should be useful for their 
learning. A most immediate benefit of the exercise is that the students 
get to learn and understand the activities that take place in their 
community. Beyond this, however, the teacher should use the 
information as a basis for learning and acquiring other knowledge in the 
classroom. One area that can greatly benefit is the development of 
literacy skills. To do this, the teacher can make the project an on-going 
activity. Each student can then keep a journal whereby s/he can write 
his/her observations on a regular basis. This is important especially in 
cases where the students are observing an on-going activity, e.g. 
farming. They can write, draw and note questions in their journal. 
Eventually, the students can use these to write and also tell a story 
about their community. For instance, they can document in their 
journals what crops are grown in their area, how they are planted, how 
long they take to mature, how they are taken care of in order to grow 
well, etc. In the case of small businesses, a student could document 
what is sold in the market in different seasons, how much the crops are 
sold for, and what the sellers do with the money after selling. Apart 
from what the students observe individually, a teacher can organize a 
class trip to some of these places, e.g. a market place, where they can 
interact with the sellers. However, teachers should not send children to 
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such places as market places on their own for safety reasons. To make 
the exercise more successful, teachers must also try to co-opt parents 
so that they can work as guides to their children at home. 

Apart from gaining writing skills, the teacher can also have the 
students talk about their project to the rest of the class. This exercise 
helps the children acquire oral or story-telling skills. This is a useful skill 
as they gain confidence and learn to make presentations in front of 
others. Additionally, the students will learn new vocabulary as they go 
on with their project. As they come across new things whose names 
they don’t know, they ask their teacher for the name, hence expanding 
their vocabulary. 

Another important aspect of knowledge that can be gained 
through the research exercise is the development of critical thinking 
skills. As students gather information, they will likely raise questions, 
take time to reflect on certain activities in the community, think of 
possible solutions to problems facing community members, etc. This 
way, teachers will be helping students learn skills that are relevant to 
their communities. As teachers in different subjects or areas focus on 
different skills, other skills will emerge from the research projects. 
 
Conclusion and Recommendations 
Research has proven that use of “funds of knowledge” is beneficial to 
children’s learning process. Because of its “down to earth” orientation, 
it makes learning authentic and meaningful to the children. It can be 
used towards developing children’s writing and oral skills, building their 
vocabulary, learning about the communities and cultures, acquiring 
critical thinking skills, as well as learning about the communities and 
cultures of other groups. It is therefore recommended that teachers 
should adopt the “funds of knowledge” approach in teaching their 
Social Studies courses in the primary schools. Based on their specific 
backgrounds, the teachers should be creative and come up with 
activities that are reflective of their learners’ environment as a guide to 
their literacy development. This approach also provides the basis for 
teachers to teach about other less familiar knowledge, that is, moving 
from the familiar to the non-familiar territories.  

Additionally, teachers should try to engage parents and other 
community members as they create their “funds of knowledge”. This 
way, parents and other community members will become actively 
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engaged in school activities and their children’s learning process. 
Ultimately, the “funds of knowledge” approach to teaching helps 
children learn about their immediate environments, but also helps 
them in literacy development at school. 
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