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Introduction
The Kenyan music production industry has been experiencing a significant transition from informal
apprenticeship models to formalised education systems. While providing standardised technical
training, this shift has revealed critical gaps between academic preparation and industry
requirements. Scholars have often been concerned with how music graduates navigate the complex
transition, particularly in contexts where formalised education may not fully address the cultural and
practical demands of the local industry. Mochere et al. (2020) highlight a significant challenge
stemming from the misalignment between university music curricula and the dynamic requirements
of the job market in Kenya, while Akuno (2000) emphasises that graduates require not only technical
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knowledge but also an awareness of cultural influences on music to meet industry demands
effectively. This disconnect is particularly evident in integrating local musical forms such as Afro Neo
Benga and Arbantone into university curricula, where theoretical frameworks remain largely abstract
without clear strategies for bridging the gap between Western and Indigenous music pedagogies.

The complexity of this transition is further amplified by the need to balance traditional and
contemporary elements in music production. As Anderton et al. (2013) argue, music carries symbolic
meaning It is deeply embedded in cultural practices, requiring graduates to produce content that
resonates with local audiences while meeting global industry standards. This challenge is exacerbated
by what Draper and Hitchcock (2006) identify as the critical need for work-integrated learning, where
students must merge classroom knowledge with practical industry experience. In this view, Toulson
and Hepworth-Sawyer (2018) emphasise the significance of connected learning journeys in music
production education, suggesting that practical, hands-on experience is crucial for developing the
competencies required in the music industry. These perspectives underscore the need to examine how
graduates transform their educational experiences into practical industry competencies, particularly
within Kenya's unique musical landscape, where traditional elements must be skilfully integrated
with contemporary production techniques.

Despite increasing numbers of graduates from formal music production programs, many are pursuing
non-production roles or struggling to establish themselves in the industry. This trend suggests a
misalignment between educational outcomes and industry needs, particularly in Kenya's unique
musical landscape. Almi et al. (2011) argue that this discrepancy stems from the disconnect between
academic curricula and actual industry needs, where graduates often enter the workforce with broad
theoretical knowledge but insufficient practical skills. This gap is particularly pronounced in Kenya's
music industry. Considering this, Williamson and Cloonan (2007) emphasise that a comprehensive
understanding of contemporary industry demands is essential for developing effective teaching
strategies. This paper is, therefore, grounded on this premise.

Literature Review

The theory-practice gap in music production education is particularly challenging in developing
music industries, where rapidly evolving industry requirements outpace academic instruction.
Bridgstock (2011) notes that even when institutions incorporate practical elements, they struggle to
keep pace with swift industry changes and technological advancements. In Kenya, this challenge is
amplified by Western-centric curricula that poorly prepare graduates for a market favouring
indigenous genres. Kidula (2006) argues this approach actively marginalises African music in formal
education. Savage (2018) proposes balancing theory and practice while addressing barriers like
outdated curricula and limited industry exposure. Schippers (2010) emphasises incorporating diverse
cultural contexts, which is crucial for Kenyan genres like Benga, Gengetone, and Afro Neo Benga.

Work-integrated learning offers a potential solution, with Draper and Hitchcock (2006) suggesting
curriculum-embedded real-world experience that transforms theoretical knowledge into practical
skills, aligning with Kolb's (1984) Experiential Learning Theory. Thorley (2014) advocates for industry
involvement in assessment and portfolio development, addressing Williamson and Cloonan's (2007)
concern about industry-ready graduates. However, Mochere et al. (2020) note Kenya's structural
limitations in implementing such models. Akuno (2000) and Recharte (2019) critique Western-centric
curricula's failure to develop cultural competency for local audiences, emphasising Indigenous music
traditions as integral to socio-cultural identities. Kang (2024) extends this by advocating for
transcultural approaches valuing non-Western music systems. The practical implications of
educational misalignments are evident in graduates' career paths. Bridgstock and Cunningham (2016)
identify "hybrid careers" where graduates, despite technical knowledge, pivot to stable professions
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like teaching due to market misalignment. In Kenya, economic factors drive these transitions toward
financial security, often sacrificing creative ambitions (Mochere et al., 2020).

Cultural competency is crucial in regions where traditional music maintains commercial relevance.
Green (2011) emphasises that effective music production education must go beyond technical
proficiency and root itself in local cultural contexts. Akuno's (2000) work on Kenyan music education
demonstrates the need to balance local cultural contexts with global production standards, while
Kidula (2006) examines challenges in integrating Indigenous African music into formal education.
Thorley (2014) suggests integrating industry experience through internships and projects,
complementing Schippers' (2010) holistic approach balancing global standards with local traditions.
Mochere et al. (2020) highlight the complexity of balancing Western techniques with local traditions
in Kenya. Williamson and Cloonan (2007) emphasise industry partnerships, while Bridgstock (2011)
advocates curriculum reform respecting cultural traditions. Kang (2024) argues for fundamentally
reconsidering music education to embrace diverse systems, particularly relevant to Kenyan genres
like Benga and Gengetone. Recharte (2019) calls for a "de-centred" approach prioritising cultural
diversity.

The literature reveals the interplay between cultural competency, technical proficiency, and
professional success. Akuno (2000) emphasises that solutions must be culturally responsive and
professionally relevant to the Kenyan context.

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984)

Music production graduates should be able to navigate between academic knowledge and industry
demands while adapting to cultural expectations and technical requirements. This transition process,
where theoretical understanding must be transformed into practical competency, calls for a theoretical
framework to examine how learning experiences are effectively converted into professional
capabilities. Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) provides an ideal framework for discussing
this transformation process. ELT defines learning as "the process whereby knowledge is created
through the transformation of experience" (Kolb, 1984, p. 41). Specifically, it helped analyse how music
production graduates transform their educational experiences into industry competencies and why
some transition from production roles. This was done by considering the following questions.

1. What factors contribute to music production graduates' transition from production roles in
Kenya's music industry?

2. How well does the current tertiary music production education prepare graduates for the
practical demands of Kenya's music industry?

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research design with a phenomenological approach to explore key
stakeholders' perspectives within the Kenyan music production industry. The study was conducted
in Nairobi County, Kenya's central hub for music production and higher education, and aimed to gain
insight into diverse perspectives on graduate competencies. A purposive sampling method was
applied, categorising participants into one leading group: recent music production graduates within
five years of completing their studies and working to establish careers. Data collection involved semi-
structured interviews and focus group discussions, supplemented by document and content analysis
of industry reports, online media interviews with local producers, and academic curricula from
tertiary institutions. Thematic analysis and data triangulation across sources were employed to
enhance validity.
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Findings and Discussion

Data from the study revealed two predominant but interconnected themes influencing music
production graduates' transition away from production roles in Kenya: educational gaps and
challenges in cultural competency. These themes highlight graduates' complexities as they navigate
the local music industry. The term "educational gaps" refers to the discrepancies between theoretical
knowledge acquired in academic settings and the practical skills required in the industry. Conversely,
"challenges in cultural competency" address the difficulties graduates face in understanding and
adapting to local musical practices. This theme underscores how a lack of exposure to diverse Kenyan
music can hinder graduates' ability to thrive professionally. Together, these themes illustrate a
significant barrier to professional development for music production graduates. The interplay
between educational gaps and cultural competency challenges affects individual career trajectories
and has broader implications for the sustainability of the local music industry. The subsequent section
offers an in-depth examination of these themes, exploring their implications for the career trajectories
of music production graduates in Kenya.

Educational Gap

The observations drawn from this study highlight what could be termed an educational dichotomy in
Kenyan music production. This dichotomy manifests in the division between theoretical knowledge
and practical industry requirements, significantly affecting graduates' ability to establish themselves
in the production field. Bridgstock's (2010) examination of creative industries education illuminates
this phenomenon, demonstrating that while educational institutions are slowly adapting to the fast-
paced changes of the global landscape, a significant gap persists between the skills needed for actual
job performance and graduates' academic preparation. Graduates frequently encounter a substantial
gap between theoretical content and industry realities. This gap became particularly evident in the
present study when graduates expressed challenges in applying classroom learning to real-world
production scenarios. Emmanuel Barasa, a music production graduate, noted, “Mostly music theory
was based on the classical side... but now when you are out here, you don't interact with classical
pieces.” Despite having a solid foundation in music production, sound engineering, and sound design
from his university education, Emmanuel ultimately transitioned to teaching music at the
kindergarten level to secure a stable income, relegating his production-related work to weekends. This
career shift illustrates what Bridgstock and Cunningham (2016) identify as a typical pattern among
graduates in creative industries: facing challenges in applying their technical education to market
demands, they often seek alternative career paths that offer more stability.

Emmanuel's experience demonstrates how the theory-practice gap can lead graduates to develop
hybrid careers that may diverge significantly from their original professional aspirations in music
production. He further emphasised that his education focused on foundational aspects of Western
music theory and analysis, which primarily dealt with rhythm, melody, and harmony. While this
theoretical grounding provided a solid base, it also underscored a significant theory-practice gap.
Emmanuel remarked, “[s]chool mostly gave us knowledge on how to do most things theoretically,
but there are things that had to come with local exposure.” Upon further probing, he asserted that
these things included practical experience with local music genres and environments, familiarity with
local instruments, and understanding the cultural context of the music industry.

Further communication from Michael Kyende, an earlier graduate from the same university, points
to the removal of learning local instruments from their production curriculum. This points to a
significant gap in the educational framework that fails to prepare graduates for the specific demands
of the Kenyan music landscape and directly misaligns with Draper and Hitchcock's (2006) emphasis
on work-integrated learning as a critical educational approach. The lack of exposure to local
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instruments restricts students' ability to engage with their musical heritage and hinders their
adaptability within the industry. Consequently, with the knowledge Emmanuel gained after
completion, his next decision was to teach basic music theory to children. According to Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), Emmanuel’s transition can be seen as a response to the dialectical
relationship between Concrete Experience (CE) and Abstract Conceptualization (AC), where his
hands-on experiences during music production education prompted him to shift his career trajectory
away from production and towards education. This shift illustrates how deficiencies in practical
training can lead graduates like Emmanuel to seek alternative paths that align more closely with their
provided skills and experiences.

In addition to music theory, Emmanuel received training in sound engineering, encompassing mixing,
mastering techniques, and live sound production. However, he noted that these technical skills were
primarily taught with inclinations towards Euro-centric popular music and were not immediately
applicable due to limited exposure to the diverse musical styles prevalent in his local context. Despite
demonstrating proficiency with production software, graduates struggle to optimise these tools for
local contexts. lan Akhuyo, Emmanuel’s classmate who also turned to music education as a career
path, adds on to state that “I am quite confident in my skills when it comes to audio engineering [...],
specifically the recording, mixing and mastering processes [but] not quite prepared to release songs”.
The focus on the technical aspects of music production and lack of familiarity with local music
paradigms in production techniques led to both Emmanuel and Ian feeling inadequately prepared for
a career in music production. Instead, they recognised an opportunity in education where they could
adequately apply the theoretical knowledge gained.

Emmanuel's decision reflects Kolb’s Reflective Observation (RO) phase, where individuals critically
assess their experiences and consider how these experiences align with their existing knowledge and
skills. In Emmanuel's case, the realisation that his training in music production did not meet the
demands of his local music scene prompted him to reflect on the relevance of his skills. This critical
reflection likely highlighted a disconnect between industry expectations and his educational
background, leading him to recognise the need for a more inclusive and contextually relevant
approach to music education. Moreover, Emmanuel's educational experience included concert staging
and production, which involved event coordination and production process management. Although
these skills were valuable, they did not translate into immediate opportunities within the industry
due to a limited understanding of current local trends during his education. The heavy emphasis on
Western theoretical concepts further exacerbated this disconnect, as it did not align with the demands
of his local music environment. The limited industry exposure during training creates significant
barriers to professional development. Ian Akhuyo's statement that “the current music scene isn't
discussed that much in the system” underscores the gap between academic content and industry
realities. This disconnect echoes Williamson and Cloonan's (2007) emphasis on the necessity of
comprehensive industry understanding in higher education. Ultimately, the educational gap
significantly impacts graduates' ability to establish themselves in their desired industry. This impact
manifests in their lack of market preparedness, significantly eroding professional confidence. Many
graduates question their capabilities to meet industry demands, resulting in career transitions to non-
production roles.

Ultimately, Emmanuel’s journey underscores the importance of bridging the educational content with
industry realities. His insights reveal a critical need for academic institutions to adapt curricula that
provide theoretical knowledge and integrate practical experiences relevant to current industry
standards. By doing so, graduates like Emmanuel can better navigate their career pathways and
effectively transition into their desired roles within the music industry.
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Cultural Competency Challenges

Cultural competency in the music production context can be defined as the ability of music producers
to understand, respect, and effectively incorporate diverse musical traditions and practices into their
work, thereby ensuring their output resonates with local audiences. Akuno (2000) extends this
understanding by proposing a three-mode conceptual framework that positions music as a concept,
an object, and a sociocultural activity, arguing that Western theoretical approaches fall short of
defining music as experienced within traditional African cultures. Akuno emphasises that practical
musical understanding requires consideration of its role as a system of communication deeply
embedded in communal relationships, where performance involves sound production and the
transmission of issues of socio-cultural significance to the community that practices it. This is
particularly vital in Kenya, where the music landscape includes diverse traditional and contemporary
genres. The transformation of experience into knowledge is explicated through Akuno's model, which
demonstrates how musical expression emerges from the interplay between culture and information.
Culture, representing the environment, encompasses the total of individual experiences, manifesting
both actively through daily experiences and passively through the underlying framework of symbols,
expressions, and idioms that form the basis of activities. This cultural foundation interacts
dynamically with information, representing deliberately acquired knowledge through formal
education and structured training to develop specific skills. This model recognises that musical
knowledge emerges from formal instruction and the complex interweaving of lived experience,
cultural context, and structured learning. The resulting creativity reflects the individual's cultural
heritage and acquired technical knowledge, producing musical expressions that are both culturally
relevant and technically proficient.

Similarly, Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) shows that learning is a dynamic process that
involves the transformation of experience into knowledge, emphasising the importance of experiential
engagement in fostering the understanding and appreciation of local music traditions, paradigms,
practices, and the cultural significance behind them - cultural literacy. This enhances graduates'
market readiness and professional confidence. However, the data collected from this study reveal a
theme that profoundly influences the career trajectories of music production graduates in Kenya:
cultural competency challenges. These challenges manifest through a limited understanding of local
music traditions and an inability to adapt to the evolving landscape of Kenyan genres. Graduates
frequently express a disconnect between their formal education and Kenya's rich, diverse musical
heritage.

This cultural disconnect poses a significant barrier for graduates who aim to produce music that
resonates with Kenyan audiences authentically. For instance, Ian Akhuyo, a music production
graduate who transitioned to music education, shared that his training primarily focused on Western
music theory and production techniques, with limited emphasis on Kenyan genres like Gengetone
and Afro Neo Benga. He noted, “We were taken through foundational music theory and technical
skills in music production,” while “the current music scene wasn’t discussed much in the system.” He
added that this gap in cultural exposure limited their knowledge of local genres, as “we were just
given the idea of it without a deep analysis.” Ian’s experience underscores a broader issue in music
production pedagogy, where Western-centric frameworks often dominate educational content. As
Kang (2024) discusses, such frameworks can stifle cultural relevance, as they prioritise Western music
traditions over local musical identities, leaving students less equipped to engage with or preserve
their cultural heritage. Emphasising diverse musical traditions is crucial, as Recharte (2019) argues for
fostering a music education that reflects cultural backgrounds rather than side-lining them in favour
of a standardised Western approach. This misalignment not only hinders cultural identity formation
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among students but also limits their creative capacities in engaging with Kenyan music’s unique
stylistic elements and audience preferences, causing unpreparedness, lack of confidence and career
shifts.

Through Kolb's experiential learning lens, this disconnect represents a fundamental disruption in the
learning cycle (see Figure 1). The theory posits that effective learning requires integrating concrete
experience with abstract conceptualisation, followed by active experimentation and reflective
observation. However, Ian's experience reveals how the current educational model prioritises abstract
conceptualisation (Western music theory) while limiting concrete experience with local genres. “We
were not taught the analysis on local music genres,” Ian elaborates, “it's like they assumed we would
figure it out on our own.” This gap in the experiential learning cycle mainly affects students' ability to
develop what Kolb terms "transformative experience" - the capacity to adapt theoretical knowledge
to practical, culturally relevant applications.

Moreover, the economic dimensions of this educational gap further complicate graduates' career
trajectories. Ian's decision to pursue teaching rather than production stemmed partly from the need
for financial stability, a common theme among graduates. This economic reality introduces what
could be termed a 'practical interruption' in Kolb's learning cycle, where educational limitations and
material conditions constrain the transformation of experience into knowledge.

Figure 1 illustrates the experiential learning process and critical challenges faced by music production graduates
in Kenya. This process ultimately contributes to the "impeded transformative experience," influencing
graduates' career paths toward teaching for financial stability.
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This representation of the disrupted learning cycle begins with concrete experience, which should
ideally embed students in their cultural and musical context. Through reflective observation, learners
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process these experiences, leading to abstract conceptualisation and forming theoretical
understandings of musical principles. This culminates in active experimentation, where learners
apply their knowledge in practical musical situations. However, the predominance of technical skills
heavily embedded in Western music theories in Kenyan music production education falls short of
defining music as experienced within traditional Kenyan cultures. This emphasis on Western theory
creates a significant gap in experiential learning, where students lack meaningful exposure to local
musical genres and traditions. As Akuno (2000) emphasises, music must be “understood from the
participant's point of view” and analysed “within the context in which it is created and practised”
This disruption leads to what the diagram identifies as an "Impeded Transformative Experience."
According to Akuno's analysis, when music is divorced from its cultural context, it loses meaning.
The natural transformation of cultural experience into musical knowledge is hindered because the
Western theoretical framework fails to capture the essential characteristics of African music,
particularly its nature as a “corporate activity” involving multimedia engagement and reciprocal roles
between performers and audience. The diagram further illustrates how these pedagogical challenges
are compounded by financial constraints, leading many musicians to shift their career paths toward
teaching for stability. This outcome reflects a systemic issue where the disconnection between
theoretical education and cultural musical practice creates barriers to sustainable careers in
performance and composition.

Moreover, lan notes the challenge of accessing resources to practice without proper industry
preparation. Music production education remains dominated by Western frameworks, where local
music is skimmed through rather than analysed deeply. As Recharte (2019) argues, music operates as
a discourse within uneven power hierarchies, where Western Art music is centred, and alternatives
are marginalised. This is evident in Ian's experience: "The current music scene [wasn't] discussed that
much in the system.” The Western-centric education leaves graduates ill-equipped to produce Kenyan
music. Ian explains, “Even when I try to produce local genres, we're applying Western production
techniques without understanding the cultural context. That is why I am not ready to release music
actively” (I. Akhuyo, personal communication, July 16, 2024). lan's experience mirrors many
graduates navigating between their production aspirations and financial stability. His reflection that
“there are units like [...] history of western analysis needs to be phased out or reduced in the music
production course” underscores a critical awareness of the misalignment between educational content
and industry requirements. This disconnect stems from universities' failure "to include music
programs relevant to the music job market" (Mochere et al., 2020, p. 272), forcing graduates like Ian to
seek alternative careers where their theoretical knowledge can be monetised. Like Emmanuel's move
to kindergarten teaching, lan's transition exemplifies what Almi et al. (2011) identify as the gap
between education and industry needs - graduates enter the workforce with broad theoretical
knowledge but insufficient practical skills for sustainable careers. Despite his comprehensive training
in music theory and software applications, lan's shift from music production to pedagogy
demonstrates Kolb's concept of adaptive learning, where individuals modify their career paths based
on economic necessities and the practical application of their acquired knowledge.

Conclusion

This study analysed the theory-practice gap and cultural competency challenges as key determinants
influencing music production graduates' transition from production roles in Kenya's music industry.
Music production graduates experience significant challenges in translating their theoretical
knowledge into practical industry applications. The study established that the dominance of Western
musical paradigms in formal education creates substantial barriers for graduates attempting to engage
with local music production contexts. The importance of cultural competency in music production
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education was realised as it directly impacts graduates' ability to produce commercially viable music
in the Kenyan context. Through cases like Emmanuel Barasa and Ian Akhuyo, the study demonstrated
how the lack of practical exposure to local musical traditions compels graduates to seek alternative
career paths, particularly in education. It was also evident that the disconnection between academic
preparation and industry requirements is compounded by limited industry exposure during training.

Based on these findings, it is recommended that music production education in Kenya undergo
substantial curriculum reform to incorporate indigenous musical knowledge and production
techniques. Educational institutions must also develop stronger partnerships with industry
practitioners to provide students with practical, culturally relevant experience. Additionally, regular
industry engagement programs should be implemented to equip students with the requisite skills to
navigate Kenya's unique music production landscape.

This will help prepare graduates for successful careers in music production by addressing technical
competency and cultural literacy, thereby countering the current trend of career transitions away from
production roles. Furthermore, these changes would contribute to the sustainable development of
Kenya's music industry by ensuring a steady supply of well-prepared music production professionals
who can effectively bridge global production standards with local cultural heritage.
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