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Introduction

Education is the bedrock of societal progress, a catalyst for individual empowerment,
and a cornerstone of national development. In the Horn of Africa, Eritrea, a nation
forged through decades of struggle and resilience, understands this profound truth
implicitly. Its commitment to fostering an educated populace, despite significant
challenges, is a testament to its vision for a self-reliant and prosperous future. This
book, "Education In Eritrea: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher
Education," embarks on an in-depth exploration of the Eritrean educational landscape,
offering a panoramic view of its evolution, current state, and future aspirations.

Eritrea's educational journey is unique, shaped by its rich history, diverse cultures, and
the imperative to rebuild and innovate in the post-independence era. From the
foundational principles guiding its early childhood programs to the complexities of its
higher education institutions, every facet of the system reflects a deliberate effort to
create an inclusive, equitable, and effective learning environment. This book delves
into the intricate mechanisms that govern this system, examining the policies,
practices, and philosophical underpinnings that define educational experiences for
Eritrean learners at every stage of their development.

This comprehensive overview seeks to illuminate not only the structural elements of
Eritrean education but also the human stories that bring it to life. We explore the
dedication of teachers, the aspirations of students, and the unwavering commitment
of communities to educational advancement. The book addresses critical themes such
as curriculum development, teacher training, quality assurance, and the crucial role of
language in a multilingual society. Furthermore, it investigates the challenges inherent
in building a robust educational system in a developing nation, including issues of
access, equity, and the integration of technology, while also highlighting the
innovative solutions being implemented to overcome these hurdles.

Beyond the classroom, "Education In Eritrea" examines the broader societal impact of
educational initiatives, including efforts to promote gender parity, provide inclusive
education for students with special needs, and leverage vocational training to bridge
skills gaps and enhance employability. It also considers the vital role of international
cooperation and partnerships in supporting educational endeavors and the strategies
employed to ensure the sustainability and continuous improvement of the system. The
book aims to provide a nuanced understanding of how education in Eritrea serves as a
dynamic force for social cohesion, economic growth, and national identity.

Ultimately, this book is an invitation to engage with the compelling narrative of
Eritrean education. It offers valuable insights for policymakers, educators, researchers,
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and anyone interested in the transformative power of learning in a nation steadfastly
building its future. By presenting a holistic and detailed account, "Education In Eritrea"
aspires to be an indispensable resource, fostering a deeper appreciation for the
achievements, ongoing efforts, and future directions of an education system dedicated
to empowering its people and shaping the destiny of a nation.
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Chapter One: Historical Foundations of Eritrean
Education

Eritrea's educational journey is a tapestry woven from threads of ancient traditions,
colonial impositions, and a fervent desire for self-determination. To truly grasp the
current state and future trajectory of education in this resilient nation, one must first
delve into its rich historical foundations. Long before formal schooling systems,
knowledge transmission in Eritrea was deeply embedded in its diverse communities,
primarily through indigenous practices and religious institutions.

Ancient Eritrea, a crossroads of civilizations, saw the emergence of various forms of
learning. Oral traditions played a paramount role, with elders serving as repositories of
wisdom, history, and cultural norms. Through storytelling, proverbs, and songs,
younger generations imbibed ethical values, practical skills for survival, and an
understanding of their place within the community. This informal education was highly
effective in maintaining social cohesion and transmitting vital knowledge across
generations, a testament to the ingenuity of pre-literate societies.

The advent of Christianity in the 4th century CE, particularly with the establishment of
the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo Church, introduced a more structured form of
education. Monasteries and churches became centers of learning, focusing on
religious texts, Ge'ez language (the classical language of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church), theology, and liturgical practices. These institutions produced scribes, priests,
and scholars who not only preserved religious knowledge but also contributed to the
intellectual life of the region. Education during this period was primarily accessible to
boys and was deeply intertwined with spiritual development, shaping a literate elite
within a largely agrarian society.

Similarly, with the spread of Islam from the 7th century onwards, Islamic schools,
known as Kuttabs or Madrasas, began to flourish in Eritrean lowlands and coastal
areas. These schools focused on memorization of the Quran, Arabic language, Islamic
law, and theology. They served as vital hubs for religious instruction and the
transmission of Islamic culture, catering to both boys and, in some cases, girls, albeit
with varying degrees of formality. These traditional religious educational systems,
both Christian and Islamic, laid foundational literacy skills for many Eritreans,
particularly in specific languages and scripts, and fostered a deep respect for learning,
albeit within specific religious frameworks.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a significant turning point with the
arrival of European colonial powers. Italy, establishing Eritrea as its colony in 1890,
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introduced a Western-style education system, albeit one heavily skewed towards its
own colonial objectives. The initial Italian educational endeavors were limited and
primarily aimed at producing a small cadre of skilled laborers and low-level
administrators to serve the colonial apparatus. Education for Eritreans was often
segregated and inferior to that provided for Italian settlers, emphasizing vocational
training over academic pursuits.

Italian colonial education was characterized by a dual system. For Italian children, a
comprehensive curriculum mirroring that of metropolitan Italy was provided, ensuring
they received a full and robust education. For Eritreans, however, the curriculum was
rudimentary, often limited to a few years of primary schooling. The emphasis was on
teaching basic literacy and numeracy, rudimentary Italian, and practical skills such
deemed useful for the colonial economy, such as carpentry or basic mechanics. This
approach reflected a broader colonial policy of limited investment in the intellectual
development of the colonized population.

The language of instruction under Italian rule was primarily Italian, with some limited
use of local languages in the very early stages of primary education. This linguistic
imposition further marginalized indigenous languages and cultures within the formal
educational sphere. Despite these limitations, the Italian period did introduce the
concept of a standardized school system, albeit a discriminatory one, and the
construction of some formal school buildings, laying a physical if not entirely
equitable, foundation for future educational expansion.

Following Italy's defeat in World War Il, Eritrea entered a period of British
administration (1941-1952). The British approach to education differed somewhat
from that of the Italians. While still operating within a colonial framework, the British
introduced a more academic curriculum and expanded access to primary education.
They also placed a greater emphasis on English as the language of instruction,
alongside some local languages in the early grades. This era saw the establishment of
more schools and a slight improvement in the quality of education available to
Eritreans, though disparities still persisted.

The British administration also facilitated the training of Eritrean teachers, a crucial
step in building a more self-sufficient educational system. Although the number of
trained Eritrean educators remained small, their presence marked a significant shift
from the previous Italian policy which largely relied on Italian teachers for higher
levels of instruction. The period also witnessed a burgeoning of political consciousness
among Eritreans, and education, even with its inherent colonial biases, became a tool
for some to articulate their demands for self-determination.

The federation with Ethiopia in 1952, followed by the annexation of Eritrea as

Ethiopia's 14th province in 1962, brought Eritrean education under Ethiopian
jurisdiction. This period was marked by a deliberate policy of cultural assimilation and
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the suppression of Eritrean identity. Amharic, the official language of Ethiopia, was
imposed as the primary language of instruction, replacing English and local Eritrean
languages. This policy aimed to integrate Eritrea fully into Ethiopia and was met with
significant resistance from Eritrean communities.

Under Ethiopian rule, the curriculum was standardized to align with the Ethiopian
national curriculum, often neglecting Eritrea's unique history, geography, and cultural
diversity. While there was some expansion of educational facilities, particularly at the
primary level, the quality of education often suffered due to underfunding, political
instability, and the deliberate marginalization of Eritrean perspectives. This era fueled
a growing sense of grievance among Eritreans, with the educational system becoming
a focal point of cultural and political struggle.

The armed struggle for independence, which intensified from the early 1960s,
profoundly impacted the educational landscape. The Eritrean liberation fronts,
particularly the Eritrean People's Liberation Front (EPLF), recognized the critical
importance of education as a tool for national liberation and nation-building. In areas
liberated from Ethiopian control, the EPLF established its own makeshift schools, often
under challenging conditions, in caves or temporary structures. These "underground
schools" were revolutionary in their approach.

These EPLF schools prioritized basic literacy and numeracy, political education, and
practical skills relevant to the liberation struggle and the envisioned independent
Eritrea. They often employed a multilingual approach, utilizing local Eritrean
languages as the medium of instruction, a stark contrast to the Ethiopian
government's Amharic-only policy. Education in these schools was inclusive, with a
strong emphasis on gender equality and providing opportunities for all children,
including those displaced by the conflict. Teachers were often volunteers, sometimes
former students themselves, demonstrating an extraordinary commitment to the
cause.

The curriculum developed by the EPLF was designed to instill a sense of national
identity, promote self-reliance, and prepare individuals for the challenges of nation-
building. It included subjects like Eritrean history, geography, and civics, which were
conspicuously absent in the Ethiopian curriculum. This parallel education system,
though rudimentary in its resources, was a powerful symbol of Eritrean resilience and
its commitment to an education that reflected its own people's aspirations.

By the time Eritrea achieved independence in 1991, its educational infrastructure was
severely damaged by decades of war, and its human capital had been significantly
depleted. Many schools were destroyed, teachers had fled, and a generation of
children had been denied consistent access to quality education. The task of
rebuilding and establishing a national education system from scratch was
monumental, yet it was embraced with determination by the newly independent
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government.

The post-independence government of Eritrea faced the immediate challenge of
unifying disparate educational experiences - those from traditional religious schools,
colonial systems, Ethiopian administration, and the EPLF's liberation schools - into a
cohesive national system. This required a careful balancing act: drawing lessons from
the past while simultaneously charting a new, distinctly Eritrean path forward. The
legacy of linguistic imposition during colonial and Ethiopian rule profoundly influenced
the independent government's decision to promote mother-tongue instruction in the
early years of schooling.

The historical foundations of Eritrean education thus present a complex narrative of
adaptation, resistance, and a persistent drive for knowledge. From ancient oral
traditions and religious scholarship to the imposition of colonial and Ethiopian
educational models, and finally, the revolutionary schools of the liberation front, each
era left an indelible mark. Understanding these layers of influence is crucial for
appreciating the philosophical underpinnings and practical challenges that have
shaped and continue to shape the education system in independent Eritrea. The
determination to overcome historical disadvantages and build an equitable and
relevant education for all its citizens remains a defining characteristic of Eritrea's
approach to learning.
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