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D u rin g  the 1994-1995 academic year, th is ethnographic research study, 

conducted in fou r c u ltu ra lly  and lin g u is tica lly  d iverse se llings in the eastern 

A frican  coun try  o f Hritrea, s tud ied how  the ind igenous competencies o f fine 

arts, language, spatia l and log ica l reasoning, and in terpersonal re la tionships 

are deve loped in the home and society environs. The data collected ind icated 

an ind igenous education  fram ew ork  consisting o f cu ltu ra l activ ities , m ethods 

o f transm ission , transm itte rs , and values that constitu ted  the basic 

com ponents in learners' acqu is ition  o f p ro fic iency in  each com petency area. 

The fun d a m e n ta l ob jective  o f the ind igenous educa tion— co m m u n ity  

b u ild in g — rem ained consistent am ong the d is s im ila r e thn ic  un its .

Im p lica tio ns  d raw n  from  th is s tudy o f how  people learn in the ir 

ind igenous society fac ilita te  the ha rm on iza tion  o f the roles o f teacher and 

learner in a m ore fo rm a l lea rn ing  env ironm ent, and help in  the transfer o f 

practica l ( ind igenous) know ledge  to a m ore fo rm al academic env ironm ent. 

The u til iz a t io n  o f ind igenous-com petency-specific  c ritica l th in k in g  sk ills , 

teaching m ethods, and lea rn ing  activ ities  constructs " l in k s "  between the 

d ispara te  hom e and w o rk  environm ents.
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r U  A PTED *1
i n i  A Li 1\ X

Introduction

Education fo r us is an ins trum en t o f libe ra tion ; no less than the gun.
Deputy Admin is tra tor o f  the Department of  
Education dur ing the war f o r  independence.

People are on the move. The fie ry  round  ba ll o f sun that has hung  ove r the 

v illa g e  a ll day is now  s lo w ly  s in k ing  in  the west and the intense heat has 

g iven  w a y  to the coolness o f the early  evening. Once again the v illage  is 

b u s tlin g  w ith  a c tiv ity  and noise. Young boys and g irls  w a lk  to d is tan t g raz ing  

fie lds  to fetch the fam ilies ' herds o f sheep and goats whose b lea ting  can be 

heard from  far o ff. Laughter and bits o f conversation m ing le  together as the 

o lde r g ir ls  and w om en begin prepara tion  fo r the even ing meal o f shiro, a 

sauce made from  dried  chickpeas, that is cooked over a small charcoal stove. 

The men o f the v illa ge  cluster together a round sm all fires that g lo w  

b r il l ia n t ly  in  the deepening darkness discussing the day 's events w h ile  

s ip p in g  tea or boiled goat's m ilk . A m id s t the sights and sounds, 1 s it w ith  an
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education o ffic ia l w ho  po in ts  to a d is tan t m ounta in  and describes the 

fortunes o f the local school.

D u rin g  the w a r o u r ch ild ren  w en t to school in  tha t m oun ta in 's  caves, 

b u t w hen the coun try  was liberated they m oved to under the trees and 

later to grass huts b u ilt  by the com m un ity . N ow  we are b u ild in g  

schools w ith  perm anent w a lls and the ch ild ren  are no longer hav ing  to 

move. I f  any th ing  expla ins the progress ou r coun try  has made, it is the 

m ovem ent o f the schools.

Peace has come to Eritrea after a th irty -yea r armed strugg le  for 

independence, the longest b y  any coun ty on the continent o f A frica , and a 

new  sense o f order, one o f permanence, g ro w th  and s tab ility , is tak ing  hold. 

A n  education system tha t once taught ch ild ren  how  to stand s t ill in  o rde r to 

avo id  be ing  seen and shot at from  enemy planes overhead now  examines 

how  to m ake the cu rric u lu m  relevant to the coun try 's  n a tio n -b u ild in g  efforts. 

Schools are being b u ilt  and both genders are being encouraged to partic ipa te  

in the fo rm al education system. For the 1994-95 academic year I trave lled the 

h igh lands and low lands  o f th is coun try, v is itin g  fo u r c u ltu ra lly  and 

lin g u is tic a lly  d isparate  com m unities to observe how  ch ild ren  learn in  the ir 

home and c o m m u n ity  env ironm ents, in o rder to make " lin k s "  between the 

ind igenous and fo rm a l educationa l systems in  the coun try .
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Eritrea's Colonial Legacy

Ita ly  fo rm a lly  declared Eritrea a colony on January 1, 1890, and u n til its 

defeat in  the H o rn  o f A frica  by A llie d  forces in  1941 had a s ign ifican t presence 

in the coun try  (Kutschera 27). M any o f the Ita lians w h o  came to this land 

farm ed in  the fe rtile  h igh land  areas. D u rin g  th e ir fifty -ye a r presence, they 

created an extensive transporta tion  ne tw o rk  w ith  a ra ilroad  between the port 

o f Massawa and the capita l c ity  o f Asm ara, and constructed over 3,600 

k ilom ete rs  o f road, m ost o f w h ich  were unpaved (U N IC E F 19). W ith  the 

defeat o f the Ita lians in  1941, Eritrea came under the a d m in is tra tive  ru le  o f 

the B ritish  w h ic h  lasted u n til 1952. O n December 2, 1950, the U n ited  N ations 

passed a reso lu tion  recom m ending tha t Eritrea “ constitu te  an autonom ous 

u n it  federate w ith  E th iop ia  under the sovere ignty o f the E th iop ian  c ro w n " 

(Fessehatzion 11). Eritrea was granted se lf-ru le  und e r the p ro tection  o f 

E th iop ia 's  E m peror H a il Selassie, w ith  the E ritrean  gove rnm en t c o n tro llin g  

“ leg is la tive , executive  and ju d ic ia l pow ers in  dom estic a ffa irs  w h ile  assigning 

defense, cu rrency and finance, and in te rna tiona l econom ic and financ ia l 

re la tio n s " to E th iop ia  (Fessehatzion 11). A ll revenues fo r E ritrea were 

channeled th ro ugh  E th iop ia ; E th iop ian  o ffic ia ls  replaced Eritreans in a ll 

im p o rta n t gove rnm en t posts; E ritrean cu ltu re , languages and tra d itio n s  were 

replaced w ith  those o f the ru lin g  E th iop ian  g roup -the  A m haric . The Eritrean 

people  were in  effect colonized by E th iop ia, w h ich  in  1961 fo rm a lly  annexed 

the co u n try  (C liiffe  and Davidson 21; Firebrace 18-21).
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4

History of  the Eritrean Liberation Struggle

In 1961, Eritrea began its th irty -ye a r armed struggle fo r se lf-de te rm ina tion  

w ith  W oldeab W eldem ariam , to m any the “ Father o f the E ritrean libe ra tion  

m ovem ent," as the spokesman fo r E ritrean independence firs t, fro m  w ith in  

the coun try  and later from  exile in  Egypt (Firebrace 29; U N IC EF 17)4 From  the 

early  1960s u n til 1974 the Eritrea People's L ibera tion  Front (EPLF) and the 

Eritrean L ibera tion  Front (ELF) aggressively opposed H a ile  Selassie's 

governm ent, and by the early 1970s the libe ra tion  organ izations had made 

s ign ifican t progress (C liffe  and D avidson 36). In 1974 Selassie's governm ent 

was ove rth ro w n , in  part because o f the trem endous advances the E ritrean 

libe ra tion  m ovem ent had made, and replaced by a m ilita ry  regim e headed by 

M eng is tu  H a ilem ariam . From 1974-78 app rox im a te ly  90% o f the co u n try  was 

in  the hands o f the EPLF and the ELF. H ow ever, in  1978 M engistu2, w ith  the 

backing  o f the fo rm er U n ion  o f Soviet Socialist Republics, launched a fu ll-  

scale o ffensive against the Eritrean forces, forc ing a strategic w ith d ra w a l in to  

the Sahel Desert by the libera tion forces (Firebrace 22-23; U N IC E F 17-18). 

D u rin g  th is tim e, the tw o E ritrean libe ra tion  m ovem ents fo u g h t a c iv il w a r 

fo r contro l, w ith  the EPLF em erging v ic to rious. M any ELF figh ters le ft and 

became refugees in  the Sudan, w h ile  others jo ined the EPLF (Kutshcera 36- 

37).

From 1978 to 1988, the E thiopians launched e igh t m ajor offensives against 

the Eritrean forces. In 1982, the Red Star Cam paign o f the E th iop ian  A rm y
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5

proved to bo a c ritica l tu rn in g  p o in t in  the w a r fo r the Eritrean libe ra tion  

m ovem ent. The fo rm er U n ion  o f Soviet Socialist Republics supp lied  the 

E th iop ian  regim e w ith  m ilita ry  advisors, troops and s ig n ifica n t am ounts of 

armaments, bu t it  a ll fa iled to help M engistu , as the cam paign proved to be 

ineffectua l against the Eritrean arm y. In 1988 the E th iop ian  a rm y suffe red a 

second m ajor defeat when its troops were ann ih ila ted  in the Sahel v illage  o f 

Afabet; 18,000 E th iop ian soldiers were taken prisoners o f w ar, and a large 

q u a n tity  o f m ilita ry  equ ipm en t— tanks, guns, a m m u n itio n — was captured. In 

1990, the EPLF captured the Red Sea po rt o f Massawa, E th iop ia 's  o n ly  lin k  to 

the sea (Kutschera 38). F ina lly , on M ay 24, 1991, the longest m ilita ry  s trugg le  

for independence in  A frica  ended when the EPLF entered the cap ita l c ity  o f 

Asm ara (U N IC E F 18). On A p r i l 23-25, 1993 a n a tio nw ide  re fe rendum  was 

held, and 98% o f the p o p u la tion  voted for independence. Eritrea became the 

52nd coun try  on the continent o f A frica  on M ay 24, 1993, and a m em ber o f the 

U n ited  N a tions and the O rgan iza tion  fo r A frican  U n ity  a few  days later. 

Today, President Issasis A fe w o rk i heads the trans itiona l governm ent o f th is 

nation o f 2.3 to 2.8 m illio n  people3 located in the H o rn  o f A frica , w ith  borde r 

on the Red Sea, the Sudan, E th iop ia and D jib ou ti (U N IC E F 17-19).

Eritrea Today

A ga inst trem endous odds the Eritrean people su rv ived  a generation o f war 

and years o f repeated d ro u g h t and famine. The coun try 's  in fras truc tu re  has
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6

been destroyed. Roads and ra ilw ays are no t usable. Power stations do not 

func tion  adequate ly. C om m un ica tion  links  are weak. Schools and health 

services are inadequate to meet the populace's dem ands. The in fan t m o rta lity  

rate is app ro x im a te ly  135 per 1,000 live  b irths , and the und e r 5 m o rta lity  rate 

about 203 per 1,000 live  b irths. L ife expectancy at b irth  is about 46 years; access 

to safe and clean d r in k in g  w a ter rem ains lo w  in  m ost provinces. A lm o s t 1 

m illio n  Eritreans, app rox im a te ly  1 /3  o f the p o p u la tio n , le ft the coun try  

d u r in g  the years o f conflic t: 700,000 became refugees in the Sudan, and 300,000 

le ft fo r o the r countries (U N IC EF 19).

E ritrea has three m ain geographical regions: the centra l h igh lands, the 

western lo w lands  (on the bo rde r w ith  the Sudan and E th iop ia ), and the 

eastern lo w lands  (a long the Red Sea coast and D jib o u ti). The central 

h igh lands, the m ost densely popu la ted  area o f the coun try , w here the ethnic 

groups o f the B ilen (2.1%), Saho (5%), and T ig rinya  (50%) live , enjoys a 

trop ica l h igh land  clim ate. Asm ara, the capita l o f Eritrea, is located in  the 

center o f the region. The western low lands is inhab ited  ch ie fly  by pastoralists: 

Hedareb (2.5%), and Rashaida (.5%); and agropastoralists: Kunam a (2%), Nara 

(1.5%), and T ig re  (31%). The land is sem i-desert w ith  tem peratures rang ing 

from  20° centig rade in  the cool m onths, to w e ll above the 45° centigrade m ark 

in the ho t m onths. In  the eastern lo w land  region the A fa r (5%) engage in 

fish ing  and pastora lism  fo r the ir p r im a ry  live lihoo d . The land is a rid , w ith  

m in im a l ra in fa ll, and has litt le  po ten tia l fo r a g ricu ltu re  (U N IC E F 12).
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D u rin g  the 1994-1995 school year the governm ent u nd e rw en t in tensive 

res truc tu ring ; 10% o f the w o rk  force was stream lined and the local 

gove rnm en t s truc tu re  was changed from  n ine provinces to six a d m in is tra tive  

d is tr ic ts  in M ay 1995. The governm ent ra tiona lized the s truc tu ra l change as a 

necessity fo r the fu ll deve lopm ent o f the people o f Eritrea and fo r an e ffic ien t 

a d m in is tra tio n  tha t w o u ld  p rom ote  equ itab le  and sustainable deve lopm ent. 

"T he  new s truc tu re ," i t  said, "takes at its  bases nationa l resources, 

dem ography, in fras truc tu re  and the u n ity  o f the Eritrean peop le " (Eritrea 

P ro file  5).

History o f  the Eritrean Educational System

In  tra d it io n a l A fr ica n  society, a p iv o ta l in s titu t io n  w ith in  each cu ltu ra l 

u n it  was the educationa l system that focused on p ro d u c in g  a m an o r w om an 

o f character w ith  usefu l sk ills  app rop ria te  to h is /h e r  status in  life . The 

educationa l system was in tegrated: each social in s titu tio n  had a ro le  in 

p ro v id in g  m ora l and practica l in s tru c tio n  w h ich  enabled the y o u th  to learn 

the ir ro le in  society. The aim  o f ind igenous A fr ica n  education has been a p tly  

described as "th e  p repa ra tion  o f you th , the ir insertion  and com plete 

in teg ra tion  in to  the life  o f the c o m m u n ity " (Fafunwa and A is ik u  15).

Honesty, respect, co-operation, and co n fo rm ity  to social o rder w ere the 

p r im a ry  goals o f the educationa l system, whose functiona l c u rr ic u lu m  

spanned social, re lig ious, and technical dom ains. A fricans v iew ed
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education no t as an end in  itself, bu t rather as a means to an end. Its goal was 

to m ove a s tudent from  the status o f an absolute in d iv id u a l to tha t o f one 

w ho  was pa rt o f a com m unity .

The cu rricu lu m  was integrated, no t com partm enta lized, the contents were 

in te rw oven , and the language o f ins truc tion  was the one spoken am ong the 

people at large. The cu rricu lum  centered on com m unal life  and incorporated 

the fo llo w in g : a sense o f observation, spontaneous activ ities , educative 

games, co-education o f both genders, and an attentiveness to nature.

Education was pa rtic ipa to ry : ceremonies, r itua ls , recita tion , and 

dem onstra tion a ll had a place. It was practical: s tudent learned to fish, weave, 

carve, cook, am ong other such activ ities. It was recreational: w restling , 

dancing, d ru m m in g , s ing ing, and racing were a ll an in teg ra l pa rt o f the 

cu rricu lu m . It in vo lved  in te llectua l tra in ing : the you th  stud ied  local h is to ry , 

legends, poe try , s to ry -te lling , and the env ironm ent (Abbam  1869-70).

Since ind igenous A frican  education was re levant to the social, economic, 

and p o litica l cond itions o f each ethnic group, and the m ed ium  o f ins truc tion  

was in  a language all pup ils  were lite rate in, i t  p roduced young men and 

wom en w ho  were fu lly  pa rtic ipan t in  com m un ity  life , and w ho had the sk ills  

necessary fo r successful pa rtic ipa tion  in  such a social setting. The educationa l 

system prepared the people for a useful life , as its goals were "d ire c tly  linked 

to the needs o f that pa rticu la r society at that pa rticu la r tim e" (Abbam  1870). 

H ow ever, w ith  co lon iza tion  the ind igenous form s o f education were
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discarded and new polic ies were im plem ented, thus s tr ip p in g  the pop u la tion  

o f m uch o f the ir cu ltu ra l heritage.

As in  other countries, m uch o f the m ethodo logy and ideo logy in  Eritrean 

cu rricu la  was taken from  the West w ith  lim ite d  a tten tion  g ive to the 

pedagogical im peratives o f Eritrea. D u rin g  the period  of Ita lia n  co lon iza tion , 

basic education for the Eritrean student was described as fo llow s:

By the end o f the fou rth  year, the Eritrean s tudent shou ld  be able to 

speak o u r language (Ita lian) m oderate ly w e ll, he shou ld  know  the fou r 

a rithm etica l operations . . .  he should be a convinced p ropagand is t o f 

the p rinc ip les  o f hygiene, and o f h is to ry , he shou ld  know  o n ly  the 

names o f those w ho  have made Ita ly  great. (English  Panel 49)

D u rin g  federation w ith  E th iop ia  (1952-1962) A m haric , an E th iop ian 

language, was made the o ffic ia l language o f ins truc tion  in  the Eritrean 

educationa l system. In the re ign o f the E th iop ian Em peror H a ile  Selassie 

(1962-1974), the schools in  Eritrea unde rw en t fu rth e r co lon iza tion  o f the ir 

cu rricu lum . . . a new cu rricu lu m  was in troduced in  the e lem entary school 

p rogram m e in  o rde r to E th iop ian ize  the educationa l system to the needs and 

requirem ents o f the co u n try " (Tesfamariam 7).

A  fo rm er libera tion  figh te r and now  a M in is try  o f Education o ffic ia l, 

Tesfam ariam  was a s tudent in the Eritrean educationa l system d u rin g  H a ile
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Selassie's rule. A cco rd ing  to h im ,

W hen 1 was a s tudent d u r in g  the H a ile  Selassie regim e 1 rem em ber 

that all the textbooks had the p o rtra it o f H a ile  Selassie w h ich  had 

w ritte n  under it  "H is  Majesty H a ile  Selassie, the K in g  o f K ings, elected 

by G od". This had an im p lica tio n  in  the m in d  o f every school ch ild . A t 

th is level a ll the textbooks tried  to inculcate the dom inance o f the 

Am hara n a tio na lity , the h is to ry  o f 'great heroes' o f A m hara  and 

considered Eritrea as pa rt o f E th iopia. . . . D u ring  the H a ile  Selassie 

regime, the m id d le  Schools and secondary schools inhe rited  the 

co lon ia l system o r western type. Here, I also rem em ber tha t in  h is to ry  

lessons w e stud ied a book called Landm ark W ork  H is to ry . Th is book 

was the h is to ry  o f great leaders o f Europe, the battles they fought, the 

treaties they signed . . . etc. But we have no t learned the h is to ry  o r  ou r 

coun try . (Tesfam ariam  8)

A fte r H a ile  Selassie was o ve rth ro w n  by M engistu 's  M arx is t m ilita ry  

governm ent, know n  as the Dergue, the E th iop ian  governm ent, rea liz in g  that 

the "m a in  hum an resource o f the Eritrean libe ra tion  arm y was the schools," 

took steps to b u ild  m is trus t am ong the Eritrean teachers and students 

(Tesfam ariam  5), to fu rth e r unde rm ine  the educationa l system. The 

E th iop ian -run  M in is try  o f Education prom oted students from  one grade level
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to another regardless o f the ir lack o f academic a b ility , in o rde r to discourage 

them from  jo in in g  the libe ra tion  organ izations. "The  k in d  o f education  

advanced to Eritreans at the tim e (under the E th iop ian  Dergue ru le) d id  

reflect ne ither E ritrean nationa l h is to ry  nor id e n tity  b u t pu rpo se ly  devised 

schemes to weaken and d iscred it E ritrea's nationa l h is to ry  and id e n tity ,"  

(Gebregziabher 1).

The Education System in Eritrea Today

In Eritrea today, 50% o f the popu la tion  is under the age o f 18 years, and 

20% under the age o f five  years (UN ICEF 13). A cco rd ing  to the M in is try  o f 

Eduction  there are 631 p rim a ry  schools and secondary schools4 scattered 

th ro ugh  the h igh lands  and the low lands, 296,010 ch ild re n  in  E ritrea are 

a ttend ing  school, w ith  female pa rtic ip a tion  accounting fo r 43% o f the 

e n ro llm e n t.

C u rre n tly , due to cu ltu ra l, economic or re lig ious restric tions, m any 

females have no t been affo rded the o p p o rtu n ity  to pa rtic ipa te  in  fo rm al 

education. In  ad d itio n , since the end o f c iv il con flic t in  1991 refugees (in 

o rgan ized  and spontaneous streams)?1 have been re tu rn in g  to  the coun try  and 

se ttling  p r im a r ily  in  the western low lands. This sudden in flu x  o f school-age 

ch ild ren  has pu t an add ition a l strain upon the a lready overburdened 

educationa l system.

The M in is try  o f  Education views education as the basic r ig h t o f the ch ild ;
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how ever, i t  recognizes that there are m ajor s tum b lin g  blocks im ped ing  the 

g ro w th  o f education in the country. These inc lude the fo llow ing : the legacies 

o f the th ir ty -ye a r c iv il war, extreme pove rty ,6 recurrent phases o f d rough t, 

underdeve lopm ent, and the den ia l o f education oppo rtun ities  to a large 

num ber o f ch ild ren  o f school, especially females (M in is try  o f Education 5). 

The M in is try  has indicated that one o f its p rio ritie s  is to increase female 

pa rtic ip a tion  in a ll levels and areas o f the educational system.

The M in is try  has also undertaken an extensive nationa l cu rricu lum  

rev iew  to im prove  the qu a lity  o f education, and make the cu rricu lu m  reflect 

the local and nationa l needs o f the people.

A lth o u g h  there m ust be a com m on cord o f shared know ledge in  

learn ing  to address the concerns o f nationa l cohesion, the m u lt i­

d im ensiona l and dynam ic nature o f local needs and circum stance 

w o u ld  im p ly  cu rricu lum  adaptations to changing social contexts, job 

m arke t requirem ents and the cu ltu ra l aspira tions o f various 

com m unities. (Eritrea P rofile  4)

A  critica l consideration in m ak ing  the cu rricu lum  cu ltu re  specific is the 

inco rpo ra tion  o f indigenous pedagogical issues in  the fo rm a l cu rricu la  to ease 

a learner's trans ition  between the in fo rm a l and fo rm al lea rn ing  environs.

The id e n tifica tio n  o f cu ltu ra l com ponents tha t are m ost in flu e n tia l in  the
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lea rn ing  process and the transference o f these elements to the fo rm a l 

educationa l system curricu la  is addressed in th is research study.

The Research Problem

"E ve ry  cu ltu re  features a set o f roles that m ust be fille d  by  in d iv id u a ls  in 

each generation and then passed from  one generation to the next. . . .  In 

a d d itio n  to in d iv id u a lly  prescribed roles, each cu ltu re  values certa in 

competencies that m ust be mastered by at least some members o f each 

generation. . . . Failure to acquire the re levant roles o r sk ills  severely lim its  

the rea liza tion  o f the po ten tia l o f an in d iv id u a l, a g roup  o r the overa ll 

cu ltu re " (G ardner 257).

In  a coun try  such as Eritrea there is no t one cu ltu re  b u t m any. O f the nine 

e thn ic groups res id ing  in  th is land to ta llin g  124,320 square k ilom eters, the 

m a jo rity  o f the e thnic groups are agropasto ra lis ts /pasto ra lis ts  (U N IC E F 13). 

W hen w r it in g  a cu rric u lu m  fo r Eritrea, the cu rric u lu m  deve lopers m ust look 

at no t one b u t nine cu ltures tha t shape a c tiv ity  settings a n d /o r  contexts fo r 

in d iv id u a l action, teaching, learn ing , and task competencies in  ind igenous 

education. It is im p o rta n t to understand the va rian t cu ltures o f the students, 

bu t not to id e n tify  in d iv id u a ls  in  broad cu ltu ra l terms for fear o f "re s tr ic tin g  

expectations o f academic perform ance to a generalized ana lytica l category. . 

.the m ethod erro r that fo llow s is to measure cu ltu re  by assigning it  as a tra it to 

a ll ch ild ren  or parents in  a g roup , thus assum ing cu ltu re  has u n ifo rm  effects
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