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The Novelist v/s the Critic: Beyene Haile and  
The Strange Case of Is He Mad? 

 
Tej N. Dhar 

 
Right from the time of its publication in 1964, Beyene Haile‟s 
Tigrinya novel Abidoo do tibluwo has earned notoriety as a difficult 
read that has also enjoyed underground reputation of being a 
highly artistic work. Over the years, furthermore, it has collected 
varied titles in English. When Ghirmai Negash wrote about it for 
the first time, he translated its title “Would You Say He Has Gone 
Crazy?” (Negash, 1999: 151). In his essay on Haile‟s second novel, 
Negash changed “craziness” to “madness” (Negash, 2009: 4 and 
13). In Haile‟s essay on the novel, written in English, the title is 
“Is he Mad?” (Haile, 2008). In Huriy Ghirmai‟s English 
translation of the novel, which I have used in this essay, the title is 
“Mezghebe: Would You Say He Was Mad?” (Haile, 2013). These 
different titles symptomize the critics‟ attempt to capture what 
Negash calls the elusive nature of the novel‟s essence.  
 
That the novel has baffled readers and critics alike is reflected in 
its poor reception from the reading public and its mixed response 
from the literati. Though the EPLF document on literature of 
1982 noticed the novel‟s “linguistic virtuosity and artistic quality,” 
it came down heavily on Haile for his “elitism and indifference to 
the pressing concerns of his times.” The charge of elitism and 
Haile‟s indifference to the concerns of his times could possibly 
have been triggered by his somewhat provocative observation in 
his foreword to the novel:  
 

...because most of the current writers seem to naively 
believe that they should primarily educate, admonish and 
even lead their readers, they may sometimes veer away 
from the idea of pure beauty which writing should 
principally be about. I believe that teachers and novelists 
are not the same, because writing novels is first and 
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foremost an art and the sole purpose of the writer should 
be focussed on tending to his art. (Haile, 2013: 8) 

 
 Haile‟s statement is heavily confrontational. Its slighting tone 
suggested by the word “naively” for writers who aim to educate 
readers belittles scores of writers from all over the world and 
challenges the widely held view on literature that it is a source 
both of delight and instruction. More conspicuously, it deprecates 
the position taken decades ago by African writers like Chinua 
Achebe and Ngugi wa Thiong‟o that their novels are meant to 
expose falsities that have been instilled in their people by colonial 
masters about their history and culture and to restore their 
damaged selves. Haile‟s statement that “teachers and novelists are 
not the same” calls into question the legitimacy of Achebe‟s well 
known essay “The Novelist as Teacher,” in which he gave a new 
purpose and direction to the creation of literature in Africa by 
stressing the novelist‟s urgent concern with his community, unlike 
the Western novelist‟s preoccupation with the individual. By 
slighting the engagement of the writer‟s involvement with the 
society of his day, which Eritrean writers followed with a high 
degree of resolute commitment, Haile was certainly inviting 
opposition to his avowed views. 
 
Given what the novel is like and the time when it appeared, its 
reception could not have been better than what it was. Haile not 
only draws our attention to its poor reception but also states that 
even Negash had to seek his views on “his comments and to 
provide him with some of my observations especially on the 
factual aspects of [its] contents” (Haile, 2008: 171). So Haile felt 
that there was need for him to write an essay on his novel (Ibid). 
  
Read in conjunction with his foreword to the novel, the essay 
touches upon several issues of import, followed by Haile‟s 
elaborate comments on various aspects of the novel, meant to 
help readers to have a better grasp of its intention and its 
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distinctive fictional style and details about his personal and artistic 
life. The purpose of this essay is to examine critically the content 
of both Haile‟s foreword to the novel and his essay on it to see 
how Haile the critic positions himself vis-à-vis Haile the novelist. 
Implicitly, I also verify the truth of D. H. Lawrence‟s famous 
dictum that readers should trust the tale and not the teller.  
 
Although I have already stated the circumstances that led Haile to 
write about his novel, the essay clarifies that there is one more 
reason for this. He felt the novel got a lukewarm response 
because Eritrea lacked a literary culture, reflected in the lack of 
effort among the reading public to respond to creative works in 
literary forums, especially through the medium of the written 
word. Haile also says that the novel appeared at a time when the 
Eritreans were under the colonial yoke, a “passive generation” 
incapable of understanding and appreciating what was new and 
revolutionary in spirit.  
 
Though things had changed by the time Haile wrote his essay, for 
Eritreans had already attained freedom, he still found them 
deficient in “artistic literacy,” and in the intelligentsia he observed 
“a general obliviousness to the role of the art in addressing 
spiritual gaps” because of the “monotonous humdrum of their 
material conception of society.” Haile‟s complaint is that readers 
lacked critical discrimination because of their materialistic 
orientation. Though new works had appeared on the scene, no 
appreciable effort was made to review them to present “a 
comprehensive picture of their significance” (Haile, 2008:175). 
Haile thus pleads that new writings cannot flourish unless the 
reading public is trained to respond to them with sensitivity and 
care. That he makes concrete suggestions for improving the 
overall literary climate of the country, therefore, is not surprising. 
 
The insensitivity of both the general public and the intelligentsia 
could have been enough reason for Haile to write his essay on the 
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novel, but he chooses to put his effort in a wider international 
context: “Often…writers in many countries have come forward 
with occasional outbursts against perceived misunderstanding of 
the style and content of their writings. They considered it their 
duty and concern to pen long, overdrawn introductory 
explanations of their books” (Haile, 2008:175). Though he does 
not single out specific writers or works in support of his view, he 
clearly implies that he is following a known and established 
tradition. I am not sure if examples of this kind can be found in 
many countries, but in the Western tradition, many writers have 
written in defence of art in general at a time when its value had 
been questioned. Sir Philip Sidney, for example, wrote An Apology 
for Poetry in 1595 and Shelley wrote Defence of Poetry in 1821. In his 
The Principles of Literary Criticism, I. A. Richards went so far as to 
formulate a general theory of value to show that the writing and 
reading of poetry are as valuable as any other activity. All these 
attempts were meant to provide readers with a better idea of the 
value of art and thus to lend purpose and meaning to the efforts 
of writers. Except for stating in the foreword that creative 
writings should be devoted to the pursuit of beauty, Haile does 
not defend art in general. His view that writings should be about 
“pure beauty” and their “value should be judged in terms of 
aesthetics and not economics” (Haile, 2013:8) comes very close to 
the view of Edgar Allan Poe on poetry that “Beauty is the sole 
legitimate province of the poem … [its] atmosphere and the 
essence” and “That pleasure which is at once the most intense, 
the most elevating and the most pure is … found in the 
contemplation of the beautiful” (1600).   
 
Haile also draws our attention to long introductory explanations 
by writers in their works. Examples of this, too, are in the 
Western tradition, but such explanations generally figure in works 
when published for the first time. For example, when William 
Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge published their first 
joint collection of poems Lyrical Ballads in 1798, it carried a long 
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Preface by Wordsworth, which dealt with a new theory of poetry 
and poetic practice. The objective was to help the readers 
understand that Wordsworth and Coleridge were doing something 
different from what had been the established practice of writing 
poems till then.  
Even before that, in the eighteenth century, Henry Fielding also 
felt the need to alert his readers that he was writing a new kind of 
fiction, different from the one they had known till then. In his 
“Preface to the Reader” in Joseph Andrews he claims to be the 
“founder of a new province of writing,” provides a few hints 
about it and writes elaborately about it in Tom Jones, in which he 
breaks its narrative continuity, time and again, to address the 
reader directly in all of its eighteen books. Likewise, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne clarifies to his readers in The Scarlet Letter that his 
fictional work is a romance and not a novel. 
 
Haile does not provide any detailed description of this kind in the 
foreword to his novel, although he wrote it six years after its 
completion. He only berates the writers who seek to educate and 
admonish and also suggests that his book is about “pure beauty 
which writing should principally be about” (2013: 8). He does not 
add anything to his foreword to the new edition of the novel that 
appeared after independence. Instead, he chooses to write a long 
essay to help readers to understand his novel 
 
While elaborating the need for writers to speak for their writings, 
Haile also opens the range of critical directions by stating that 
“The novels of many writers can throw more light when their 
letters, notes and critical comments are also read. And the many 
scholarly studies of novels, the biographical documents and 
autobiographical statements can contribute to a better 
understanding of the books” (Haile, 2008:176). The statement 
implicitly reinforces the importance of literary culture for 
understanding new works of art. However, implicit in the 
statement is also a critical standpoint that is usually associated 
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with historical criticism of the earliest variety: that texts, for their 
fuller understanding, should be related to multiple contexts 
outside of them, in which the biography of a writer forms a 
crucial component. The actual use of this method by critics has 
shown that reading a text in relation to a writer‟s life and any 
other materials related to it, such as the writer‟s diaries and letters, 
may or may not prove useful, for it depends on the manner in 
which these materials are used: as an aid for reading or as a basis 
for reading. If it is the first one, then it is truly useful, because it 
helps readers to read meaningfully on their own. If it is used as a 
direction that readers have to follow, then it could have an 
unhealthy influence on their reading. This is because readers are 
encouraged to build unwarranted connections between what they 
learn from the author and what is in the text and are tempted to 
read it for making biographical connections. Besides, materials 
given by the authors work like blockade sand restrict readers to 
study only those aspects of the text that the author consider 
important.   
 
Fortunately, Haile creates hopes of an unbiased reading of his 
novel by emphasizing the practice of objective analysis of texts, 
which he mentions while outlining measures for improving the 
literary culture of Eritrea: “…educational institutions at all levels 
can lay the foundation of objective analysis” (Haile, 2008:176). 
Hints about his intention to look at his work objectively are also 
implicit in his foreword to the novel:  
 

After all these years, I began to read the book which I 
authored as if it were written by someone else [italics mine] 
and I realise that I had already begun to forget some of the 
names and the story feels new to me. The characters I 
once created have acquired a personality and free will of 
their own and as I read on, they seem to stand back and 
observe me from a distance. (Haile, 2013: 7) 
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These are reassuring words from a writer about the reading of his 
own work, for clear signs of his critical distance from it are in 
evidence here. His emphasis on objectivity promises a close and 
unbiased reading of the novel, a model for others to follow. 
 
Since the essay was published more than three decades after the 
publication of the novel, thus allowing a greater degree of critical 
distance, the hope aroused in the foreword is further 
strengthened. For Haile states clearly that the purpose of writing 
the essay is “to remove misunderstandings caused by the novel‟s 
manner of conception and presentation”. And he invites the 
readers to “accompany this author in search of the so far 
uncharted shades and layers of meanings silently yearning for 
beaming smiles of recognition” (Haile, 2008:176). And the readers 
wait expectantly with the hope that they would be helped to 
understand the novel in a much better way than what they would 
be able to do on their own.  
 
Haile‟s first section begins like this: “The story is made up of a 
hierarchy of symbols, linguistic signals, premonitions, recalled 
memories and confrontations” (Haile, 2008: 176). Elaborating on 
this, he writes how he had conceived the opening scene of the 
novel: “The scene described a policeman vainly trying to 
command them [Mezghebe and his sister] into a halt with 
ferocious voice. Failing to stop them, he hurled his truncheon to 
break Kidisti‟s leg. Thus, the broken leg becomes a permanent 
physical mark on Kidisti. The impact of the incident also affected 
Mezghebe” (Haile, 2008:177). Instead of stopping here, Haile 
states that the incident is “central to the narrative” (Ibid) and 
considers Hagos‟s trumpet blur an insinuation to brand Mezghebe 
“a fool or traitor for failing to respect the occasion” (Ibid). He 
also provides details about Ethiopian government‟s arrogance and 
his own painful experience that is similar to that of Mezghebe‟s. 
Then he states how remembering “the eight year old child 
mercilessly maimed by an Ethiopian soldier,” he opted “to create 
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a giant [Mezghebe] who, without a qualm, is able to break and 
shake the edifice of decadence and senselessness.” Extending it 
further, he says that “One may even consider if there exists a 
parallel between the Eritrean revolutionary movements for 
independence and the creative process of art” (Haile, 2008:178). 
 
When Haile writes how he had conceived the scene and how 
because of the censorship of the colonial government it could not 
figure in the novel in that shape, readers do feel sorry that this 
should have happened, for it is a glaring example of imposing 
curbs on artistic freedom. But when he writes that the incident is 
central to the narrative and it prompted him to create a giant of a 
hero, one wonders why he writes about the implications of a 
scene that could have been, but is not. In the novel, the scene has 
a different shape and produces a different kind of effect on the 
reader. Because of this, Haile‟s worked out implications about 
Hagos and the fashioning of a specific kind of hero are not 
relevant to the novel.  
 
In the novel, Berhe helps Mezghebe to remember the scene in 
which “a small white rock fell out of the small white bag that 
dangled from your shoulder and your sister stopped running and 
bent over to pick it up, but as she did so, out of nowhere, a large 
rock fell on her feet...” (Haile, 2013: 12).  
 
In this scene, there is no Ethiopian soldier, no violation of a 
command and no truncheon that hits Kidisti‟s leg. It describes an 
unforeseen, unfortunate accident and does not lend itself to the 
kind of political charge that Haile writes about in detail, including 
its autobiographical connection. Apart from being a painful one, 
the scene dramatizes Mezghebe‟s love for his sister and his feeling 
of regret that it should have happened. The connection that Haile 
builds between the originally conceived scene and Hagos‟s 
trumpet blowing, that it is  suggestive of Mezghebe‟s weakness or 
treachery does not follow from the scene. In the novel, Hagos‟s 
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action is just a prank meant to tease Mezghebe, because he looks 
different from others and also because he is jealous of him. 
Casting Mezghebe as a giant because “an eight year old child is 
maimed by an Ethiopian soldier” also does not follow. 
 
That stones mean much to Mezghebe, who is an artist, is easily 
understandable to readers; so too their symbolic import. His fear 
that he might die young is also quite plain. It seems Haile is 
compelled to draw the reader‟s attention to Mezghebe‟s 
confrontation with society, because it is not sufficiently 
dramatized in the novel. In it, we only see Mezghebe grow into a 
young man who is different from others because he does not 
show any interest in following the aspirational expectations of his 
parents – of sound education, a good job, marriage and children. 
He wants to live his dream of an artist who is passionately 
devoted to his art. The novel does not have scenes of direct 
confrontation between him and the society in which he lives, 
unless we attach too much importance to the scene in which he 
gets involved with the priest.  
 
In the course of the narrative, readers also see him change 
progressively from a lovable, loving and happy being into one 
who labours hard, almost like a compulsive workaholic, 
unmindful of the needs of his body and the presence of the 
people around him. His obsession with his work results in his 
solipsistic withdrawal, which borders on a psychic disorder. Even 
when one concedes that art for him is a magnificent obsession, 
one also notices that it is devoid of human warmth and fellow 
feeling. An ostrich-like absorption in his art work leaves him with 
hardly any time and energy for heralding anything resembling a 
revolution.  
 
Because Haile wants readers to imagine a scene that is not there 
and accept the conclusions that he draws from it, this part of the 
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essay is more like an instance of wish fulfilment than a reliable 
comment on what happens in the novel. 
 
In the section on “Style,” Haile makes a distinction between 
“realistic and non-realistic styles” as modes of presenting life, in 
which he equates the non-realistic with “premonitions, visions, 
heightened states, symbolic arts, nightmares,” etc. He clinches the 
section by writing that: 
 

Mezghebe‟s story, described in only conventional and 
observable reality, would have lost most of its life and 
substance. The structure of the story, if made to fit the 
demands and whims of a linear style of thinking that aims 
to replicate observable reality, would have ended up 
mercilessly mutilated. (Haile, 2008:181)  

 
Haile‟s distinction between the realistic and non-realistic styles is 
not clear. Conventionally, in non-realistic styles, there is a visible 
and clearly understandable fantasy that takes us away from reality, 
though it may bring us back to it, via a backdoor, perhaps, 
through allegorical and satirical moulds. But there is no such thing 
in the novel. Haile‟s markers of non-realistic style, such as 
premonitions, visions and more are not non-realistic at all. They 
figure in many Western realistic novels of the nineteenth century, 
such as Thomas Hardy‟s Tess of the D’urbervilles and Charlotte 
Bronte‟s Jane Eyre. Though premonitions, visions, etc. figure in 
Mezghebe‟s life, these do not fall outside what Haile calls the 
“linear state of thinking.” He seems to imply that dreams and 
visions do not fall within “reality,” which he narrows down to 
“observable reality,” but the fact is that observable reality is only a 
small part of the reality that everybody knows.  
 
In this regard one could safely say that the things referred to by 
Haile are actually stylistic devices; to call them non-realistic is not 
a valid critical statement. Even the example given by Haile to 
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clarify the distinction between the realistic and non-realistic shows 
that there is a problem in the manner in which he views the 
distinction. He writes that in the ceremony of the Abune Anbes 
“dances, music, costumes, hairdos, or ornaments, sum up the 
year‟s impact better than a local administrator‟s report” (Haile, 
2008: 181). In this example, the contrast between music, dances 
and other things and the administrator‟s report is not between the 
realistic and the non-realistic but between the creative and the 
functional. The creative incorporates different kinds of devices, 
but it is not correct to equate them with the non-realistic.  
 
One possible way of making sense of what Haile tries to say is to 
suggest that he is actually referring to the mode of non-linear 
narration in the novel and not non-linear style of thinking, for he 
refers to “the structure of the story” in relation to linearity and he 
states that non-linear mode saves it from getting “mercilessly 
mutilated.” His reason could be that the novel begins almost at 
the end, when Mezghebe is about to die and the police inspector 
is prompting him to recall his life from its very beginning. Except 
for this scene, which deals with the first major incident of Kidisti‟s 
accident and Mezghebe‟s reaction to it, the rest of the narrative 
has a clear, easily-discernible linear movement, made available 
through different narrators, but there is nothing non-real about it. 
Opening narratives in a retrospective manner, in which they begin 
when the protagonist is on deathbed, is also a conventional device 
used in realistic fiction. After this scene, the novel provides a clear 
picture of what happens to Mezghebe when he is in school in Adi 
Grat and later in Asmara. There are hardly any non-realistic 
elements in it. There are only multiple narrators, which will be 
dealt with a little later. That Mezghebe has an occasional dream 
and a vision of his death at a young age does not make the 
narrative non-real. 
Haile‟s comments on the layers of madness in the novel also 
deserve careful scrutiny. When he says that “in the case of 
Mezghebe, madness is the gift and endowment of the giants to be 
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oblivious to human conventions in order to accomplish great 
things,” one can see that the statement is a truism that hardly 
needs to be laboured. Artists generally do not bother about 
conventions and have a streak of madness in them. This has been 
acknowledged by writers from classical times down to this day, 
figures in scores of creative works across time and cultures and 
exhaustively discussed by Lilian Feder (1980) in her book-length 
study on the subject. When Haile says that Mezghebe‟s madness is 
unlike that of Hamlet, this too is understandable. Hamlet feigned 
madness because he wanted to find out the truth about his 
mother, but Mezghebe does not need to do so because he has no 
such plan. When Haile says that in the eyes of the community 
Mezghebe is mad because he is different from them, this too is 
quite obvious and commonplace.  
 
However, when Haile states that Mezghebe‟s madness “is 
madness for the discovery of new frontiers in art, science, 
leadership, or any other human striving, because Mezghebe could 
be regarded as a symbol for many other human concerns and 
enterprises,” and visualizes him “a creator, a fighter, a visionary” 
(Haile, 2008: 1982) and so on, too many things get mixed up; the 
generalization turns magisterial but readers are caught up in the 
terrain of nebulosity. When Haile projects Mezghebe as a leader 
and fighter and visionary, readers are compelled to ask: who, after 
all, is Mezghebe? The point at issue is not that he could be 
regarded as a symbol of this or that, but whether he actually 
emerges as a symbol of any kind in the novel. It looks like Haile 
has a grand conception of his hero, but does the hero really live 
up to it? The problem here is that there is a gap between Haile‟s 
conception of the novel‟s hero and its realization in it. In the 
earlier section of this essay, it has already been stated that the 
evolving action of the novel does not confirm that Mezghebe 
attains the heroic proportions of a giant. Except for being an 
artist, who is more dumb than articulate, Mezghebe is nothing 
else. That is why, at the end of the narrative, Haile has to bring in 
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Tesfay to attest to the greatness of Mezghebe, that “His place in 
history is assured and his name will live on and will never die. 
Respected writers from around the world will talk about him and 
share their writings with their compatriots. Various history books 
will contain entries concerning his life and works of art. But if per 
chance writers and learned people fail to write about him, then his 
sculptures, those voiceless statues of his, will tell his story in more 
ways than are imaginable. They will break open their mouths and 
scream his name vociferously even at the risk of getting shattered 
– they shall never rest until Mezghebe Tibeb‟s story is told far and 
wide” (Haile, 2013:163). 
 
The tone here is too loud and jarring and the whole passage is 
editorializing of the kind that we find in some weak stories of O. 
Henry, in which the narrator, in a strident voice, pleads with his 
readers and virtually pushes them into accepting what does not 
materialize in their action. Tesfay‟s words sound like a shriek that 
is unpleasant and unbelievable.  
 
As a reader one dreads to think what would have become of 
Mezghebe, if he had not died soon after the discovery of the dead 
body of Hagos. He would be charged with murder and end up in 
jail. If one goes by what Haile says about Hagos, that he is the 
apotheosis of evil because he almost attempts a murder, then what 
could one say about Mezghebe who commits one? One could 
argue that perhaps Haile is trying to project the idea that artists 
like Mezghebe belong to the category of extraordinary human 
beings who are not bound to obey laws meant for ordinary beings 
and that they have the freedom to transgress them, as 
Raskolnikov posits in his long conversation with Razumihim and 
Porfiry, in Crime and Punishment: “I maintain that all great men or 
even men a little out of the common, that is to say capable of 
giving some new word, must from their very nature be criminals – 
more or less, of course. Otherwise it‟s hard for them to get out of 
the common rut and to remain in the common rut is what they 
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can‟t submit to, from their very nature again and to my mind they 
ought not, indeed, to submit to it” (221-222). There is no such 
clearly articulated position in the novel. Therefore the question: 
what does Haile want his readers to expect of a leader and 
visionary? Mezghebe certainly does not look like one and Haile 
conveniently glosses over Mezghebe‟s terrible deed. In a situation 
where the text does not provide enough evidence to reach any 
definitive conclusion and the author in his commentary notes on 
the novel is silent over it, we can draw two possible conclusions. 
One, that sounds a little harsh, is that Haile does not fully 
understand his own complex creation. He overlooks Mezghebe‟s 
serious psychic complications and his progressive deterioration as 
a human being, who takes to dissolute ways that set him on a 
suicidal course. In the novel, he emerges neither as a leader nor as 
a visionary. Even if he has a vision, we do not get to know about 
it from him. He has only his creations and that is about all. That 
may be the reason why Tesfay has to fall back upon the help of 
Mezghebe‟s creations to speak of the greatness of their creator. 
 
The second is that Haile portrays Mezghebe as a highly romantic 
artist, who is devoted to his art, is willing to virtually give his all 
for it, including his loves and life and lives by his own code, 
though he does not articulate it clearly in the manner in which 
Raskolnikov does. The life of an artist is truly a difficult one and 
borders on the tragic. 
 
What is common to both these views is that the novel does not 
establish anything clearly and Haile‟s essay too does not provide 
any help. Readers are compelled to work on their own.  
 
In the section on “plot” Haile discusses the novel‟s narrative 
structure in relation to its protagonist. He rightly admits that the 
novel‟s “narrative structure is not that frighteningly complex to 
defy comprehension” (Haile, 2008:182). Haile uses multiple 
narrators in the novel, but the expectation he raises about them is 
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not entirely true. This is what he writes: “Based on their mental 
models they help the reader to get more meaning, varied 
perspectives, shades of ideas and nuances of thoughts regarding 
the mind of the innovator, creator and the heedless giant who 
wins but falls at the hands of hostile communities” (Haile, 2008: 
182-3).  
 
The discussion on the novel‟s protagonist in the previous sections 
of the essay has already clarified that there is nothing giant-like 
about Mezghebe and there is no reason to believe that he falls at 
the hands of hostile communities. The novel provides ample 
evidence to show that people are not hostile to him. Except for 
Hagos, whose hostility towards him is personal, everybody around 
him puts up with his eccentric behaviour. In spite of his crass 
callousness towards them, they let him do whatever he wishes to 
do, help him in as many ways as they can; they care for him, feed 
him, even weep for him. Only his father expresses his anger on 
one or two occasions. The case of the priest is a lone exception; 
but in no way can he be equated with the entire community. 
 
A look at the evolving narrative through its different narrators 
confirms what has already been hinted at. The unfortunate  
accident of Kidisti is narrated by Berhe. This is followed by a brief 
account of Mezghebe‟s early days in his own voice, of how he 
goes to school for the first time and his growing animosity with 
Hagos, who almost kills him by pushing him down a hill. Then 
follows the longest part of the narrative through his sister, in 
which Mezghebe‟s years in school are described in detail and we 
also see how he gradually develops into an artist, learn about his 
affair with Zaid and its cooling off after some time because of his 
growing absorption in his artistic work and his indifference 
towards all other people around him. When Mezghebe moves to 
Asmara, Kidisti hands over the narrative to her auntie, who, in her 
excitement, hands it briefly to her maid. And then finally the 
person who pieces it together. Except for the opening scene, 
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which begins in the present, the rest of the narrative moves ahead 
from Mezghebe‟s early childhood to his death in an easily 
understandable steady progression and through the recognizable 
movement of time. 
 
Given the fact that the Tigrinya novel around the time Haile 
published his novel was characterized by social realism and linear 
narration, it is truly an experimental one, both in its content and 
narrative style. This may have contributed to the failure of readers 
to understand it in its fullness and leads Haile to write about the 
need for literary culture in Eritrea. Though Haile the critic admits 
that the novel‟s “narrative structure is not frighteningly complex 
to defy comprehension,” one can clearly see that it resembles one 
of the known modernist forms of the novel. 
 
By employing different narrators, with their different voices, Haile 
provides for variations of tone and manner, creates possibilities of 
humour and also an element of pleasure, for it also creates a kind 
of jigsaw puzzle that is obviously meant for readers to unravel. 
The moment, however, when the pieces of the puzzle fall into 
their place and everything becomes crystal clear, does not take 
that long to happen.  
 
The significant thing that needs to be addressed about the 
arrangement is the claim that Haile makes for it: that it helps 
readers to get more meanings and shades of thought about the 
protagonist and provides different perspectives on him as a giant 
who falls at the hands of hostile communities. In spite of the new 
look of the narrative management of the novel, which no doubt 
has certain interesting aspects to it, which have already been 
stated, it retains some features of an old style narrative that not 
only narrates but also clarifies and comments. The characters, 
particularly the protagonist, move forward from moment to 
moment in a chronological sequence. Because of this, the novel 
lacks the “kind of texture that moves backward and forward with 
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a new freedom to try to capture the sense of time as it actually 
operates in the human awareness of it” (Daiches, 1960: 7).  
 
The movement of time in Haile‟s novel has a clear chronological 
progression, though it is realized through different narrators. This 
makes it a sequential narrative in which the responsibility of 
narrating is split among different people. Though they differ in 
their age and relationship to the protagonist and narrate different 
segments of the narrative, their personality and character as 
narrators, is virtually the same, for all of them act almost like 
omniscient narrators. Because of this, the narrative does not offer 
different perspectives, as Haile says; we only get a variety of 
incremental narrative, where it grows bit by bit, through different 
people. It is quite understandable that because they deal with 
different periods in the life of Mezghebe, the details pertaining to 
his activities and even thinking differ. But by and large the general 
tenor of what they feel about him is quite similar. All of them feel 
that he is different from others; they are baffled and puzzled by 
what he wishes to do and does; they recognize his genius; they 
feel sad about what is to happen to him; and they also feel a little 
helpless about it. Except for Tesfay, who acts as the spokesman of 
the author and speaks loudly only about Mezghebe‟s achievement, 
the other narrators have much in common. Because of this the 
novel does not gain much by Haile‟s strategy of employing 
different narrators. 
 
Haile‟s observations about other characters in the novel are 
helpful and interesting. However, his general comment on them 
needs clarification. He says that “they are mostly rendered as 
satellite roles by the author, who tried to totally condense life into 
art. The sum total of the characters jointly serves as a chorus 
enriching a giant soloist” (Haile, 2008: 185). This is not something 
peculiar to Haile‟s novel. Any novelist who focuses his novel on a 
single individual creates other characters in relation to him or her. 
This can be seen in many realistic novels of the nineteenth 
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century. For example, in Hardy‟s Tess, the role of the two leading 
men, Angel Clare and Alec d‟Urberville, is dictated by turns and 
twists in the life of Tess. There is very little justification for 
believing, as is held by critics like Negash (2009), that Haile‟s 
narrative management is like that of experimental modernists like 
Joyce and others, which has implications for the portrayal of 
characters, too.  I quote Walter Allen‟s comment about The Portrait 
of the Artist as a Young Man to show how the two are different: In 
“the Portrait there is only one character, Stephen himself and the 
whole action takes place in his consciousness. Indeed, his 
consciousness is the novel; the other characters – his father and 
mother, brothers and sisters, professors, priests, fellow-student – 
are „there‟ only insofar as they impinge upon his mind. Whatever 
reality they have they have through Stephen” (1964: 4). The same 
cannot be said about Haile‟s novel because the characters do not 
have their life because of Mezghebe; they exist in their own right. 
Haile himself admits that “some of the characters almost assume 
life-size proportions when discernible patterns of their action 
come to the foreground” (Haile, 2008:185). Many details about 
them have no bearing on the life of Mezghebe.  
 
The foregoing analysis makes it clear that Haile‟s essay gives us 
interesting details about his novel‟s composition, stresses the need 
for evolving a tradition of literary culture for understanding and 
appreciating creative works and clarifies issues related to the 
novel‟s fictional style. Invariably though, he uses an idiom that 
falls outside the acceptable frame of critical discourse. His 
characterization of Mezghebe does not wholly match his 
portraiture in the novel. In his foreword to the novel, he makes a 
significant observation that “The characters I once created have 
acquired a personality and free will of their own and as I read on, 
they seem to stand back and observe me from a distance.” The 
truth is that the characters created by him have not changed to 
assume a personality and free will of their own because of the gap 
between the time he created them and the time he is looking at 
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them again. They have been like that from the very beginning. 
Several writers have admitted that characters quite often dictate 
their own life even while they are being created by them and defy 
their consciously planned presentation. Mezghebe is certainly not 
a giant, who is in open conflict with the society of his day as Haile 
states in the essay time and again. He is an artist, too complex and 
enigmatic and readers have to make an effort to know him for 
what he is. Haile circumscribes him in a frame that he might have 
visualized, but Mezghebe is different from and much more than 
that.  
 
Like his remarks in the foreword to the novel, Haile‟s 
commentary notes, too, are quite provocative. Some of them 
compel readers to think how best to make sense of what actually 
is in it, to look a little more closely at its narrative structure, its 
protagonist and its overall intention – and to draw their own 
analyses. There is need for a proper revaluation of Haile‟s novel, 
which requires that readers come out of the shadows of Haile‟s 
Commentary notes on it.  
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The challenges of equitable provision of quality education in 
Eritrea: a social justice perspective 

 
Musa Hussein Naib 

 
Abstract 

 
This paper discusses the provision of equitable quality education under 
the principle of social justice and investigates its implementation in the 
Eritrean high schools. It discusses the concept of social justice, quality 
education and equity in quality in general and from the Eritrean 
perspective. It highlights quality indicators and key elements for quality 
evaluation. It talks about pedagogy and major pedagogic quality 
indicators and suggests a model for quality assessment. It is the position 
of this paper that the provision of equitable quality education is a 
precondition for the implementation of the principle of social justice to 
which Eritrea adheres to. Six high schools out of the 60 schools that 
were participating in the Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate 
Examination (ESECE), representing the rural and urban settings, were 
investigated to assess to what extent quality education is provided 
equitably.   
 

1. Social justice, quality education and equity 
 
A. The principle of social justice  

 
Social justice is a very vast and controversial subject. It is a 
concept difficult to define and open to different interpretations 
according to people‟s political orientation, religious background, 
cultural differences and philosophical inclination which makes it 
hard to have one common definition (North, 2006; Oduran, 
2006). Nevertheless, based on the political philosophy of the right 
and left one can come up with a very broad definition of this 
concept. From the leftist point of view, it means a society with a 
greater degree of economic equality characterized by equitable 
distribution of the resources of the country. It demands the 
provision of the basic human needs such as food, shelter, safety, 
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medical care, education, etc., in an equitable manner through a 
mechanism set by the state. The rightist perspective considers it to 
mean a just society created under the values of individual liberty, 
free market and equality of opportunity and it believes that it 
should be left to the free market and consciousness of the 
individuals (encouragement of philanthropists) without any 
interference from the state. Nizick, an influential political theorist 
on social justice, is one of those representing the right perspective 
(as cited in Swift, 2001). He considered the accumulation of 
wealth by few and the dire poverty of the majority as a bad luck 
for the poor and not as unjust. 
 
Generally, there are two views on social justice. There are some 
scholars who reject the concept of social justice and maintain that 
it cannot be realized. They argue that any attempt to do so, will be 
at the expense of liberty (Swift, 2001). Hayke, a political theorist 
on social justice, characterized the concept of social justice as a 
“mirage” and “confusion” that doesn‟t deserve any attention (as 
cited in Swift, 2001: 19). He rejected the concept of social justice 
since, to him, it “implies a centralized authority making people to 
do things they might not want to do” (Swift, 2001:19).  
 
Supporters of social justice believe that the implementation of this 
principle creates fairness and justice in a society. David Miller 
defined it as something that concerns “the distribution of benefits 
(includes intangible things such as prestige and self-respect) and 
burdens” (such as disadvantages) in society (Miller, 1997: 22).  
According to Miller it deals with affairs such as the regulation of 
wages, profits, allocation of housing, medicine, welfare benefits, 
etc. Simutanyi (2008) argued that the principle aims at the 
realization of justice for a society. He referred to Aina‟s 2006 
work in explaining that the concept originated from values such as 
fairness, impartiality and egalitarianism (as cited in Simutanyi, 
2008). He asserted that there is a convergence of opinion that the 
notion is against poverty and illiteracy and advocates for 
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sustainable environmental and social development. It refers to a 
society that fairly distributes its rewards and burdens. 
 

B.  Social justice in education 
 
The above discussion on the principle of social justice can assist 
us to define the principle in relation to education. Accordingly, 
social justice in education is the provision of equitable access to 
relevant education of high quality ensuring that those enrolled are 
retained and complete certain level of education or acquire a skill. 
The disadvantaged group should be supported to complete their 
education by various means of positive discriminations as a 
temporary measure until a level playing field is created. Social 
justice requires that there be equality of results among learners 
from the educational opportunities open to all. This will further 
be elaborated under the discussion on equity in quality. 
  
Social justice in education is also an education for social justice. It 
is an education that aspires to create quality of life for all citizens, 
prosperity and power for the country. Based on the principle of 
social justice one can say that it is the kind of education that 
enables citizens to fight injustice to create a human and impartial 
society. It is an education that assists the individual to develop 
critical consciousness, learning culture, social experience, 
community based identity, competencies and positive personality 
traits that will help to struggle for change. The goal of such kind 
of education is for freedom, justice and democracy. It should be 
delivered in a level playing field.  

 
C. Quality education 

 
Quality education is a difficult concept to define and there is no 
one common definition agreed upon by all (UNICEF, 2007; 
UNESCO, 2009). Verspoor claimed that “defining quality is more 
debated than articulated” (2005: 53). It was agreed in the 2008 
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Biennale on Education in Africa that this concept needs to be 
examined in depth (Hoppers, 2008). What adds to the complexity 
of the concept, among other things, is the fact that it is a dynamic 
and an ongoing process and its definition keeps on changing with 
the social, economic, cultural and political situations of a country 
(see Arnold and Faber, 2010; Verspoor, 2005; Hoppers, 2008). 
 
With these words of caution it is important to highlight on some 
of the different definitions offered by various institutions and 
scholars. According to UNESCO‟s EFA Global Monitoring 
Report (2005: 31) there are two major approaches usually used to 
define quality in education. The first is “to use systems framework 
and then assess the quality of education in terms of inputs, 
process and outputs”. The second involves a sector framework 
that treats education as one sector “and uses three main strands 
that constitute quality of education in terms of relevance, 
effectiveness and efficiency.”  The 47th International Conference 
of UNESCO defined quality as “inherently multidimensional” and 
stated: “It is partly linked to results and partly to objectives and 
components that intervene to reach these results” (UNESCO, 
2004: 48). In UNICEF‟s publication entitled “A Human Rights–
Based Approach to Education for All” (2007: 32) the definition of 
quality “incorporates two fundamental perspectives”: 
 

First, cognitive development is a primary objective of 
education, with effectiveness of education measured 
against its success in achieving the objective. Second, 
education must promote creative and emotional 
development, supporting the objective of peace, 
citizenship and security, fostering equality. 

 
Quality is defined in terms of outcome achieved by the learner 
which is identified in the curriculum and expected by the society 
(Oxenham, 2005; Verspoor, 2005). Oxenham argued that quality 
is not attained when there is a mismatch between supplies (quality 
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of teaching, learning materials, etc.) and demands (parents‟ 
eagerness to send their children to school) and less from 
inequalities of learners to learn. He correlated the two affirming 
the fact that with the provision of quality education demand is 
likely to increase. 
 
A different approach to define the concept of quality is the one 
expressed by Arnold and Faber (in study material prepared for the 
Ministry of Education in 2010, herein referred to as Arnold and 
Faber, 2010). They argued that if one is to define quality education 
one needs first to define what education is and who is an educated 
person. They referred to Liket who stated that “[t]he quality 
discussion is nothing but the discussion on education and 
upbringing” (as cited in Arnold and Faber, 2010: 6) and they 
developed their analysis based on the proper upbringing of a child 
by defining the modern trend of education. They elaborated on 
the “current state of education debate” (Ibid: 6) and listed eight 
very important theses elaborating on the concept of modern 
education.  
 
Educational quality is also defined in terms of what “a good 
school” is. Fend as referred to by Arnold and Faber (2010:13) 
defined “a good school” by listing some very important points 
worth noting. It is a place where teachers and students “have 
grown to know themselves”; the school is “supported by teachers 
and committee”; “no lousy mood prevails”; it is always “busy”; 
“teachers have time for the school”; both “teachers and students 
feel acknowledged and accepted”; teachers are “critically 
observant”; there is a “friendly relaxed atmosphere” for all the 
stakeholders, to mention just a few. Arnold and Faber also 
referred to what the Education Commission of the state of North 
Rhine Westphalia (a state in the western part of Germany) call 
“school as a House of Learning” (similar to the Eritrean concept 
of a school - ቤት ትምህርቲ; ቤት ምህሮ) with similar characteristics 
described above. 
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There are some emerging literatures critically analyzing the 
mainstream conceptualization of quality education, mainly, the 
human rights and the human capital based approaches. Chief 
among them are those written by Tikly and Barret (2011) whose 
analysis will be briefly touched upon. According to them, the 
human rights approach to quality education focuses on the role 
education can play in securing rights whereas the human capital 
approach emphasizes on the role that quality education can play in 
development. They maintained that the colonial history of a 
country, the level of modernization achieved, the present world 
trend with regard to globalization and the prevailing neo-liberal 
policies in the world, etc., are factors that cannot be disregarded as 
they continue to shape our understanding of quality education and 
the proper comprehension and implementation of human rights. 
They emphasized the fact that schools need to be seen within the 
given context and not to be perceived in isolation and that quality 
education need to be receptive to these circumstances.   
 
Basically, Tikly and Barret‟s explanations on quality education 
focused on three inter-related dimensions of social justice and 
they related it to education. They considered them to be key for 
the evaluation of quality from the social justice perspective. The 
first dimension is equity or inclusion which is defined to mean the 
creation of equal opportunity for all learners in every aspect and 
the provision of educational resources according to the needs of 
each learner favouring the disadvantaged. The second dimension 
is relevance referring to the contextualization of curriculum and 
the consideration of the specific needs of the learner. The third 
dimension is the representation, meaning that learning outcomes 
ought to be defined in a representative manner where all 
stakeholders are involved and that the education system as such 
should be transparent, accountable and democratic.   
 
Tikly and Barret (2011) proposed a very interesting approach for 
the description of quality education in terms of learning outcome. 
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Their framework for the definition of quality education is critically 
informed by the human capital and the rights-based approaches 
and is based on the social justice principle supported by the work 
of Nancy Fraser on global social justice, Amartyan Sen, Martha 
Nussbaum and others research work on human capabilities.   
 
They defined quality education as follows: 
 

It is education that provides all learners with 
capabilities they require to become economically 
productive, develop sustainable lively hoods, 
contribute to peaceful and democratic societies and 
enhance individual well-being. The learning outcomes 
that are required vary according to context but at the 
end of basic education cycle must indicate at least 
threshold levels of literacy and numeracy as well as life 
skills including awareness and prevention of disease. 
(Tikly and Barret, 2011: 9) 
 

This description of quality can be reinforced by Robin 
Alexander‟s (2008) discussion on pedagogy which he considered 
as an essential element and central for the proper understanding 
of quality education and what it contains. He described pedagogy 
as an act of teaching accompanied by the „ideas‟, „values‟, 
„knowledge‟ and „evidence‟ that give it a concrete form and 
validate it. It guides teachers to make suitable and efficient 
classroom decisions regarding the teaching and learning process 
with all its dimensions that determine the learning outcome. His 
description of pedagogy is helpful in the proper understanding of 
what pedagogical quality indicators should include. He advocated 
for the inclusion of non-measurable indicators and stressed on the 
proper understanding of the difference between indicators and 
measures, among other things. He criticized the mainstream 
quality indicators for their failure to properly reflect pedagogy and 
its major element of learning and teaching or classroom 
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interaction in their attempt to define quality. He argued that 
quality indicators need to focus mainly on what actually concerns 
the learning and teaching process, national or local situations and 
culture and relevant international research finding related to 
effective learning and teaching.  
 
Alexander (2008) listed four major sources that inform 
pedagogical quality. These are the national educational policy and 
its cultural context, the national research on pedagogy, the 
international quality indicators literature and the international 
research on pedagogy.   
  
Therefore, based on the above discussions of quality education 
(Tikly and Barret, 2011) and pedagogical framework (Alexander, 
2008) two submissions can be made. First, the definition of 
quality education discussed from the social justice point of view is 
the most pertinent and acceptable working definition that need to 
be further discussed and elaborated for adoption in the Eritrean 
education system. The central point to this definition is the 
consideration given to the socio-cultural context of schools and 
responsiveness of quality education to the lived realities of 
learners and educators in those contexts. The second submission 
is that this definition of quality has to be seen together with the 
definition of pedagogy and the discussions on pedagogic quality 
frameworks suggested by Alexander (2008) since they are 
interlinked and reinforce each other. They provide indicators for 
source of pedagogical research and also for quality.   
 

D. Equity in quality 
 
Equity, as an important prerequisite for the implementation of the 
principle of social justice, is treated under quality because social 
justice demands equitable quality provision. The concept of equity 
is equally controversial like the principle of social justice as 
indicated above. Supporters of equity may argue that special 
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consideration should be given to the disadvantaged group to level 
the playing field, whereas opponents may argue that this is 
unequal treatment and a violation of their rights. 
 
There are many authorities writing in support of the provision of 
equitable quality education. Oxenham (2005:43) discussed the 
historical development of the definition of equity and 
demonstrated how it evolved to mean “equality of results 
measured by academic success” and that “all learners must get 
learning opportunity of good quality, adequate pedagogic support 
and attain good results.” Avoseh (2006:229) cited Khan (1984) 
who argued that “equity is primarily identified as an ethical and 
political concept, which is often equated with the concepts of 
justice, fairness, inclusiveness and equality.” Grisay (2003), as cited 
by Oxenham (2005), discussed equity in quality and elaborated on 
three types of equality the absence of which, she argued, will be 
tantamount to inequity or injustice (equality of opportunity, 
treatment and of result).The provision of quality education is a 
basic human right and governments have the obligation to ensure 
it (UNESCO, 2004).  
 
The concept of inclusion which is one of the three dimensions of 
a good quality education from the social justice perspective, not 
only  guarantees access for all to a good quality education, but also  
demands for the creation of the opportunities for all to 
accomplish the targeted outcome. “Ensuring inclusion requires 
that quality is monitored and data on learning outcomes are 
disaggregated and analyzed to reveal who is disadvantaged and 
where initiatives to improve quality should be targeted” (Tikly and 
Barret, 2011: 10).   
 
Hence, from the social justice perspective equity in quality is 
concerned not only with the equal opportunity for quality 
education but also for the achievement of the desired educational 
outcome for all. 
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2. Social justice, quality education and equity in Eritrea  
 
A. The Eritrean approach to social justice   

 
The principle of social justice is well elaborated in the National 
Charter for Eritrea. This is a political program of the People‟s 
Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ, 1994), the Front that 
governs the country. It was approved in the Third Congress of the 
Eritrean People‟s Liberation Front (EPLF) in 1994. EPLF was the 
front that liberated the country from the Ethiopian colonization, 
it was renamed PFDJ after independence. The Charter (PFDJ, 
1994) stated the general principles, goals, vision and ideals that 
direct the voyage of the government and it was the basis for the 
drafting of the Eritrean Constitution that was ratified in 1997. 
One of the six basic goals of the Charter deals with social justice 
and defined it to mean “[e]quitable distribution of wealth, services 
and opportunities and special attention to be paid to the most 
disadvantaged sections of society” (PFDJ, 1994: 11). It argued for: 
 

narrowing the gap between the haves and have-nots, 
ensuring that all people have their fair share of the 
national wealth,  and in particular in the political, 
social and cultural life of the country,  to creating 
balanced development, respecting human rights and 
advancing democracy. To be meaningful and have a 
stable foundation, political democracy must be 
accompanied by economic and social democracy… 
The movement … must provide the most oppressed 
sections of our society with means to participate in 
planning a better future, as a matter of priority. (PFDJ, 
1994: 16)  

 
It encourages preservation and development of one‟s cultural 
heritage and identity. It is a philosophy that requires developing 
an independent thinking, relying on one‟s own resources and 
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ability and becoming a self-confident player nationally as well as 
internationally (PFDJ, 1994).   
 
This principle is also well placed in the Eritrean Constitution. 
Article 1(1) of the Constitution makes it very plain that the State 
of Eritrea is “founded on the principles of democracy, social 
justice and the rule of law”. The Constitution in Article 8 asserts 
the citizens‟ rights to social justice, economic development and to 
the fulfilment of their material and spiritual needs. Article 14(3) 
empowers the National Assembly to “enact laws that can assist in 
eliminating inequalities”, considering the existing inequality in the 
Eritrean society. In article 21 the principle of social justice is well 
elaborated under economic, social and cultural rights and 
responsibilities where it affirms that every citizen shall have the 
right to equal access to publicly funded social services and that the 
state shall endeavour to make available to all health, education, 
cultural and other services. Article 29 which is the concluding 
article on the chapter dealing with rights declares that any other 
future rights can be part of the rights stated in the Constitution as 
long as they conform to the principle of social justice, democracy 
and rule of law.   
 
Therefore, in the Eritrean context social justice is “economic and 
social democracy” with “equitable distribution of wealth, services 
and opportunities” and that “special attention [is] to be paid to the 
most disadvantaged sections of the society” (PFDJ, 1994: 16-26). 
The principle also supports the participation and empowerment 
of all and abhors any kind of discrimination and domination. 
 
As an extension to this principle, the Charter also deals with the 
concept of social justice in education which can serve as an 
introduction to the next topic. The Charter lays down seven 
principles as the basis for its political program and one of them is 
equitable distribution of social services including education. The 
Charter stated:  
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Education is the foundation of development. To 
provide equal educational opportunity means to 
provide equal opportunity for development… 
Education is a fundamental right to which every 
Eritrean is entitled… we must expand education to the 
rural areas of the country where educational 
opportunity has so far been scant… Our greatest asset 
is our human resource. Therefore, we must assign a 
high priority to its development. (PFDJ, 1994: 33)  

 
B. Quality education in Eritrea  

 
Quality education in Eritrea is dealt within four major laws and 
documents, namely, the National Charter, the National Education 
Policy, the National Curriculum Framework and the Concept 
Paper. The National Education Policy gives high regard to quality 
education and deals with it in its different sections highlighting its 
significance. In the foreword statement of the document it is 
stated that “the overriding policy objectives of the government 
include …improving the quality of education and making 
education more relevant to socio-economic needs and priorities” 
(MOE, 2011: iii). In the section that deals with “Guiding 
Principles Underpinning the National Policy on Education” the 
document stated that the principles of “equity and social justice” 
and “quality and relevance” to be among the major guiding 
principles of the educational system. Although the concept of 
quality is highlighted in this policy it seems to deal with the 
mainstream conceptualization of quality where it stated: “Essential 
inputs for attaining quality include a relevant curriculum, 
competent and committed teachers, good and sufficient learning 
materials, including textbooks and physical facilities conducive to 
learning” (MOE, 2011: 7). Here one can clearly notice that 
pedagogy is missing and it is addressing inputs and no mention of 
the process that include teaching and learning. This is something 
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that needs to be looked into in the future but the good thing is 
that there is a concern for quality.  
 
The PFDJ Charter captures the concept of quality in different 
parts. The Charter stated that “[w]e must build an advanced 
educational system which serves …development and equips 
people with knowledge and skills…to enhance their productive 
capacity to build their country” (PFDJ, 1994: 33).  
 
National Curriculum Framework treats relevancy and quality as 
one of the major principles underpinning the national curriculum. 
It argued: “Relevancy and quality can be seen as two sides of the 
same coin. A relevant curriculum is an essential component of 
quality education and quality education reflects relevance in the 
curriculum” (MOE, 2009: 14-15). It further elaborated this point 
by saying that “[c]oncern for relevance converges with the 
concern for quality, particularly when quality is viewed in terms of 
what and how learning is provided” (MOE, 2009: 15). 
 
The Concept Paper for a Rapid Transformation of the Eritrean 
Education System that initiated the 2003 educational 
transformation proposed the introduction of four major 
interventions for the improvement of the educational system and 
one of them is quality improvement. It stated that “[t]he standards 
and quality of education and training in the education system must 
be high enough such that products of the educational system 
would have a high degree of acceptability…” (MOE, 2002: 6) 
  
Therefore, after a close examination of the above referred laws 
and policies related to the Eritrean vision of quality education one 
can safely conclude that Eritrean laws rank quality education next 
to none. It is the highest priority for its human resource 
development. It is a strategy to reduce poverty and enhance 
economic development (National Curriculum Framework, MOE, 
2009). As can be gathered from these documents, quality 
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education in Eritrea is not only a basic human right but also a 
fundamental factor of social, cultural, economic and political 
advancement.  
  

C. Equity in quality under Eritrean laws and policies 
 
The provision of equitable quality education is mandatory in 
Eritrean laws and policies. This is clearly manifested in the 
following instruments:  
 
1. The Constitution and the PFDJ Charter stipulate that 

education is a basic democratic right of all citizens. Education 
in these documents and in the Concept Paper (Ministry of 
Education, 2002) is specified to mean education of good 
standard and relevance.  

2.  Eritrea is a signatory to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Right and the subsequent Conventions and Covenants that 
establish the right to quality education.  

3. The National Education Policy defined equity as “equal 
treatment and distribution of resources among individuals, 
groups, or communities…. It is also intertwined with the 
notion of fairness and justice.” (MOE, 2011:5)   

4. The Eritrean Constitution Article 4(3) guarantees equality of 
the Eritrean languages and the education policy stipulates that 
the medium of instruction to be in mother tongue at 
elementary level in order to  improve access and quality (in 
addition to other objectives such as strengthening unity in 
diversity and developing the culture of each ethnic group). The 
equality of all the nine Eritrean languages asserts the principle 
of equity and equal treatment of all the nationalities. However, 
the implementation of this principle in schools is confronted 
with the challenge of quality education due to the different 
levels of development of the languages. Some of the languages 
are still in the process of development and in addition are 
confronted with a few practical problems related to shortage of 
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teachers in quantity and quality, lack of supplementary reading 
materials, the problem of dialectal variations, etc. (Araya, 
2013). This problem was clearly manifested in the results of the 
second Monitoring Learning Achievement for students in 
grades three and five conducted by the Department of General 
Education in 2009 (unpublished report of the Department of 
General Education,  Ministry of Education).  

 
Therefore, based on Eritrea‟s conviction to social justice and its 
educational policies and laws, it is evident that the educational 
system be guided by the tenets of social justice in education. The 
provision of equitable quality education is one step towards the 
realization of social justice. 
 
3. Is equitable quality attained in Eritrea? 
 
After a brief description of the principle of social justice, quality 
education and equity in the Eritrean context in the preceding 
section, the paper investigates to what extent the educational 
system is providing equitable quality education as required under 
the principle of social justice. This was examined in a study carried 
out in six secondary schools representing the rural and urban 
settings. The objective was to explore to what extent equity is 
observed, examine the possible reason for the imbalance that 
might exist in the system and come up with recommendations. It 
is expected that the study will contribute to the on-going 
discussion of quality improvement and provoke further debate on 
the issue. 
 

A. Subjects 
 
The methodology followed in this study was based on qualitative 
and quantitative approaches supported by focus group discussions 
and class room observations. 
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Six secondary schools, out of the 60 schools that participated in 
the Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate Examination 
(ESECE) for three consecutive years 2008-2010 were selected on 
the basis of their performance in these examinations. The list of 
the 60 schools was provided by the Bureau of Standards and 
Evaluation, the authority conducting this examination. The six 
schools selected for this study represented 10% of the secondary 
schools. Three years achievements observation was made in order 
to get better understanding of their situations. Based on the 
average achievements of three years, three best achievers from the 
Government schools were selected (private schools were 
purposely left out for the purpose of uniformity in comparison). 
All of them were found to be located in the capital city, Asmara. 
From the list of least achievers over the same period two schools 
were selected that were located in the far remote rural areas of 
Zoba Debub. Surprisingly enough, one medium achiever school 
was found in the same remote locality and was selected to find out 
the reasons for its relative good performance.  

 
B. Instruments 

 
Quality evaluation was carried in these schools by using a 
modified form of the Scottish Model, classroom observations and 
focus group discussions.  This model was preferred because of the 
long standing practice Scotland has in school evaluation using 
indicators and these indicators have been in use since 1996 (for 
more detail see Arnold and Faber, 2010: 27-28). The Scottish 
Model has seven key areas under which the evaluation is carried. 
The author found them to be pertinent areas for evaluation and 
has adopted them (see Annex 1). These key areas are divided into 
33 quality indicators and each is divided into sub-topics or sub-
indicators making a total of 87 sub-topics.  Most of these sub-
topics or sub- indicators were modified to make them fit to the 
Eritrean reality based on the principles of simplicity, relevance and 
efficiency. For example, the original second key area that deals 
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with achievement of learning objectives has three quality 
indicators, namely, achievement in learning goals in courses, 
services related to objectives and tests and overall quality 
achievement of learning objectives. In the modified model these 
were totally left out and replaced with three new quality indicators, 
namely, results of grade 12 examination, national grade twelve 
(Warsay Yekalo Secondary School) pre-test examination results 
and the students‟ respective school internal efficiency (yearly rate 
of promotion, failure and drop out). Similarly, the quality key area 
that deals with student support originally has 8 quality indicators. 
These were substituted by new four indicators which capture the 
original essence but modified in order to accommodate activities 
such as co-curriculum activities and life skills which were not in 
the original version. Similar modifications were also made to the 
ethos key area where all the indicators were totally changed to 
reflect the values, behaviours and attitudes of the society and the 
involvement of the parents and communities. After these and 
other changes the modified version of the model maintained the 
seven key quality areas and came up with 31 modified quality 
indicators with no sub-topics but explanations provided in 
brackets for some indicators when necessary (see Annex 1). 
 
In the absence of any other locally developed approach for quality 
evaluation, the adapted model is an attempt that may need further 
modification and that will probably trigger further discussion on 
this complex problem. There are many issues one can raise for 
discussion. Does the model take into consideration local 
conditions, culture and values? Is the teaching and learning 
process properly addressed? Are the indicators sufficient to 
explain quality? Do they go beyond the input, process and 
outcome main stream approach? Does it include international 
pedagogical indicators universally applicable? Whether this model 
responds positively to these questions or not is left for further 
future discussions and examinations which are beyond the scope 
of the present study.  
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However, attempts have been made to relate these pedagogical 
quality indicators to the Eritrean context and there are certain 
factors that contributed relatively to the objectivity and reliability 
of the evaluation. The fact that the evaluation is restricted to high 
school level, makes the study more focused and relatively to be 
within similar setting and context. Secondly, there are national 
targets set, manuals and guidelines prepared for all high schools 
against which the evaluation can be carried. These are related to 
textbooks distribution rate which is supposed to be at the rate of 
one to one; in addition there are nationally set school calendar, 
period allocation, supervision and quality assurance reporting 
format, guidelines for school development plan, manual for 
school health program implementation, co-curriculum activities, 
PTSA (Parents, Teachers and Students Association) regulations, 
students counselling manual, etc. Thirdly, the evaluation format 
looked into in its totality could be said to consider three major 
areas of pedagogic quality indicators as related to the Eritrean 
schools. These are first, teaching and learning, secondly, values 
and culture and thirdly infrastructure which are considered to be 
the major pedagogic areas. The first area related to the process of 
learning is captured in three major thematic areas in the model, 
specifically, curriculum, teaching and learning and student support 
and there are indicators to evaluate these thematic groups as 
indicated in annex one. Secondly, issues of values and culture are 
looked into under ethos in the model. Thirdly, infrastructure is 
captured under resources and management and leadership section 
in the model. A closer look at the evaluation form in annex one 
can assist the comprehension of the evaluation methodology. 
 

C. Procedures 
 
The way the work was carried out could be illustrated by citing an 
example of how the evaluation for QC7 (management, leadership 
and quality assurance) was performed which was one of the 
difficult tasks. It refers to the key quality area of management, 
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leadership and quality assurance and has three quality indicators, 
namely, self and external evaluation, school development plan and 
school management. Quality assurance was evaluated by 
investigating how the self and external evaluation is normally 
carried out in these schools. The criteria for this investigation was 
agreed to include the format used for such evaluation, frequency, 
type and effective usage of the results of evaluation. The school 
development plan was examined by referring to its availability, 
soundness and implementation. Finally, the school management 
and leadership were studied by looking into the experiences and 
professional competence of the staff, leadership and team work. 
Therefore, the rating was done based upon the scores each school 
obtained.  
 
The modified Scottish Model with all its indicators were given to a 
team of two persons (one was a member of National Monitoring 
and Quality Assurance Division and the second from  the 
National Examination and Assessment Division) who assisted the 
author in data gathering and filled the rating system. The author 
thoroughly discussed the indicators with the team until they came 
to a common understanding. Accordingly, they collected the data 
and filled the rating through discussion and common inspection 
based on the classroom observations, school documents and 
asking the concerned teachers and authorities (directors, 
supervisors, sub regional and regional education officers). The 
form was prepared in English and filled by the assistants in 
schools. Some of the information such as the grade 12 national 
examination results and the pre-test results were already collected 
by the author. The collected raw data were discussed and verified 
with the team and finally analyzed and processed by the author.  
  
Focus group discussions in each school was conducted with the 
school staff and administration and education officers both at 
regional and sub-regional levels mainly to collect school 
background data and to verify certain information and to fill any 
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existing gap at their level. Although the best and the least 
performing schools are located in the highlands of Eritrea namely, 
the Central and the Southern Regions, these schools are serving 
different communities and diverse ethnic groups.   
   
4. Findings  

  
A. Quantitative findings 

 
In the study of these six schools, 7 thematic quality criteria (QC1 
to QC7) were taken for evaluation. The criteria were measured 
based on the standards set under it. All together there were 31 
standards; each measured with 4-point scale (see Table 1). The 
data obtained from the evaluation sheets of each school is 
presented in Table 2. 
  
  

Quality Criteria (QC) 
No. of 
standards 

Score for 
standard 

Total score 
for QC 

QC1 Curriculum 5 4 20 

QC2 Achievement and Learning objectives 3 4 12 

QC3 Teaching and learning 4 4 16 

QC4 Student support 4 4 16 

QC5 School ethos 5 4 20 

QC6 Resources 7 4 28 

QC7 Management, leadership, quality assurance 3 4 12 

 Total  31 4 124 

Table 1: Quality criteria, number of standards, maximum score assigned for each QC 
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School ID location QC1 QC2 QC3 QC4 QC5 QC6 QC7 Total  Total (%) 

Score out-of  20 12 16 16 20 28 12 124  

SI Urban 17 9 13 12 17 27 10 105 84.7 

S2 Urban 17 10 12 12 16 27 10 104 83.9 

S3 Urban 17 9 8 12 13 26 10 95 76.6 

S4 Rural 10 6 8 9 9 17 4 63 50.8 

S5 Rural 8 3 8 4 8 7 4 42 33.9 

S6 Rural 7 3 6 4 11 7 2 40 32.3 

G/Total   76 40 55 53 74 111 40 449  

Maxi. possible value 
on QC 

120 72 96 96 120 168 72 744  

% of QC  63.3 55.6 57.3 55.2 61.7 66.1 55.6 60.3  

Table 2: Raw scores of quality criteria obtained by schools 
 

The observation that one can make from this table is very 
interesting. The three urban schools scored similar points in the 
QC1, QC4 and QC7 and with very insignificant difference in QC6 
and QC2. There is no significant difference in S1 and S2 even in 
the two remaining criteria. Comparing the urban and the rural 
schools one can clearly see the difference between them. Quality 
is skewed in favour of the urban schools. One can notice also that 
S4 has relatively better results when compared with the other two 
rural schools. There is no difference between S5 and S6.  
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Figure 1: Percent of attainment of schools on combined quality criteria 
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Both Table 2 and Figure 1 indicate that, the three rural schools 
performed below the average score (60.8%) and that the 
attainment ranged from 84.7% in S1 to 32.3 % in S6. 
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Figure 2: Percent of regular and service teaching staff 

 
Figure 2 indicates the percent of the teaching staff by two types of 
professional employment; regular/permanent and teachers 
rendering service (national or community). In the two lowest 
performing schools (S4 and S5) on the quality criteria, non-
permanent staff is dominant. While in the other 4 schools, there is 
more permanent teaching staff. 
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Figure 3: Percent of the teaching staff, by teaching experience in years 

 
Figure 3 shows that in all the six schools, the majority of the 
teaching staff has an experience of less than five years. More than 
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40% of the teachers with experience of more than ten years are 
concentrated in the urban schools which showed higher 
performance on the quality criteria. 
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Figure 4: Total percent of drop-outs in grades 9 – 11, by academic years 

 
Figure 4 depicts significant difference in rural and urban drop-out 
percentages. The average dropout rate for the urban schools in 
three years‟ time is 5.4%; 5.1%; 5.2% for S1, S2 and S3 schools 
respectively. In the rural schools (except for S4, the medium 
achiever, with 4.6%) these are 26.5% and 14.5% for S5 and S6 
schools respectively. This could be argued to indicate that where 
quality is low the dropout rate is high. 
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Figure 5: Pass percents of total students, by schools and years 
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Figure 5 shows great difference between the urban and rural 
schools in the students‟ internal efficiency. With the exception of 
S4 the pass rate for the rural school students ranges from 60% to 
70% whereas those of the urban are from 80% to 90% (based on 
school level exams). Hence, one can see that across the three 
academic years, urban schools and S4 school (the medium 
achiever) did better.  
 

B. Qualitative findings 
 
The background of each school was studied (details available in 
other work of the author), classroom observations were 
conducted in all of the six schools and group discussions with 
school management and education officers were carried out. The 
following are the possible reasons for the success or failure of 
these schools.  
 

i. Best performing schools (S1, S2, S3) 
 
The three best performing schools are well established big schools 
that have been functioning for more than 50 years. They are 
located in the capital city and are serving mostly a community of 
civil servants and merchants some with high level of education 
and there are also low income earning families such as daily 
labourers, workers from manufacturing sector and construction 
workers. This observation is made simply by looking into the 
student profile where the occupations of parents are registered. 
These are big schools accommodating more than 2,500 students 
each and each with a staff of not less than 80.  
 
The following are some of the possible reasons for the success of 
these schools according to the discussions conducted with the 
school officers and observations made: 
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1. Active participation of the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) 
and the community in the school affairs;. 

2. Effective usage of library (indicating students‟ individual 
efforts) and performance of peer education by the students;  

3. Teachers making good efforts to improve teaching and 
learning process by conducting action research and peer 
evaluation, preparing handouts, distributing worksheets and 
exam papers, etc.;  

4. The school getting full support from the community in the 
form of funds, materials and expertise; and  

5. Encouraging students to conduct group discussions and 
arranging extra classes for low achieving students. 
 
ii. Least performing schools (S4, S5, S6) 

 
These schools are found in three different sub-regions of 
Southern Region located in very remote areas. With the exception 
of S6 school that was established as elementary in 1982, the rest 
were founded as junior schools in 1999 and all were upgraded as 
secondary schools in 2004. They are serving a big community 
heavily dependent on farming and cattle raising. Female 
participation is very low in these schools ranging from 28.7% to 
17% and there is the problem of early marriage. They are small 
schools in terms of student population. The relatively big school 
accommodates students up to 1,000 and the smallest not more 
than 95 students and a staff ranging from 18 to 32. From the 
discussions conducted with the education officers and 
observations made, the following were identified as commonly 
shared possible reasons for the low performance of the schools:  
 
1. Teacher problems: there is scarcity of teachers in number and 

quality. Most are not qualified to teach the level and the subject 
they are assigned to. Many teachers teach subjects outside their 
field of specialization, some lack commitment and motivation, 
there is high teacher absenteeism, teachers are unsatisfied 
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financially and there is big teacher attrition. This clearly affects 
the teaching and learning process which is an important 
ingredient for quality education; 

2. Lack of resources: insufficient textbooks, references and 
supplementary reading materials, out-dated library books and 
very poor support system. There is shortage and poor 
laboratory facilities if any; 

3. Ineffective use of instructional time due to teachers‟ and 
students‟ absenteeism, consequently syllabus content is not 
covered and instructional time is not properly utilized;  

4. Lack of community participation in general and parents in 
particular in the affairs of the school; and   

5. Inconvenient learning environment such as lack of electricity 
and sanitation facilities, overcrowded classes, etc.  

 
5. Discussion 
 
The findings will be discussed on the bases of the results obtained 
by each school on the quality criteria, the group discussion 
conducted and personal observations. 
 

A. Schools located in the urban areas 
 
Table 2 and figure 1 indicate that S1, S2 and S3 schools located in 
the capital city scored high on the quality criteria. They are 
outperforming the other three rural schools. There is no much 
difference between the urban schools. All scored similar points in 
the QC1 (curriculum), QC 4 (student support) and QC 7 
(management, leadership and quality assurance) and with very 
insignificant difference in QC6 (resources) and QC2 (achievement 
and learning objective). The possible explanation could be that all 
are enjoying similar opportunities. They have the necessary 
curriculum materials and competent staff. They all benefit from 
similar resources such as well-equipped library, laboratory and 
ICT facilities. They have a reasonable budget well administered by 
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the PTSA, excellent school infrastructure and overall a big 
number of professionally qualified and well experienced teachers. 
As a result they are able to give necessary support to their 
students. The school leadership and quality management is well 
taken care of. They regularly conduct continuous evaluation and 
follow up properly the school development plan.  
 
The other advantage of the urban schools is the good 
communication they have with the parents and the efficient 
administrative role the PTSA play.  Some of the well-educated 
parents are even in a position to support their children 
academically at home or send them to private tutorial classes and 
supervise their children‟s school activities. The best performing 
children participate in peer education and give support to their 
peers. These schools conduct extra tutorial classes to assist the 
needy students and distribute worksheets and previous 
examination papers to their students. 
 
There are certain common activities carried out by these schools 
to improve students‟ performance and to enhance quality of 
teaching and learning. The first is the participation of the 
communities in the teaching and learning process. They are 
supporting the schools financially, materially and professionally. 
In S1 school, for example, toilets for girls were built by the 
contribution of parents. They also invite academicians to give 
lectures and motivate the students. The PTSA as a representative 
body of the community plays administrative and supervisory role 
in the affairs of the school. According to the PTSA regulations, 
they regularly conduct meeting to assess the academic 
achievements of the students, to deal with the discipline of the 
staff, approve school budget, etc. 
 
Secondly, students are actively engaged in learning through the 
approach of learner-centred interactive pedagogy, the 
implementation of peer education and effective usage of the 
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library. Thirdly, there is an on-going process of personnel and 
teaching development in these schools. Teachers have regular 
meetings to discuss on academic issues and also to observe each 
other during peer evaluations. They conduct action research and 
are involved in a continuous learning process to upgrade their 
capacity and improve their performance.  
 
The tables and figures illustrated above indicate that the urban 
schools have staff from the pool of more professional and 
experienced teachers. It is evident that the presence of the 
professional and more experienced teachers in a school is an 
essential input for quality education. There are two types of 
teachers‟ deployment. The first are teachers who graduate from 
teacher institutions and are assigned to teach as permanent staff. 
The second group comes from different disciplines, without any 
pedagogic or teacher education background and are assigned as 
teachers to complete their national or community service as 
temporary staff. The figures above indicate that teachers with 
experience of more than 20 years are concentrated in the urban 
schools.  
 
It can easily be observed from the tables and figures above that 
the internal efficiency of the schools is correlated with quality. 
The examination carried out over the three years performance in 
the internal efficiency of these schools revealed that the dropout 
rate is lower and the promotion rate is higher in the urban schools 
where quality education is offered. The drop out for the urban 
schools ranged from 2.5 % to 8.5% within three years, whereas 
that of the rural schools ranged from 1.7 % to 32.2 %. 
   

B. Schools located in rural areas  
 
The findings illustrate the already established fact that rural 
schools are in a disadvantaged situation and that quality is skewed 
in favour of the urban schools. These schools have many 
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shortages. School S5, for example, lacks electricity and it is a 
school where non-teaching staff are assigned as teachers; S6 is 
administered by one director, who looks after all the three levels 
of the school. There is a shortage of quantity, quality, 
professionally experienced and motivated teachers. Teacher 
attrition rate is very high and some complain from lack of 
residence facilities. The schools are short of parental support and 
there is no effective community participation. These schools are 
serving communities of farmers and herdsmen. The participation 
of girls is very low. The phenomenon of early marriage is 
predominant and as the result girls are less motivated to engage in 
learning.   
 
The findings indicate the dominance of non-permanent and less 
experienced teaching staff in the rural schools as compared to that 
of the urban. The two rural schools (S4 and S5) are dominated by 
teachers who are rendering their national and community services. 
Although Figure 2 indicates the presence of 72.2% of permanent 
staff in S6, only 27.8 % of these teachers have 1st degree that 
qualifies them to teach in secondary school. Most of these 
permanent staff teaches in elementary and junior levels of the 
school. 
 
The findings also indicate, in the rural areas, in addition to the low 
enrolment rate of students specially girls, there is wastage in these 
schools due to high drop-out rates (figure 4 above),  and very low 
passing rates (figure 5). This could support the argument that lack 
of quality education may result in wastage in the school system. 
There are no activities carried out regarding organizational 
development or personnel development and there is neither the 
capacity nor the resources to improve teaching quality. 
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C. School S4  
 
This school is located in rural setting similar to the other two 
schools and it was purposely included in the study for comparison 
purpose as indicated in the methodology. It is a medium achiever 
school. The findings indicate that it outperformed the other two 
rural schools although they have many factors in common. It was 
established as a secondary school together with the other two 
schools, it is located in the same region, inhabited by similar 
communities and all three schools suffer from shortages of 
textbooks and other teaching and learning materials. One 
interesting observation that needs to be looked into further is the 
fact that in spite of the predominance of more novice and non-
permanent staff in this school it is performing better than the 
other two schools. Ninety five percent of the teachers have an 
experience of less than five years of teaching and 85 % are 
national service teachers.   
 
It is different from the other two schools in some respects. It has 
relatively better resources (from school observation), disciplined 
and motivated students (according to the information gathered 
during the group discussion) and a comparatively better 
administrative structure (the director is assisted by pedagogic head 
and the school has some support staff which is lacking in S6 
school for example) that can have an impact on leadership and 
quality management of the school. It has an ICT laboratory 
functioning with solar panel. It has one of the least dropout rates 
and one of the highest promotion rates.  
 
The relatively better result obtained in the quality evaluation by S4 
is mainly in QC1 (curriculum) and QC6 (resources) as compared 
to S5 and S6. This school is equipped with necessary curriculum 
materials, utilizes it effectively and is supplied with the needed 
resources which can be considered as an advantage over the other 
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two schools and might have positive influence on the teaching 
and learning process.  

 
6. Conclusions and recommendations   

 
A. Conclusions 

 
This study covering six secondary schools has revealed 
discrepancies in the provision of quality education. Hence, it can 
be concluded that quality is not equitably provided. This no doubt 
has many consequences and affects the destiny of the future 
generations of the country and needs an urgent intervention for 
rectification.   
 
Social justice aims to build a strong and sustainable economic 
development that benefits all citizens and satisfies their desire by 
improving their living condition and ensuring equitable economic 
development of the country. It endeavours for equitable share and 
enjoyment of the natural resources of the country and for the 
empowerment and participation of all in decision making. It 
creates a level playing field to equalize the unequal. 
 
It is this (economic) empowerment under social justice that 
enables the poor to benefit from the available educational 
opportunities. Many authorities agree that poverty is among the 
major factors that impede access, retention, completion and 
success in education (Verspoor, 2005; Preece, 2006; and others). 
If we are to break this vicious circle of poverty and create social 
justice in the society, the provision of equitable access to quality 
education is a must. 
 
The study conducted in the six secondary schools confirmed that 
the provision of equitable access to quality education remains a 
big challenge in the Eritrean education system. Schools located in 
metropolitan areas are provided with better quality education than 
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those in the rural setting. All the inputs and the processes that 
influence quality education are skewed in favour of the urban 
areas and as a consequence there is a big wastage (high drop-out, 
repetition, low enrolment, etc.) in the rural areas. 
 
Quality education in Eritrea is a basic human right and aids in the 
attainment of economic growth. It is a policy for human resource 
development, poverty reduction strategy and a major plan for the 
social, cultural, economic and political advancement of the 
country in its drive to attain its cardinal principle of social justice. 
Hence, it is submitted that an urgent action is needed to rectify 
the system. 
 
Finally, we need further research to enable wider application of 
the results to the whole school system as the scope of this study 
was limited to secondary schools that provide formal education. 
Moreover, the socio-economic class of the students in the schools 
investigated was not considered. This would have given additional 
scientific analysis with implications for the inequality in the 
provision of quality education among the urban and rural schools. 
 

B. Recommendations  
 
The study has revealed a number of issues that require our 
immediate attention. Some of them are stated here as 
recommendations.  
 
1. The definition of social justice in education that has been 

submitted in this paper should be further discussed, enriched 
and a commonly agreed definition need to be adapted to serve 
the education system as a guiding principle and as a criterion to 
assess the achievements made.   

2. It is necessary to strengthen the understanding of the concept 
of social justice in education among all the stakeholders and 
introduce it as a course in teacher education.   
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3. It is essential to conduct continuous seminars and workshops 
among the education staff to enrich further the debate on 
equitable access to quality education and reinvigorate the role 
to be played by the education system in the realization of social 
justice in education. 

4. There is an urgent need to develop a basic framework for 
quality indicators. The modified Scottish Model for quality 
assessment as discussed above could serve as a starting point to 
initiate a debate that could further develop the model to serve 
the Eritrean education system.   
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Annex 1: Evaluation form modified from the Scottish Model 
 

 Quality Criteria Evaluation  

  4 3 2 1 

 Curriculum     

1.1 Availability of sufficient material     

1.2 Relevance and quality of the material     

1.3 Proper utilization     

1.4 Effective use of school calendar     

1.5 Proper implementation of the period allocation     

2 Achievement & Learning objective     

2.1 Results of grade 12 National  Exam     

2.2 National high school pre-test exam results       

2.3 Internal efficiency of students     

 3 Teaching and Learning     

3.1 Quality of teaching (use of ) LC pedagogy and focus 
on student needs 

    

3.2 Quality of learning process of students (their 
motivation, participation, etc.) 

    

3.3 Assessment as part of teaching     

3.4 Communication with parents     

 4 Student Support     

4.1  Academic support     

4.2 Co-curriculum activities     

4.3 Student counselling & follow-up     

4.4 Student support to develop positive attitudes & skills     

 5 Ethos     

5.1 Friendly environment among the school community     

5.2 Student conduct and discipline     

5.3 Staff  commitment and motivation     

5.4 Teachers discipline     

5.5 PTA‟s commitment &  participation     
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 6. Resources     

6.1 Provision of school building ,furniture‟s and 
infrastructural facilities 

    

6.2 Availability and effectiveness of support system 
(library, laboratory, ICT, pedagogic centre, etc.) 

    

6.3 Availability & effectiveness  of  co-curricular activity     

6.4  Availability  of rules, policies &  guidelines     

6.5 Effectiveness of school health  programs     

6.6 Availability & management of school budget     

6.7 Staff  (experience, qualification, expertise )      

7 Management, Leadership, Quality Assurance     

7.1 Self and external evaluation     

7.2 School development plan (availability, effective 
implementation, etc.) 

    

7.3 School management (experience, school vision, 
shared leadership, cooperation team work, etc.) 

    

  GRAND TOTAL     

 
Evaluation Procedures 
 
The result will be evaluated into 4 levels: 

- 4 will be given for very good – with significant strength.  

- 3 will be given for good – strength weighs more than weakness. 

- 2 will be given for moderate – where there are some clear weaknesses. 
1 will be given for unsatisfactory – where there is serious weakness. 
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Eritrean pharmaceutical achievements during the struggle 
(1961 – 1991): A portrayal assessment 
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Abstract 
 
The Eritrean struggle for independence (1961-1991) was, more or less, 
the total Eritrean people’s struggle, a fact which was reflected in the 
societal and cultural shapes of that struggle. The present study presents 
and analyzes a unique face of the socio-cultural shapes of the Eritrean 
struggle, which is the pharmaceutical one. The pharmaceutical struggle 
necessitated establishing a pharmaceutical factory in spite of the 
difficulties of war circumstances. Contrary to common developments in 
pharmaceutical industry elsewhere in the world, the Eritrean 
pharmaceutical plant (EPP) had to start its work by producing 
intravenous fluids, in spite of this product’s technological tediousness 
and high level quality demands. The critical reason behind this decision 
was the need to protect the wounded fighters and the seriously ill 
patients from dying, especially if they had to be operated, for lack of 
intravenous fluids. How did the idea of establishing the EPP during the 
struggle time arise? What difficulties did it face? What were the 
implementation steps taken? How was the transfer of technology 
conducted? How were the produced products secured for safety and 
efficacy? And to what extent did the products contribute to the health 
service during the struggle? All these issues are presented and discussed 
in this study. The study extracts possible meanings and lessons from the 
case of establishing and running EPP during (and in spite of) conflict 
situations. These meanings and lessons can be relevant to the 
developmental agendas in the developing world. In addition, some 
possible future directions of study are explored. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Achieving special technological and scientific progress during war 
times is a frequently reported phenomenon1. This may come in 
response to war’s associated stress and demands. It may also be 
induced by the availability of more resources for the scientists, 
due to the relatively more public engagements in the war affairs. 
Such phenomenon is well known in the fields of pharmaceutical 
researches and industry, where, for example, the very basic group 
of hypnotic drugs, namely barbiturates was first applied to 
diminish stress and to enable soldiers to get to sleep when sleep is 
needed but difficult to be induced due to the war circumstances2. 
However, it is something very unusual to have a pharmaceutical 
manufacturing plant, created during war time and located within 
the front line, for the purpose of facilitating medical response to 
needs in real time; that was done by Eritrean pharmacist during 
their people’s independence struggle against Ethiopia. 
 
In this regard, the achievements of the Eritrean pharmacists may 
be considered as extremely extraordinary, especially taking into 
consideration that the pharmaceutical plant had to start with 
producing intravenous fluids and that it was aiming not only at the 
military demands at the front but also at contributing to the 
fulfilment of the public demands of  the Eritreans. 
 
Thus, the present study was conducted with the aim of portraying 
the circumstances associated with the starting, the building up and 
running, in short, tracing the trails of the Eritrean Pharmaceutical 
Plant (EPP) that was established during the Eritrean armed 
struggle. 

                                                           
1 David Mindell, The National Museum of World War II, 
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-worldwar/6002. (accessed on 
September 2013).  
2 PBS (2003). The Perilous Fight: America’s WWII in Color, 
http://www.pbs.org/perilousfight/psychology. (accessed on December 2013). 

http://www.learnnc.org/lp/people/1345
http://nationalww2museum.org/
http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-worldwar/6002
http://www.pbs.org/perilousfight/psychology
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As production of the IV fluids was the major target (or a major 
priority) of the EPP and as a highly challenging manufacturing 
target, the main emphasize in the present piece of work was 
directed to the IV fluids. 
 
The following introductory parts present the techno-scientific 
peculiarities of the IV fluids, as a vital group of pharmaceutical 
products and also report on the nature and circumstances of the 
Eritrean struggle, within which the EPP was created. 
 

A. What are IV fluids? 
 
Intravenous (IV) fluids are fluids which are intended to be 
administered to a patient intravenously, i.e., directly through the 
circulatory system. These fluids must be sterile to protect patients 
from harm. The manufacturing of sterile products is universally 
acknowledged to be the most difficult of all pharmaceutical 
production activities to execute. When these products are 
manufactured using aseptic processing, poorly controlled 
processes can expose the patient to unacceptable level of 
contamination. The production of sterile products requires 
fastidious design, operation and maintenance of facilities and 
equipment. It also requires attention to detail in process 
development and validation to ensure success. Commensurate 
with the criticality associated with sterile products, the global 
regulatory community has established a substantial number of 
basic requirements that firms are expected to adhere to in the 
manufacture of sterile products. 
 
The idea of injecting various substances, including blood, into the 
circulatory system is not new; it has been in the mind of man for 
centuries (Schmidt, 1959). Its application was awaiting the 
invention of the intravenous needle by Alexander Wood in 1853 
(Hamed, 2004). News of successful cases of human to human 
transfusion encouraged the use of transfusion therapy during 
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World War I. Later, the introduction of citrate as an anticoagulant, 
the discovery of pyrogens in 1923 and the introduction of plastic 
bags, then shortly thereafter the plastic needle, would take 
transfusion and IV fluid therapy to another level. The advent of 
the Second World War allowed clinical and useful application of 
IV and transfusion therapy and would once and for all establish 
an indisputable role for IV therapy as routine medical practice. 
The second half of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century 
were marked for their continued sophistication, both scientifically 
and technically. Generally, IV fluids are very important in medical 
treatment principle, such as fluid and electrolyte replacement. In 
1990, it was estimated that 85% of hospitalized patients in the US 
needed IV accesses and some form of IV fluid therapy. About 40 
million patients in the US alone receive IV therapy annually. 
Today, there are over 40 different IV fluid preparations. 
 

B. Eritrean people’s struggle for independence 
 
Eritrea is a country with distinct boundary, economy, political 
evolution, history, culture and traditions. It is equally well known 
that, for several decades, the people of Eritrea have been 
subjugated by foreign conquerors and imperialist African 
expansionists. These oppressors have erased the boundary lines, 
confiscated economic wealth, arrested the high level of political 
awareness of the society, distorted history, obscured languages, 
replaced culture and traditions by alien ones and totally robbed 
human rights and dignity of the Eritrean people. The struggle 
against Ethiopian oppressors is nothing more than an extension 
of the long Eritrean struggle against foreign oppression. People 
sacrificed their lives to free their people from the shackles of 
enemies and to attain independence of the country and to realize 
the self-reliant progress of the Eritrean people (Eritreans for 
Liberation in North America, 1973). 
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During the struggle for independence, Eritrea faced some of the 
darkest moments in history. Yet, from the beginning of the 
struggle until independence, Eritreans espoused unshakable faith, 
confidence and gratefulness. When the archaic monarchy 
of Ethiopia ascended on the people of Eritrea and started killing 
and imprisoning Eritreans in mass, Eritreans gathered their faith 
and braced for the struggle ahead in 1961. After the start of the 
struggle, Eritrea gradually turned into a big prison. Villages were 
being torched by Ethiopian soldiers to teach Eritrean 
communities lessons with one aim, to quell the rebellion. And as 
the struggle progressed, Eritrea’s trials and tribulations intensified. 
Yet, Eritreans doubly intensified their faith and braced for more. 
 
When the struggle started, Eritreans had nothing. No medicine, 
clothing, ammunition, money, supplies and other necessities. They 
didn’t have regular food supplies, set stations that they can call 
home. All they had was each other and a vision of a free Eritrea. 
They scavenged for a lot of their needs. They built the Eritrean 
army from munitions that they took from the Ethiopian military. 
When they overcome enemy soldiers and stripped their guns and 
other belongings, it was a sense of accomplishment. When they 
took away Ethiopia’s armoured vehicles and tanks, it was a 
beginning of bigger successes to come. 
 

C. Societal shape of the struggle 
 

Moreover, Eritrean mothers and fathers remained faithful and 
thankful, worked hard and prayed day in and out. At the height of 
the wars, it was uplifting to see mothers gathering everything they 
had and take it to the fronts with the hopes of seeing their sons 
and daughters. They gave all they had to support their sons and 
daughters at a great risk to their lives. On the way, they always 
encountered Ethiopian military check points that conducted 
intrusive and extensive searches. When they reached the areas 
occupied by Eritrean fighters they were not often successful to 
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find their own sons and daughters. However, they got satisfaction 
by spending time with other Eritrean fighters. They gave them 
moral support, comforted them and provided assistance. These 
mothers never asked their children to come back with them, 
rather they always encouraged them and wished them success.  
 
As a matter of fact, it was difficult to imagine the possibility of 
victory for the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) when 
compared with the huge Ethiopian Derg regime in all aspects. But 
Eritreans had created very special and unique moral values that 
led them to their success. The Eritrean fighters and generally the 
people of Eritrea put a big trust on the EPLF leadership that they 
can win. That’s why the people sacrificed their lives, labour and 
money to the struggle. 
 

D. Cultural shape of the struggle 
 
Above all, the political leadership of the EPLF followed a strong 
policy that developed the culture of criticizing oneself and others 
in front of every member of the group. This culture prevented the 
fighters from committing mistakes and misconducts. Another 
critical value of EPLF leadership was that all members, regardless 
of their position, worked together under all circumstances with no 
special privilege. Though Eritrea consists of half Muslims and half 
Christians, they fought without any differences; rather they 
married among each other. 
 
The Eritrean’s success can be credited to unity, perseverance, 
dedication, commitment, selflessness and sacrifice. When things 
were rough, scarce and, people suffered as a result, Eritreans 
never lost their gracious nature. Neighbours looked-out and 
supported each other with grace. There was no time-frame, just a 
hopeful outlook, a “can do spirit” and a belief that “our better 
future lays ahead”. Finally, after the long and bitter struggle of 
thirty years, Eritrea became independent in 1991.  
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It is within these broader historical, societal and cultural 
dimensions of the struggle that the study explores the provision of 
health services and, in particular, pharmaceutical services by the 
EPLF. 
 

E. Health service and drug supply during the war for 
independence 

 
On historical background of pharmaceutical service, the early 
colonizers, Italians, British, Ethiopians, offered nothing worth 
mentioning except some urban medical services towards the 
expatriates and their servants (EPLF, 1986).  
 
During the struggle period, Eritrea was considered as part of 
Ethiopia by world community, so it was very difficult to get help 
from the outside world. As a result, it took long and difficult time 
for the EPLF to be recognized and get support. In addition to 
many other demands, health service was one of the most crucial 
demands during war time. There was no organized medicine 
supply. The drugs used at that time were from different sources 
that included supplies captured from enemy, some provided from 
Eritrean helpers from outside the county and drugs taken secretly 
from Asmara by Eritrean fighters. There were severe shortages of 
medicines and the available medicines were rationed to save drugs 
for more severe conditions. 
 
After the consolidation of the EPLF at its first congress in 1977, 
different sections of administration started to develop and 
consequently the health sector was founded as a unit in 1979. 
There were three branches in the health section that included 
hospitals and clinics, pharmacy, and research and human resource 
development (EPLF, 1989).  
 
The main function of the pharmacy unit was to collect drugs from 
different sectors, caves, stores and other possible sources and 
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distribute these medicines and other medical accessories to the 
medical ward and first aid trained fighters in the battle field. In 
general, the source of drug supply was from different places and 
through different organizations. 
 
Among the other medical supply shortages, securing the supply of 
IV fluids was practically impossible. IV fluids are salient for fluid 
replacement therapy during war time. Thus, the demand of IV 
fluids was never satisfied to any level from donations or 
procurements. The supply and demand was not parallel; as a 
consequence, there was rationing of IV fluids and other drugs too. 
Thus, the members of the pharmacy unit had to struggle to find a 
solution for the problem. 
  
Therefore, to solve this problem, local production of IV fluids 
was seen as the only option. So, a proposal for production was 
submitted to the leader of health section through the head of the 
pharmacy unit. After a long discussion, the proposal was accepted 
by the political leadership. Finally, the plant was founded in 
northern Sahel, located in Arareb, and started production in late 
1983 to try to meet the demands of the growing population of the 
EPLF. 
 
Thus, the target of the present study was to trace the 
circumstances, challenges and outcomes associated with the 
construction of the Eritrean pharmaceutical plant during the 
struggle for independence. The study intended to answer the 
following questions: 
 

- How did the idea arise? 

- What were the difficulties it faced and how were they 
managed? 

- How was the plant engineered and installed? 

- How were production and quality control processes 
conducted? 



M. Raouf Hamed et al. 
 

67 

- What were the products, in qualitative and quantitative terms? 
And what was the resulting impact in and around the battle 
field? 

- What were the experiences of the users, namely physicians and 
surgeons, of the produced intravenous fluids? 

- What positive and negative issues could be identified from the 
case under study? 

 
In other words, the present study aimed at descriptive assessment 
of the development of the EPP as a case and intended to unveil 
the possible meanings and lessons that could be extracted from 
that case. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
The present study can be regarded as a case study, in which the 
establishment of the EPP during the national struggle is 
considered as a phenomenon event to be evaluated. 
 
Thus, the study is mainly a descriptive one. The conduct of the 
study comprised of three main phases. The first phase included 
literature survey regarding the technicalities of the production of 
the IV fluids, as well as the nature and circumstances of the 
Eritrean struggle. The second part included the design of a check-
list of questions and inquiries (Table-1) to be utilized in the 
interviews that were to be conducted with available key personnel 
who had initiated the idea of the plant. After that and on basis of 
the check-list, interviews were conducted with each of the 
following pharmacists: Misghina Tekleab, Kidane Kefleyesus, 
Yemane Zeremariam, Tesfaselasie Gedel and Kefle Afeworki. 
 
In addition, documents concerning the establishment of pharmacy 
as a unit, the reasons for local production and developments in 
variety and quantity of the product were provided to the authors 
and were utilized as secondary reports. In addition, available 
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pertinent documents and periodicals in the Eritrean Research and 
Documentation Centre were reviewed. 

 
   
 
Questions regarding 
facility design  

- Warehousing 

- Preparation area 

- Compounding area 

- Aseptic filling rooms and aseptic processing area 

- Capping and crimp sealing areas 

- Air locks and pass-throughs 

- Inspection, labelling and packaging 

Questions regarding 
utility requirements 

- Water for injection 

- Sterilization and depyrogenation 

- Environmental control and monitoring 

- Total particulate monitoring 

- Housekeeping 

Questions regarding 
production activities 

- Material and component entry 

- Cleaning and preparation 

- Compounding 

- Filling 

- Stoppering and crimping  

- Personnel 

- Aseptic processing control and evaluation 

Questions regarding 
quality control 

- Materials subjected for test 

- The test methods used (done)  

Table 1: A check-list of the main questions and inquiries raised during the 
interviews with the EPP pharmacists (based on WHO, 2011; Shayne, 2008) 

 
The third phase of the work was to conduct interviews with 
doctors/surgeons of those who are known to have been users of 
the EPP produced IV fluids for their patients during the struggle 
time. These doctors/surgeons were: Dr. Michael Ghebrehiwet, 
Dr. Eyob Azeria and Dr. Abrehet Ghebrekidan. 
 
It is needless to say that the study is limited by the long time that 
has passed since the event of the establishment of the EPP, as 
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many of the team members of that plant are not available, and by 
the absence of complete documentation of the event. 
 
3. Results 

 
A. Origins of the idea 

 
The idea of production of IV fluids was entirely initiated, created, 
and designed by the fighter pharmacists of the front and was 
seeking implementation since 1977. This required hard work and a 
strong, challenging and convincing evidence to answer all 
questions and apprehensions that came from the higher rank of 
leaders and other professionals. The pharmacists worked a lot to 
persuade the authorities that it is possible to produce IV. It took 
some time to get the green light for the start of the production. 
They faced this challenge because it looked illogical to imagine 
production of IV fluids in that situation.  
 
As the EPLF gradually grew stronger, the front became 
recognized and started to get some help from different 
organizations and countries, like Belgium, Norway and Sudan. 
The Eritrean Support Committee (a group of four Belgians) and 
Eritrean Relief Association (Mahber Rediet Eritrea) were the 
biggest helpers of the pharmacists in the fighters’ efforts to make 
the program possible. Dr. Marco DuJardin (a public health expert) 
was the leader of the Eritrean Support Committee and 
contributed with enthusiasm and interest towards the production 
of intravenous fluid. Eritrean Relief Association was an important 
contributor in the successful production of solid dosage forms 
later. 
 
The pharmacists decided to produce drugs locally in the field, as it 
was the only option to solve the problem. So a proposal for 
production of the IV fluid was submitted to the leader of health 
section through the head of the pharmacy unit. After a long and 
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an epic scientific discussion, the proposal was accepted by the 
political leadership in late 1977. Because of the strategic 
withdrawal of EPLF (1978), it was not possible to start 
production. So the idea of production was suppressed during that 
time. Later, in 1981, one of the active members of the pharmacists 
(Mr. Misghina Tekleab) was sent to Sudan to learn various 
systems of industrial production of pharmaceuticals. He acquired 
sufficient knowledge and experience from a plant in Sudan, 
especially in the production of large volume parenteral solutions 
(LVPS) and also studied the installation techniques there (Mr. 
Misghina Tekleab, General Manager of Azel, personal 
communication, December 2012). 
 

B. Implementation 
 
After approval, there was a lag time (1979 to 1984) which was 
spent to finalize the infrastructure, enabling full production and 
during which implementation was delayed several times because 
of the military circumstances.  
 
In 1979, there were two containers (size 2m by 6m) already kept 
for the purpose, one carrying row materials and the other 
equipment. It was proposed that these two containers were 
enough to start production by some professional advisors. But the 
design was not accepted by the pharmacists in the field. Then, the 
Eritrean pharmacists proposed a new facility design and Mr. 
Misghina went back to Sudan to work on it. The design was made 
with the help of engineers and metal and wood work technicians 
in the field. Suitable 2m by 6m fibre glass containers (originally 
made to pack bullets and other weapons) were collected from 
Port Sudan and manipulated according to the design needed. 
Total of five containers were collected, three of them were 
tailored for the production purpose and the two were reserved for 
quality control. And finally the containers were transported to 
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(and assembled in) Sahel by the help of the construction unit. It 
was very difficult process according to the words of the fighters.  
 
After installation, the pharmacists strived to get the first IV fluid 
and spent 36 hours inside the production room in an intensive 
work. At last, they succeeded to produce the first 20 litres of IV 
fluids. When they have the fluids in hand, Dr. Marco and Mr. 
Sennay Kifleyesus (head of the pharmacy unit) were first injected 
from the product to examine its quality, mainly freedom of the 
product from pyrogen. It was a successful trial and there was no 
sign of toxicity. For further study and confirmation, Mr. Misghina 
and Mr. Kidane Abreha were injected from the product and the 
product was proved its quality again. They found that the product 
was safe and sterile and they confidently declared that it can be 
produced at industry level.   
 
This was a very important turning point in the history of Eritrean 
pharmaceutical production as it was the first time for Eritreans to 
produce pharmaceutical product in the field and the country as a 
whole. 
 
The first team who managed and achieved the first product 
included: Dr. Marco DuJardini (public health specialist), Mr. 
Sennay Kifleyesus (head of the pharmacy unit), Mr. Misghina 
Tekleab (head of the production unit), Mr. Tesfay Gebreab 
(pharmacist), Mr. Kidane Abraha (pharmacy technician) and Mrs. 
Asmeret Hadish (clerk) (Mr. Misghina Tekleab, General Manager 
of Azel, personal communication, December 2012).  
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C. Description of the facility 
 

i. General features of the facility 
 
Construction of production premises was already in progress by 
1982-83. The plant was located along the rivers at the base of the 
Chain Mountains of Sahel. The purpose was mainly to camouflage 
it from sight of enemy’s airplanes and additionally this was helpful 
to keep the warehouse reasonably cool. The premises were made 
up of containers which were painted with epoxy resin paint from 
inside. The warehouse was located separately near the production 
area and was not suitable. The walls of this room were made up of 
building stones and the roof was constructed by overlapping 
timbers and covering them by a soil which is suitable for the 
purpose (that can resist erosion and penetration by water) and the 
floor was also made without covering (carpet). But the factory 
members were trying to keep the place away from light and 
humidity and were able to make it cooler through spraying water 
on the floor. The operators claimed that, since they were using 
completely packed row materials, contamination from the raw 
materials could not be so serious a problem. Moreover, there were 
dexen shelves to hold the materials safe from direct contact with 
dust and other contaminants. Although these were no classified 
environments as per the modern technology requirements, it was 
claimed that the different careful activities done to keep the 
warehouse clean correspond to the real sanitation status (Mr. 
Yemane Zeremariam and Mr. Tesfasslasie Gedel, pharmacists, 
personal communication, November 2012). 
 
The environment used for storing row materials and getting 
prepared for production was not copping with the existing 
international requirements such as the WHO and GMP guidelines 
for sterile products (WHO, 2011). The preparations area was 
ordinarily located between the warehouse and the 
filling/compounding areas. The wall of this room was made of 
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stones, sealed and painted well. All the necessary materials (active, 
inactive and packaging) were delivered to this room and made 
ready for compounding. 
 
Compounding and filling was done at the same room. The surface 
area of this room was just 2 by 6 meters (12 sq. m) container. This 
room was well sealed and painted internally by epoxy resin. The 
smoothness of the internal surface was advantageous, easy and 
suitable for cleaning. It was also unfavourable for microbial 
growth. The preparation area was supplied with filtered air using 
HAPA filters after the plant was upgraded with time. The 
personnel working in this area were clean; having major protective 
coverings, sterilized gowns, head and beard covers, masks and 
gloves (Mr. Yemane Zeremariam and Mr. Tesfasslasie Gedel, 
pharmacists, personal communication, November 2012). 
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ii. Production site, materials and activity  
 

a. Source of starting materials 
 

Starting materials were brought from outside of Eritrea through 
collaboration with the Eritrean associations in different places 
with different mechanisms (Mr. Misghina Tekleab, General 
Manager of Azel, personal communication, December 2012). 
Starting materials and components were transferred from the 
warehouse to the preparation area manually. Initially, maximum 
weight that can be used at a time was not more than 50 Kg. Since 
the raw-materials used were sealed, sterilized pyrogen free 
dextrose powders, there was very low risk of contamination 
during transportation. In producing large volume parental 
solutions such as normal saline and dexterous 5%, the main 
starting raw materials were salt and sugar that it was easy to 
manage the handling system so as to prevent contamination (Mr. 
Yemane Zeremariam and Mr. Tesfasslasie Gedel, pharmacists, 
personal communication, November 2012). 
 

b. Water: source and treatment  
 
The most important utility in production of intravenous fluids is 
water for injection. Yet source and purification of water were the 
biggest challenges for the plant. The sources of water were very 
few in number and it was brought by tracks. Despite the very bad 
roads, the members of the team had to travel for nine hours to 
reach the source. Since they had to hide themselves from sight of 
their enemy, they were travelling during night time only. Then 
purification process was another burden; there was a serious 
shortage of apparatus and technology to treat the fetched water. 
At the beginning, it was done by distillation which can only 
produce nine litres per day with limited check-up (quality control) 
system. The only option they had was, to follow the water 
treatment procedure strictly. There was no system to check the 
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conductivity of the distilled water, except to guarantee it with all 
possible actions taken to sterilize the water. Afterwards, as a 
helping step, the manufacturing unit members started visiting 
various water source places and measured the hardness of 
potential water sources. If hardness of the water was found to be 
low or relatively softer, then it was selected. This condition 
continued for years. However, later, advanced machineries for 
purification and storage were introduced and deionization was 
also done prior to reverse osmosis to ensure purification. A new 
water tank having a capacity of 14,000 litres was introduced to the 
pre-existing system. To minimize pumping expenses, they carried 
the water tank (about a ton) manually from the ground to high 
altitude hill and they used gravity as a pumping force. The 
manufacturing unit members all remember the hard time they had 
to carry the water tank up the hill (Mr. Yemane Zeremariam, Mr. 
Tesfasslasie Gedel and Mr. Misghina Tekleab, personal 
communication, November and December 2012). 
 
Filtration of the water from the tank was performed at some point 
on the way to the preparation area and passed through UV light 
for further treatment. On the other hand, the storage tank was 
cleaned using hypochlorite and then by steam gas and thus 
making it ready to hold clean water only for a single batch. One 
very helpful technique done was the emptying of the tank every 
day. The remaining extra clean water was either used for cleaning 
equipment or discarded. This helped much to minimize 
contamination as the chance of growing micro-organisms in dry 
empty container is probably impossible. The only depyrogination 
process done was the membrane filtration prior to filling the 
product into bags.   
 
The unloading technique of items after being sterilized was 
primitive and it was risky. But there were pre-sterilized clothes 
and these were considered as helpful equipment to withdraw 
materials after sterilization. The rooms for washing and gowning 
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were made up of metal (iron) and linked to one another and 
finally connected to the compounding/filing area (Mr. Yemane 
Zeremariam, Mr. Tesfasslasie Gedel and Mr. Misghina Tekleab, 
personal communication, November & December 2012) 
 

c. Compounding, filling and sterilization of the IV fluids 
 

At the beginning (1984-85), the process was very primitive where 
manual filling of bags using sterilized forceps as a faucet was used 
as it was the only option they had. At such conditions, they were 
able to produce the intravenous fluids such as 5% dextrose in 
water, 5% dextrose in saline, ringer’s lactate and normal saline 
(EPLF, 1989; Mr. Misghina, personal communication, December 
2012). 
 
Compounding and filling of products were done in a single room 
(2 by 6 meters type containers). At the right corner of this room, 
there was a water tank for tentative storage of purified water 
connected to a relatively smaller container made of stainless steel 
containing UV light source inside for further treatment and 
assurance of the quality of water. Then, by mixing the well treated 
water with all necessary ingredients, the required solutions were 
made. Just prior to the process of filling the product into 
individual bags, the product was made to pass through a 
membrane filter having an aperture of about 0.4 µm (micrometer) 
that can trap dead or live micro-organisms (Mr. Yemane, Mr. 
Tesfasslasie and Mr. Misghina, personal communication, 
November and December 2012). 
 
By the year 1986, general rearrangements and developments were 
achieved. As a result, new filling machine was installed. Workload 
was significantly simplified and personnel contamination was 
considerably minimized. There was also a separate and localized 
hood for the new filling machine having High Efficiency 
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Particulate Air (HEPA) filter that can increase the pressure inside 
the hood and prevent air entering into the hood.  
 
Finally, the filled bags were subjected to final sterilization. The 
front side of the sterilizer in the filling and sealing room was 
connected to the filling room so that filled bags can be loaded 
through front side of the autoclave. After sterilization, the product 
can be withdrawn from the back side of the autoclave in the next 
room and the space will be ready for the next batch. 
Communication for accomplishing such tasks was done through a 
communication device. There was also a window that separates 
these two rooms and the personnel can communicate through 
sign language. 
 

d. Cleaning 
 

Cleaning of equipment and utilities after and before compounding 
was very easy, because the product was water soluble and 
washable. The duty for cleaning was equally distributed to all 
workers. Every worker of the unit, regardless of his/her title, was 
responsible for cleaning and disinfecting activities of all 
equipment and the premises. 
 

e. Personnel 
 
Good manufacturing practice (GMP) standards require that 
personnel engaged in the manufacturing and processing of drug 
products should have the education, training of various categories 
and experiences to enable them to perform the assigned tasks. 
This is in addition to the specifically demanded provisions for the 
supervisors to enable them to function in such a manner as to 
provide assurance that the drug product has the safety, identity, 
strength, quality and purity it is said to possess. 
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The man-power during that time was satisfying the GMP 
requirements. Among the various categories in the pharmacy unit 
as a whole (in the factory and other health services), the personnel 
included the following (EPLF, 1986):  
 

- 22 trained pharmacy technicians; 

- 46 pharmacy dispensers; and 

- another 23 were under training in these areas. 
 

The higher category personnel who were engaged in production 
and personnel training (university degrees or specialized training 
in relevant fields) were: 
 

- 17 qualified pharmacists; 

- 1 chemical engineer; 

- 1 mechanical engineer; 

- 2 graduates in business administration; and 

- 8 senior pharmacy technicians.  
 
However, at the beginning, there was a serious shortage of trained 
personnel and it was necessary to engage members from other 
health sections such as nurses from operation ward and training 
was given to develop them to pharmacy technician level.  
 
The names of the pharmacists who participated in the 
establishment and running of the EPP included (in addition to the 
already mentioned): Yemane Zermariam, Tesfaslassie Gedel, Kifle 
Afwerki, Kidane Weldeyesus, Isseyas Fessahaye, Berhane 
Gebrekidan, Bernando Kifleyesus, Issak Tekleab, Salih Omer, and 
others. However, it should be noted that, this list may not be 
complete as our source of data is mainly memory-based 
recollections of our interviewees. 
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D. Upgrading and expansion 
 
At the initial start-up stage, 1982-85, the premises as well as the 
process in the plant were very primitive and the plant was able to 
produce only 4 kinds of intravenous fluids, namely 5% dextrose in 
water, 5% dextrose in saline, ringer’s lactate and normal saline. 
The initial production capacity of the unit was also very limited, 
i.e., 24,000 litres of infusion per year. In 1986 there was a big 
change in the plant; almost all apparatus were replaced by new 
and advanced instrumentations of that time. For instance, new 
reverse osmosis apparatus was installed, new and big autoclave 
was introduced which was funded by Norwegian charity group. 
The area for production (compounding and filling) was also 
widened by extending the back side of the container towards the 
mountain by digging into the mountain and building it well to 
fulfil the basic requirements of production facility. Another big 
burden in the production system was the source of electricity. 
They had a very old and primitive electric generator. The 
personnel assigned to operate it had a hard time to the extent that 
they become apprehensive when they remember it; but it was 
replaced with advanced one during the upgrading period. 
 
As a result of these achievements, the production was increased to 
a level that can satisfy the demand in any situation, like Nadew 
operation, that demanded much more IV products than the usual 
time. At that time it was possible to produce about 750 bags daily; 
in sever conditions, by working day and night, they could double 
the number of bags (1500 bags per 24 hours). The product was 
also served to the civil population in the liberated area. The 
infusion unit was upgraded significantly and production was 
increased to 6 folds. By the end of 1988, it reached to an output 
of 140,000 litres per year and up to eight types of infusions were 
produced (Sennay Kifleyesus, 1988). 
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As part of the stringent plan the EPP had, there was also some 
trials done to use the local traditional plant origin pharmaceuticals. 
So, eight different samples were collected and out of them four 
were sent out side of Eritrea for analysis, which unfortunately did 
not get responses (Health/medicine in Eritrea, n.d.).  

 
E. Quality control and assurance  

 
In fact, it is a must that any pharmaceutical company has a quality 
control unit having the responsibility and authority to approve or 
reject all components, drug product containers, closures, in-
process materials, packaging materials, labelling and drug products 
and the authority to review production records to assure that no 
errors have occurred or, if errors have occurred, that they have 
been fully investigated. The quality control unit should also be 
responsible for approving or rejecting drug products 
manufactured, processed, packed, or held under contract by 
another company (Berry, 2007). 
 
By principle, quality control unit of any industry should be 
independent or autonomous. At the beginning, the quality control 
unit of the EPP was not independent and every member had an 
influence over it. Starting from 1986, it was shaped as 
autonomous unit consisting of physicochemical, microbiological 
and instrumental sections. Rigid, non-compromising quality 
control practice was performed on formulated products and row 
materials (Sennay Kifleyesus, 1988).  
 
According to Mr. Kifle Afewerki, Manager of National Quality 
Control Laboratory (personal communication, December 2012), 
quality control investigations done were for: 

- starting materials; 

- semi-finished products subjected to in-process quality control; 
and 

- finished dosage forms. 
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At the beginning, for large volume parenteral solutions (LVPS), it 
was performed just through visual observation using lenses, where 
particle tracing procedure was done to protect solid particles from 
passing from the reservoir to the individual bags. 
 
The test methods included:  
 
1. Physicochemical test methods   

i. Chemical methods such as titration 
ii. Photometric analysis that includes, polarimetry (at the 

beginning, it was just by visual observation but through 
time it was developed to semi digital analyzer), 
refractometry and spectrophotometry 

2. Microbiological laboratory to examine presence or absence of 
microbes in the products, 

i. Sterility test 
ii. Pyrogen test 
iii. Environmental control  

3. Settled plate’s method to control the ambient working air. 
Culture media was kept in fixed place and careful observation 
was done to check growth of micro-organisms. 

4. Swab method samples were taken using swap from the wall 
and other parts of the premises and inoculating them on an 
appropriate culture media to check for growth of micro-
organisms. 

5. Pyrogen test: rabbits were used for pyrogen test. It was not 
easy to manage the handling of the rabbits. Sometimes they 
were attacked by diseases like cancroids that make the test 
results unreliable. So, it was compulsory to wash the rabbits 
regularly. The rabbits were bought from Kenya and 
transported to Sahel through Sudan. They were treated in a 
standard way, as a result, their number increased dramatically. 
Different green vegetables were their favourite food. The care 
to the rabbits was given by an Eritrean female fighter, Roma. 
By injecting sample from the product and measuring body 
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temperature of the rabbits, it was possible to check the 
presence/absence of pyrogen. 

 
Additionally, to prevent contamination of the quality control 
room, they were cleaning the room regularly by fumigating (with 
formaldehyde) and UV radiations. 
 

F. Experience of the users 
 
Although it is difficult, for obvious reasons, to find all the 
consumers of the product, fortunately there was a possibility to 
contact some of them, namely, Dr. Abrehet Ghebrekidan, Dr. 
Micheal Gebrehiwot and Dr. Eyob Azeria, to give their 
experience about the EPP IV fluids they had used during the 
struggle. According to the interviews held with each of them, the 
following notes were obtained. 
 
There was no (or there was very limited) supply of normal saline 
and other basically important IV fluids and so it was difficult to 
perform proper medical activities including surgery. The shortage 
was completely solved after the EPP in Sahel started production. 
It was difficult to imagine, that drugs could be produced in that 
circumstance. People were able to believe only when they saw it 
through their eyes. The demand for IV fluids was completely 
satisfied and there was no problem reported related to the 
product. There was also strong follow-up by the pharmacists to 
ensure the proper use of drug products (Dr. Abrehet 
Ghebrekidan, personal communication, February 2013).  
 
Due to the big shortage of IV fluids at first, it was not possible to 
give IV to patients even if it was important, unless it was believed 
that the patient could not survive without it and he/she was the 
right patient for the priority. Sometimes, a single IV bag was given 
to two patients. Some patients were denied treatment due to 
shortage even when they were at the risk of dying. However, after 
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the pharmaceutical plant started production shortages were solved 
almost completely. Any patient who needs IV could freely get it. 
The construction and coordination of the production plant and its 
product was very good and competitive, not weaker in anyway 
than the present plant in the country (Dr. Micheal Gebrehiwot 
and Dr. Eyob Azeria, personal communication, March 2013).  
 

September 1, 
1961 

Launching of armed struggle 

1976 A Belgian journalist Brackman wrote a report 
about the Eritrean struggle. 

1977   
 

- Dr. Marco Dujardin and three other doctors 
went to Sahel to know more about the 
EPLF's primary health care strategies  

- Health sector or unit set in an organized way 
and pharmacy unit founded 

December 1977 Soviet Union intervention and enemy offenses 
affected the progress 

February 1978 Close to final victory and followed by strategic 
withdrawal   

1982    Initial start-up of the EPP for the production 

March 1983    The First IV fluids were produced 

1984   Manufacturing at production scale of the 
proposed dosage forms   

1986   General rearrangements and developments 
were achieved 

1986-1989   Upgrading and expansion proposal was made 

1988   A project for production of sterile gauze, 
bandage and cotton was installed  

1988-
independence 

Reached an output of 14,000 liters per year and 
the range to 8 items 

  Table 2: Chronology of major events in the Eritrean pharmaceutical struggle 
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4. Discussion 
 

A. The novelty element  
 
The Eritrean pharmacists, who were participating in the struggle, 
started the pharmaceutical manufacturing with the processes for 
manufacturing intravenous fluids, which are at the top of the most 
tedious manufacturing processes. The reason for their 
determination to start with this type of products was simply that 
their absence was representing a threat to life, not only with 
concerns to fighters, but also to the Eritrea people in general. It is 
a fact that they started by something that pharmaceutical 
production factories usually prefer not to begin with. The real 
procedure, followed in the world of pharmaceutical production, is 
that the intention of a pharmaceutical firm to manufacture 
intravenous fluids comes, if at all, only after the firm has already 
started production of other more conventional products that are 
of easier technological demands and precautions as compared to 
intravenous fluids.  
 
In addition to the concern about the technological demands and 
precautions, the step of establishing an intravenous manufacturing 
unit takes place through a joint venture and/or through a 
governmental support. Here, as an example, the case of Egyptian 
pharmaceutical industry may be pointed to. Although the 
Egyptian pharmaceutical industry started in 1939 as the first of its 
type at the regional level (Africa and Middle East), it did not go 
for production of intravenous fluids until the beginning of 1960’s. 
In fact, the establishment of the manufacturing factory of the 
intravenous fluids in Egypt took place with full support from the 
government, after the regime had decided that production of such 
products inside Egypt is a national demand that was based on 
developmental needs as well as national security reasons. 
Accordingly, the factory of intravenous fluids was established 
within the pharmaceutical company that had been developed by 
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the government itself, namely the Nile Company of 
Pharmaceuticals, which was established with the special intention 
of driving the relatively old Egyptian pharmaceutical industry 
towards a more progressive pathway (ACDIMA, 1992).  
 
Thus, regarding the establishment of the Eritrean pharmaceutical 
plant (EPP) during the struggle, which by itself is something 
unusual, the starting of production in that factory by producing 
intravenous fluids preparations is a unique achievement that may 
have no precedent, especially as it took place during the stressing 
circumstances of military struggle. 
 
A question arises, what led the Eritrean fighter pharmacists and 
their associates to dream (and to act) the way they did? Actually, 
there are indications that the Eritrean pharmacists were essentially 
shaped by the societal and cultural shapes of the Eritrean struggle 
at that time (see the introductory part). In this way they proceeded 
through: 
 

- calling for foundation of the pharmacy unit within the 
health section; 

- convincing their leadership of their ability to build the EPP; 

- choosing to start with the most needed group of product 
regardless of its technological difficulties; and  

- struggling to make the intravenous fluids manufacturing 
unit a satisfactory reality. 

 
So, it could be said that the Eritrean pharmacists succeeded to 
bring a pharmaceutical shape for the Eritrean national struggle 
(1961-1991). They were working with their full strength, as a team 
(together with other fighters), to fulfil critical techno-scientific 
demand, regardless of its difficulty. 
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B. The utilized know-how 
 
While manufacturing, in general, needs the know-how (or the 
technology), the high technological industries, like the 
pharmaceutical one, are characterized by a relatively high level of 
the needed knowledge. In fact, the manufacturing know-how in 
the case under study is not to be found in one major area. It is a 
complex or a combination of a multiple of areas of specialization. 
 
Thus, the real know-how that was achieved within (and by) the IV 
fluids manufacturing unit of EPP comprised (or came as an 
outcome of) the following. 
 
1. The macro-organizational know-how within the struggle’s 

organization, namely the EPLF: This included the inter-
relationships within the EPLF as well as the institutional 
management behaviour at the unit’s level, as a part of the 
health section. This kind of know-how is mainly humanistic in 
nature. While some practical features (or impacts) of this 
know-how may be noted in other parts of the discussion, it 
may be worth pointing here the collectiveness as the basis for 
behaviour and decision making and to the culture of criticizing 
oneself and others in front of every member of the troop. 

2. The know-how of the conduct of external support: It is 
evident that the external support was multilateral, coming from 
different organizations in different countries. It may be figured 
that sounding supports could be received from organizations 
in Sudan, Belgium, Norway and others. 

3. The management know-how within the EPP team: here, the 
quality of management was highly shaped by the loyalty of 
team members. Some of the practical features of this 
behaviour appeared as the following: 

- Self-injecting of the first produced samples of the 
intravenous fluids. A note to be emphasized is that the first 
testing injections were performed on the most senior 
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members, who included the Pharmacists group head and 
the most senior collaborator of the foreigners, a matter 
which may point to the first clinical trial in the Eritrean 
history. 

- The intention to upgrade the utilized facilities shortly after 
the start of production, as for example, installing of new 
filling machine, by the year 1986. 

- Distribution of the duty of cleaning equally to all members 
of the pharmacy unit regardless of their titles. 

4. The know-how regarding the integration between the 
manufacturer and the users, that is, the physicians and 
surgeons: As a matter of fact, this integration know-how had 
started before the construction of EPP. It was shown through 
the determination of the fighter pharmacists to create the IV 
manufacturing inside Eritrea, in spite of all kinds of difficulties. 
This determination comes through sensing the meaning that, 
due to shortage, some patients were denied treatment by IV 
fluids even if they were at the risk of dying. 

 
In addition, the fighter pharmacists, as producers of the IV fluid 
preparations, arranged for what was regarded as “strong follow 
up” in relation to the proper use of the products. This follow up 
was, in real meaning, resulting from their concern about the 
quality and efficacy of their products. So, it was reflecting the 
producers feeling of responsibility, which could be technically, 
more or less, described as post-marketing surveillance. 
 

C. The value of perfection 
 
The vital importance of perfection in the pharmaceutical industry 
is regarded as being inherited from aeronautics, where the 
intention is to work for having not more than zero defects. 
Accordingly, quality control (QC) and quality assurance (QA) 
during the manufacturing process are very basic requirements in 
the modern pharmaceutical industry. 
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While it is clear that the establishment of the EPP during the 
struggle has considered the building of well-functioning QC unit, 
it is worth-nothing that the EPP team has paid a high emphasis 
on practicing QA, although that practice was in its beginning in 
the international pharmaceutical industry at that time. The team of 
the EPP may have succeeded at that relatively early time to have 
some information about QA. The other possibility is that they 
have practiced QA through the logical feeling of its importance. 
 
The behaviours that were followed during manufacturing of the 
IV fluids and believed to have been arising from the conception 
of QA include: 
 

- the understanding from the beginning that the only option for 
guaranteeing the quality of water is “to follow the water 
treatment procedure strictly”; 

- minimization of water pumping expenses through carrying the 
one ton water tank manually, from the ground to the high 
altitude hill, thus using gravity as a pumping force. While this 
operational effort may have originated from the need to save 
energy resources and reduce expenses, yet it could be seen 
through the dimension of perfection and assurance regarding 
the total quality management (TQM); 

- emptying of the water tank every day and using the extra clean 
water for cleaning of equipment or discarding it if it is not 
needed. It is a behaviour that helped much to minimize 
contamination; and 

- assuring the control of the working environment in the QC 
room through fumigating it with formaldehyde and irradiating 
it with UV light. This is in addition to conducting laboratory 
confirmatory tests regarding the absence of micro-organisms in 
the walls or other parts of the premises. 

 
 

D. Knowledge management   
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When the thinking as well as the preparatory steps for the EPP 
was already going on, i.e., in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, the 
expression of knowledge management had not yet been in use. It 
is a fact that coining of a new expression usually comes after 
starting the practice that may stand and progress with time and 
hence need to be titled by specially designed term. Also, the 
coining of a new expression may arise from the need for having a 
certain approach (or technique or a process) that was not known 
before, or there was no need previously to do it. So, it may be 
considered that, in spite of not knowing the discipline of 
knowledge management during the late 1970’s and beginning of 
1980’s in a formal way, as it was not yet known by the public by 
that time, yet, the fighter pharmacists, same like others, had 
sensed (and responded to) the needs for what was later on termed 
as knowledge management. 
 
Accordingly, if knowledge management is considered as a way to 
react optimally with the performance, prediction and challenges, 
then it could be regarded that Eritrean fighter pharmacists have 
approached the building up and upgrading of their Eritrean 
pharmaceutical factory on sound basis of knowledge management. 
 
This could be seen in the following: 
 

- not starting manufacturing before the full satisfaction about 
the knowledge of the manufacturing processes and the 
adjacent circumstances. The attitudes towards achieving 
certainty led to having one of the senior pharmacists go to 
Sudan three times in order to assure certain needed 
information from those through whom the technology was 
transferred; 

- achieving general rearrangements and developments by the 
year 1986, i.e., three years after starting manufacturing, where 
most of the apparatus were replaced by new and advanced 
instruments; 
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- facing the shortage of trained personnel through training some 
fighters who were working in other areas, such as nursing 
(operation room staff). The training given was successful in 
developing them as pharmacy technicians; and 

- planning for the future: such planning consisted of not only a 
plan for qualitative and quantitative expansion of the 
manufactured products, but also a plan for the integrative use 
of the traditional medicine and the conventional 
pharmaceuticals. In this regard, a research and development 
process started by seeking the analysis and evaluation of certain 
herbal medicines in foreign countries, an intention that was 
commendable as an attitude, although it did not work as 
planned. 

 
E. Meanings and lessons 

 
The following possible meanings and lessons may be deduced 
from the reported findings: 
 

- The struggle circumstances were not at all taken as a reason to 
delay or postpone developmental steps. Instead, they were the 
driving force for achieving the developmental demands, among 
which the establishment of EPP was a model. 

- In spite of the limited resources and of the circumstances and 
the stresses of the struggle condition, the international 
standards were not overlooked during the establishment and 
running of the EPP. Moreover, limitation of resources was 
generally faced through creative performances, having the use 
of gravity as pumping force, as an example. 

- Certain struggle morals have probably played a magic role in 
overcoming the difficulties. Examples include the  culture of 
criticizing oneself and others in front of every member of the 
troop, as well as the distribution of the physical duties, that 
may look as low societal rank duties (such as cleaning), equally 
among all members, regardless of their titles. 
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- The ability of “working together (collectively)” was a natural 
mechanism to satisfy the needs. An important representing 
model was the collaboration seen by pharmacists and other 
professionals (engineers, metal and wood work technicians, 
physicians, nurses and others) regarding use and efficacy of the 
IV fluids. 

- Maximizing of the intellectual understandings and assessments 
to the extent of assuring the quality at a time where QA was 
not known or on its very early beginning stage. 

- Perfection as a value that minimizes costs and losses and 
allows creativity.  

- High enthusiastic use of knowledge and arriving to new 
knowledge through reacting positively to the points of 
ignorance. That is, through practicing transparent dialogues 
that brings mutual understandings and access to the already 
available experiences, either from literature or through transfer 
of technology. 

- Early consideration of the demands for research: this was 
evident through the struggle time, reported thinking about (and 
planning for) conducting research on the Eritrean traditional 
medicine and the integration of using the conventional 
medicine with the traditional ones. Although nothing was done 
in this direction, as no positive answer was received regarding 
the herbal samples that were sent for analysis outside of 
Eritrea, yet the intelligent point was the realization of the value 
of pharmaceutical research. However, as little was done in this 
direction even after two decades of independence, it is highly 
desirable that such studies be basically conducted inside Eritrea 
and, not be dependent on sending samples abroad. The main 
reasons for the preference of having the basic execution of the 
studies on traditional drugs inside Eritrea, include: first, the 
preservation of the originality of the investigations to be done 
and originality of their outcomes and, second, the concern 
about the ownership of the intellectual property rights (IPRs), 
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where the optimal benefit should return to the Eritrean people 
and the Eritrean researchers. 

- Research and development: as pharmaceutical industry is 
known to be science (or research) based industry, the positive 
attitude that had been tried by the pharmacy unit towards 
research and development during the struggle is 
understandable and is highly appreciable despite its limited 
progress. Accordingly, the question now is whether Azel 
Pharmaceutical Company, as the sole pharmaceutical company 
in the country, can bring out the struggle time initiated demand 
for pharmaceutical research and development into a promising 
practice. 

 
5. Conclusion 
 
The success of the Eritreans to establish their pharmaceutical 
plant during the struggle is a fact. Novelty of the distinguished 
invention was to the extent that the established Eritrean 
pharmaceutical plant (EPP) had started its production activity by 
producing IV fluid preparations, for which the technology of 
production and quality assurance is relatively tedious. The 
established EPP contributed significantly to the Eritrean people’s 
needs of conventional pharmaceutical preparations (e.g., tablets, 
capsules, ointments, etc.). The produced IV fluid preparations 
played a significant role in helping surgeons to conduct needed 
operations and in saving the lives of patients. 
 
As an achievement during the struggle time, the EPP success tells 
the following: 
 

- It is a model of national creativity that was born out of 
necessity and demands. 

- The standards of the achieved creative work, namely 
establishment and running of EPP, was coping with 
international ones and was not subjected to any minimization 
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or any waiving of requirements, in spite of the scarcity of 
resources as well as the severe struggle circumstances. 

- As a model, the EPP provides meanings and lessons that 
cannot be overlooked. The proper consideration of these 
meanings and lessons can be of high intellectual supportive 
value to the momentum of progress and development in 
Eritrea and in the rest of the least developed and developing 
countries.  

- The establishment and running of the EPP during the struggle 
time was highly shaped by the people’s will and the struggle 
culture and morals they had developed. It illustrates the 
potential of the people’s determination as a learning frame for 
the national elite. 
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Educational needs of elementary school students and its 
implications to initial teacher education programs 

 
Berhane Demoz 

 
Abstract 

 
This article is extracted from an extensive research conducted on initial 
teacher education (ITE) at national level in 2010. It exposes the 
implications of the educational needs of elementary school (ES) children 
to initial elementary school teachers‟ education (IESTE) programs by 
exploring how far ES children are satisfied about their teachers in our 
schools. It deals with the essential diversity of the backgrounds of ES 
children and their educational needs. It also tries to examine the main 
views of the relevant education community on the roles of essential 
partners (with more focus on the role of teachers) in satisfying the 
educational needs of ES children. The viewpoints captured from the ES 
students have plainly and critically offered what the school system will 
be demanded to do in preparing effective ES teachers by obtaining 
information from students about their teachers in terms of what they 
appreciate about, disapprove of and expect from their teachers. Satisfying the 
educational needs of ES children requires the presence of adequate and 
proficient teachers. Thus, determining the optimum amount of quality 
teachers is a very strategic decision in implementing the demanding ES 
curricula, especially in Grade 1 (G1), accompanied by a serious decision 
on school development matters through an appropriate blend of 
decentralized management at various levels of the school system.  

 
1. Introduction  
 

The article discusses the significance of the educational needs of 
elementary school (ES) children on initial elementary school 
teachers‟ education (IESTE) programs. It approaches the 
importance of the educational needs of ES children by trying to:  

 

- explore how far ES children are satisfied about their teachers;  

- observe the implications of children's educational needs on 
IESTE; and  
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- look at the views and roles of vital partners in satisfying 
children's educational needs in elementary schools. 

 
The research was conducted in 27 sub-regions1 selected 
purposefully with the regional leadership of the education offices. 
The 31 sample schools were located at 18 villages and 11 cities 
and towns. All local languages of instruction were included except 
Bidhaawyeet (Hedareb) where there was only one school in 2010 
using the language as a medium of instruction.  
 
Hence, the article attempts to relate the educational needs of ES 
children with IESTE from the perspective of the research 
participants. Micro, meso and macro level participants in the ES 
school system shared their views that can be grouped into ten 
categories. The interview participants included 58 teachers, 31 
school heads, 20 PTA members, 29 sub-regional education office 
leadership members, 16 regional education division leaders, 27 
Asmara Teacher Education Institute (ATEI) educators and 
management members, 17 (Ministry of Education (MoE) experts, 
and 4 former2 teacher education (TE) leaders. Questionnaire 
participants involved 369 Grade 5 (G5) students from 31 schools 
in all the six regions, 35 student teachers (STs) at ATEI in 2010, 
155 teachers in the 31 schools, and 30 school leadership members.  
 
The extensive interviews were based on seven interview 
instruments of which all the items were open-ended prepared for 
in-depth discussions. Most interviews were individually 
administered. The interviews with the ATEI educators were 
organized in departmental focus groups. Interviews at school level 
were conducted in six local languages that varied among the 
respondents. All were discussed in local languages and transcribed 
by the researcher and pertinent MoE and College experts in the 

                                                      
1 There are 58 sub-regions in the country. 
2 including the respected late Kegnazmatch Assfeha Kahsay. 
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respective local languages. The four types of questionnaires were 
completed at school or institution level. The questionnaires for 
schools were prepared in eight of the nine local languages. The 
questionnaire for student teachers (STs) was in English. 
Questionnaires too were completed in local languages and 
transcribed by the researcher and pertinent MoE and College 
experts. 
 
Assisted by the strength of MS Excel, the researcher entered and 
organized the large data obtained from the interviews and 
questionnaires respectively according to the research questions. 
The data was organized along the emerging themes and issues in 
the process of conducting the research in the MS Excel 
environment in numerous tables and unique graphics like the 
radar charts. The analysis of the ground research was hence first 
drafted and redrafted through comprehensively comparing and 
contrasting the primary and secondary data sources, tabulating 
and graphing them, and exploring their pattern and meaning 
before converting them into educational themes for ITE.  
 
2. Shared roles in satisfying the educational needs of ES 

children 
  
Effort to satisfy the educational needs of ES children is a 
concerted undertaking of pertinent stakeholders and quality 
education for all is a "joint and shared commitment of all 
stakeholders…[and]…should be based on the principles of open 
partnership and consensus among the beneficiaries, the local and 
international communities, organizations, and the government 
with sufficient reference to national priorities, sharing of 
experience, mutual understanding and joint responsibility" (MoE, 
2008:22). The school system should take the main charge in 
nurturing such a partnership and that a little slip from such a 
partnership in the effective running of ESs can really have a great 
negative impact not only on the effectiveness of the ESs but also 
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on all the subsequent levels of the educational system in the 
country. Accordingly, the role of teachers in such a partnership is 
highly valued and that all stakeholders should strongly and 
consistently support the role of teachers as a strategic resource for 
ensuring the quality of education right at the early stages of 
teacher selection, initial teacher preparation, and integration of 
teachers in the school system.  
 

A. Teachers‟ role in satisfying the educational needs of ES 
children 

 
There is a clarion call for innovative transformation among 
educators everywhere, especially in the elementary schools, as the 
most crucial stage in the development of human beings 
(UNESCO, 2005:18). Moreover, an ever increasing pressure in the 
world in general and in Eritrea in particular is the diverse 
educational needs of diverse groups of students in their early 
education. The situation is becoming more and more compelling 
as schools need to cater both for the collective and the individual 
educational needs of every child if education is to be qualitatively 
successful. As the main responsibility for satisfying the 
educational needs of children falls on teachers in ESs, preparing 
teachers with adequate initial knowledge, skills, and dispositions to 
work successfully in such diverse cultural, linguistic, and ethnic 
backgrounds becomes more and more critical (Cochran-Smith 
and Zeichner, 2005:20). Eritrea and its elementary school system 
is a characteristic example. “Schools and education systems must 
accept that teachers‟ knowledge frames and belief structures are 
the filters through which their practices, strategies, actions, 
interpretations, and decisions are made” (ibid, 2) and that one of 
the best occasions to positively influence such dispositions is to 
make ITE programs highly effective. Understanding the issue of 
diversity among teachers should not be based on casual 
observations and trial and error but on sound theoretical and 
practical experiences (ibid, 24). This has a major implication on 



Berhane Demoz 
 

99 

how school systems should think and care about equity, justice, 
and students‟ opportunities in a diverse society (McDiarmid and 
Clevenger-Bright, 2008).  
 
The MoE has also stressed "the importance of addressing the 
learning needs of specific groups of the society as part of a more 
systematic and coherent program of human resources 
development" (2001:12). Situation of student enrolment in the 
remote rural areas in the country in 2009 indicated that there were 
about 120 schools which had enrolment of less than 160 students 
and many other Complementary Basic Education learning centres 
for out-off-school children. Though the MoE introduced multi-
grade teaching in 2005, the challenge of developing teachers for 
such diverse schools and children still persists (ATEI, 2009: 1). 
“The nomadic and semi-nomadic lifestyle of a significant size of 
the population poses a special challenge in the equitable spread of 
[quality] education” (MoE, 2007:3) especially for the females. 
Students in such situations are more likely to be served by less 
professionally educated teachers in poorly resourced schools and 
inevitably with very low success rates (Grossman et al., 2008). 

 
Three strategic aspects of ITE can help in essentially decoding the 
core components of teacher preparation for ESs: moral and 
democratic modelling, curriculum differentiation and students‟ 
response, and student achievement as an indicator of educational 
need.  

 
i. Moral and democratic modelling  

 
According to Gillette and Schultz (2008: 235), ITE is critical in 
developing essential components of teachers‟ vision for social 
justice through profoundly understanding the role of the 
curriculum, foundational studies in education, and moral impulse 
by developing:  
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- the capacity to envision the curriculum as a means of 
emancipation and powerfully engaging the learners in 
deconstructing the traditional power of the classroom;  

- the foundation aspects of education in helping teachers 
connect their role in the classroom to diverse historical, 
philosophical, socio-cultural, and political dimensions of 
education; and  

- the curriculum and foundational studies as “entrée” to 
understanding democratic, emancipatory, and community 
oriented impulses to do away with conventional practices that 
do not lead to equitable and quality educational outcomes.   

 
Similarly, Gollnick has argued that “many teacher educators, 
multiculturalists and critical theorists believe that teachers must 
understand the power dimension of society as well as the culture 
and prior experiences of students, their families, and communities 
to help all students learn and become active participants in a 
democracy” (2008:249; emphasis in original). In the same way 
Hansen (2008:12) has enumerated that teachers need to 
understand: the psychological, social, and cultural aspects of 
students learning and conduct, the logical and substantive aspects 
of subject matter, the social, moral and intellectual, even aesthetic 
dimensions of interaction in classroom and schools, the politics of 
parent-teacher, teacher-administrator, and teacher-teacher 
relations in the school setting, and the cultivation and articulation 
of perspective on today‟s rapidly changing world with its 
economic, technological, and environmental challenges and 
prospects. 
 
Consequently, TE establishments should put more emphasis on 
the educational needs of school children. In this regard, there was 
a need to allow defining a stronger common spirit of enthusiasm 
and devotion toward the teaching profession among teachers 
(Musset, 2010) because quality teaching brings children into 
school and keeps them there (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 
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2006). Lipcon agrees to these contentions by saying "good 
teachers have great power to inspire students to strive for success, 
or make ideas come alive in the classroom, and to respond to a 
wide range of student needs" (2008, 540). In the Eritrean context, 
teachers are expected to combine learner-centred and interactive 
pedagogy (LCIP) that requires the following qualities (MoE, 
2005a:32): 
 

- learners‟ experience is used when something new is presented 
in order to facilitate learning; 

- learners are expected to construct their own knowledge; 

- learners are guided to solve their own problems; 

- learning is sequenced to be challenging but manageable for the 
learner; 

- direct „hands on‟ experiences is crucial for quality learning; 

- the classroom atmosphere is democratic and friendly; 

- learning is often done cooperatively; 

- the learning results are owned by the learner; and  

- the teacher facilitates learning.  
 

ii. Curriculum differentiation and students response  
 
Teachers‟ ability to contextualize, enrich or differentiate the 
curriculum by adapting the teaching-learning process to the 
diverse ability levels of the students in one class (UNESCO, 2004) 
highly depends on their professional reflection, which in turn 
decidedly depends on the quality of their professional education 
and exposure. “In curriculum differentiation it is important to 
realize that ultimately the needs, abilities, interests, backgrounds, 
teaching-learning styles influence the teachers and how their 
students learn” (UNESCO, 2004:17). 
 
Students learn more effectively when they are interested and 
engaged in their learning. “Interest refers to how receptive and 
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engaged the student is in learning more about the topic, concept 
or skill” (UNESCO, 2004:25-26) and often their interest depends 
on their strengths or intelligence or on whether the topic or skill 
at hand stimulates them (ibid). Teachers can value students‟ base 
of interests and bents through close contact with their students 
and pertinent stakeholders. Parenthetically, understanding the 
learning profile of their students greatly helps teachers in 
identifying how to learn, and thus capture the strength of their 
students‟ important aspects that affect teaching and student 
learning such as gender, culture, learning style, linguistic 
preferences, and various abilities (UNESCO, 2004). “If we accept 
that all students are different, we need to recognize that their 
styles of learning are also different” (ibid). This is generally 
referred to as the recognition of Multiple Intelligences by Gardner 
(1993). 

 
iii. Student achievement as an indicator of educational needs  

 
During the last 15 years, studies in learning achievements 
conducted by the MoE witnessed that the educational needs of 
ES children are far from fulfilled. Three such studies were 
Monitoring Learning Achievement (MLA) 2001, Reading Survey 
2002,3 and MLA II (MoE, 2009). The MLA 2001 survey engaged 
Grade 3 (G3) and G5 students in four learning areas of the 
respective mother tongues (MT), mathematics, English and 
general knowledge (DGE,4 2002:2-3). The results included: 
 

- at national level the Minimum Mastery Level (MML) target, 
where 80 percent of the learners should have attained at least 
50 percent in each learning area, has not been achieved. The 
highest percentages attained in MML in MT literacy were only 

                                                      
3 Published in 2005 by the MoE. 
4 Department of General Education of the MoE. 
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72.8 percent and 73.3 percent of G3 and G5 students 
respectively;  

- Males surpassed females, town schools outperformed village 
schools, and government schools outshined private schools in 
G3 and vice-versa in G5; and  

- The mean scores in the learning areas were generally low while 
the highest score was in MT (G3 60.9 percent, and G5 58.4 
percent). 

 
What was distressing also was that “the ability [of the students] to 
successfully find solutions with no previous knowledge of the 
solution path and their ability to apply scientific thinking to every 
day problem are very low” (DGE, 2002: 27). The MLA 2001 
report underlined that studies after studies worldwide have shown 
that the teaching–learning interface entirely depends on teachers 
(Ibid, 52).  
 
The Reading Survey 2002 also came up with the following 
findings on the skill of students in MT languages (MoE, 2005b: 
xxv): 
 

- progress in learning to read in G1 was especially poor (about 
67 percent); 

- in G3 a group of 5-10 percent students make a little progress in 
learning to read; 

- at all levels basic learning skills (reading rate, accuracy, and 
comprehension) are somewhat weak; and 

- teachers receive minimal and sometimes no instruction in how 
to teach reading in MT.  

 
The Reading Survey 2002 also came up with several disquieting 
findings in that the reading skills in G3 and G5 were quite weak, 
at the end of G5 less than 15 percent of the students appear to 
have control in written and spoken English, their ability to use 
English for academic purposes was especially limited, female 
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students lagged behind the males consistently especially in G5, 
and, disappointingly the ability of English teachers in general was 
tremendously inadequate. The foundational recommendation 
provided by the Reading Survey 2002 was that a major overhaul 
of G1 MT instruction should be supplemented by a 
recommendation to revolutionize the teacher training program 
because “teachers cannot educate children beyond the level of 
their own knowledge and skills” (MoE, 2005b:xxvii).  
 
The report also added that “teachers are minimally prepared for 
their jobs especially for work in G1” (MoE, 2005b:328) and that 
ITE should be radically transformed. Equally, the Survey assessed 
that “at the end of G5 children are about where they should be at 
the end of G3 and one of the main reasons is minimally trained 
teachers” (MoE, 2005b: xxvi-vi). The Survey also underscored 
that the foundation of good education is good teaching and that 
weak foundation for primary education is laid in G1 mainly due to 
the serious deficit of qualified teachers. “If teachers are not well 
prepared, the best materials, facilities, and administration a 
country can muster will do little to improve the quality of the 
educational outcomes” (MoE, 2005b: xxvii).  
 
The MLA II report of 2009 was administered to G3 and G5 
students in the core learning areas of MT languages, English, and 
Mathematics (MoE, 2009: xvi). The report stipulated that though 
an encouraging development in literacy in the MTs was revealed 
the students achieved poorly in English and Mathematics. The 
main conclusion of the survey was that most of the students in 
ESs did not reach the competency levels established by the 
National Curriculum and that many factors account for this low 
level of achievement. Some of the critical recommendations that 
could greatly improve the situation were: ensure the quality of 
new teachers, improve the qualifications of existing teachers, and 
secure professional school heads (MoE, 2009: xxii). 
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Likewise, Irene Psifidou revealed that many research findings 
identified teachers as the most important actors that invariably 
influenced the quality of education in schools, “yet in Europe 
there are concerns that teachers are ill-prepared, overly underpaid, 
inefficiently trained, and inadequately supported in terms of 
education and training, access to teaching materials, and basic 
conditions for teaching, learning and research” (2010: 12). For 
Psifidou, the quality of education can be ensured if decision 
makers develop policies that support the professional 
development of teachers both at initial stages and continuing 
stages. Accordingly, she determines that teachers‟ professional 
development is a lifelong process that starts at ITE and ends at 
retirement. 
 
Organizing around quality, then, is an expression of professional 
expertise, captured by two issues: (1) advocating for and 
participating in the debate on standards for student achievement, 
and (2) establishing and maintaining standards of professional 
practice (Koppich and Kerchner as cited in Darling-Hammond 
and Sykes, 1999: 321-322).  
 
The logic is that, “students must think in order to learn; teachers 
must understand that students must think in order to learn; 
understanding that students must think in order to learn requires a 
major transformation in teachers‟ belief and knowledge; teachers 
must think in order to learn to understand through time, 
provocations, and support in transforming their beliefs and 
knowledge; and teachers learning to transform their experience 
require encouraging policy environment that prove effective 
promotion of content and pedagogies” (Thompson and Zeuli, 
1999: 364).  
 
Thus “teachers are expected to prepare all students for thinking 
work: framing problems; finding, integrating, and synthesizing 
information; creating new solutions; learning on their own; and 
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working cooperatively” (Darling-Hammond and Sykes, 1999:191) 
to become more thoughtful learners. Further, “if all citizens are to 
be prepared for a democratic engagement on an equal footing, 
teachers in many schools will need to create new conditions for 
learning that provide more equal access to challenging curriculum 
and more engagement in decision making” (Darling-Hammond 
and Snowden, 2005:170). Starting along these lines, Lipcon poses 
an insightful query to policy makers by saying “wouldn‟t any 
profession - especially one charged with educating the next 
generation, need and want to attract men and women with strong 
educational background” (2008: 540; emphasis in original). 
 
The government declared the need for transforming the Eritrean 
education system in 2002 and committed itself to make all 
necessary changes in developing the human resources necessary 
for the modern world by taking the international EFA goals as the 
main objectives (MoE, 2008:1). The depth and scope of the 
transformation is fairly organized across important educational 
areas. However, the need for deep transformation of TE 
especially at the primary level did not clearly stand out in the 
document issued to guide the transformation of ITE.  
 
3. Students’ reflections about the performance of their 

teachers 
 
Keeping in mind the insights from the literature highlighted 
above, this section of the article discusses the educational needs of 
ES students portrayed by the G5 students in the sample schools 
in the study. It demonstrates the reflections of the G5 students‟ 
about the performance of their teachers in mainly three aspects of 
their observation captured by five items of a questionnaire. These 
were:  
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- how many teachers the G5 students had;  

- how many of these teachers were good at helping them learn in 
G5;  

- what they appreciated about their effective teachers; 

- what they disapproved about their ineffective teachers; and  

- what they expected their teachers to become in order to satisfy 
their educational needs. 

 
The first two questions paved way to the ensuing three qualitative 
questions with the intention to fairly assess how many of their 
teachers try to satisfy their educational needs. This was important 
for the research in obtaining a foretaste for the three subsequent 
viewpoints of the G5 students. Thus, the views of the G5 
students have provided the research initiative with adequate facts 
on the extent of the satisfaction of the educational needs of ES 
children. 
 
During the administration of the questionnaire, an important 
information firmly established among all the students was that 
they should report the number of their teachers in G5 singularly, 
meaning that they should not double-count the teachers who 
teach them more than one subject. Accordingly, the students 
reported that the number of their teachers in G5 varied from 
three to seven. About 52 percent of the students (equally shared 
out in eight rural and eight urban schools) in the sample reported 
that they had 5 teachers. About 20 percent of the students (again 
equally shared out in three rural and urban schools) in the sample 
reported to have 6 teachers. Students who reported to have three 
or seven teachers were respectively 13 percent each and only 2 
percent of the students in one rural school reported to have 3 
teachers. The average number of teachers in G5 was five (see 
Table 1).  
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G5 teachers G5 students 
Rural 
schools 

Urban 
schools 

Total 
schools 

3 9 1 - 1 
4 48 3 1 4 
5 192 8 8 16 
6 72 3 3 6 
7 48 1 3 4 

Total 369 16 15 31 
 Table 1: Number of teachers in G5 in the rural and urban schools 

 

The ratio of the schools located in rural to urban sites who 
reported to have four teachers was 3:1 respectively. Inversely, the 
ratio of the schools located in rural to urban sites who reported to 
have seven teachers was 1:3 respectively indicating that the 
number of schools that could have more teachers were located in 
urban areas. The situation was more vivid in one of the rural 
schools where the students reported to have only three teachers.  
 
The specification of the G5 students on the number of teachers 
may suggest the following critical questions in as far as the 
satisfaction of their educational needs is concerned:  
 

- how many teachers are adequate to satisfy the educational 
needs of ES children by grade? 

- if there is inadequate number of teachers in ESs and teachers 
are teaching more than one subject, how many effective 
teachers do the students (several teachers for a class, multi-
grade class, single-teacher single class, and so forth) need to 
learn effectively? 

- how far can the presence of ineffective teachers, if at all, be 
tolerated in ESs? 

 
The G5 students responded to another simple question on how 
many of their teachers were helping them to learn effectively (in 
their own language, how many of their teachers were 'good'). 
Table 2 shows the summary of their responses. In Table 2 the 
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students who said they were happy about every* teacher were 
indicated by the following figures (see Table 2): about 44 percent 
of the students reported to have 3 teachers; about 23 percent 
reported to have 4 teachers; about 26 percent 5 teachers; about 26 
percent 6 teachers; and about 8 percent of the students reported 
to have 7 teachers. 
 
Thus, the students who reported to have been happy about every 
teacher in G5 were only about 24 percent. The general trend was 
that as the quantity of teachers in G5 increases, the incidence of 
disappointment of the students also increases. Their 
disappointment was thus directly proportional to the increase in 
the number of teachers. One simple but crucial meaning derived 
from this is that the quality of teachers is more important to 
satisfy the educational needs of ES children than the quantity of 
teachers in the ESs and that very few teachers in ES were 
satisfying the learning needs of ES children.  
 
 Number of teachers appreciated by the students  Total 

Teachers One Two Three Four Five Six Seven students 

3 2 3 4*     9 

4 1 16 20 11*    48 

5 4 33 64 42 49*   192 

6 1 6 17 17 12 19*  72 

7 0 2 10 14 10 8 4* 48 

Total 8 60 115 84 71 27 4 369 
 Table 2: Approval of G5 students about their teachers by count 

 

The need for quality teachers in ES can also be clearly seen in 
Table 3 where the female students were in most cases more 
disappointed by their teachers than the male students. A good 
display was that the male students who reported to have been 
happy about every teacher in their G5 class were about 26 percent 
while the female students who reported to have been happy about 
every teacher in their G5 class were less than 21 percent. 
 



JOURNAL OF ERITREAN STUDIES [VOL. VII, NO. 1, 2014] 

 

110 

 Number of teachers appreciated by the students  Total 

Teachers One Two Three Four Five Six Seven students 

3 1 1 1     3 

4 0 9 6 6    21 

5 3 19 23 26 19   90 

6 0 4 11 9 4 9  37 

7 0 2 4 5 5 7 1 24 

Total 4 35 45 46 28 16 1 175 
 Table 3: Approval of female G5 students of their teachers by count 

 
A. What do effective teachers accomplish? 

 
The students were innocently blunt in calling their teachers either 
„good‟ or „bad‟ but for the sake of this discussion the terms 
„effective‟ or „ineffective‟ respectively will be used. Thus, the 
opportunity given to the students to describe their effective 
teachers was to write briefly what the effective teachers do in a 
limited space (five lines listed „a‟ to „e‟). On the average students 
completed 2-3 lines even though students from the urban schools 
provided more responses in count as compared to the students in 
rural schools.   
 
The observations of the G5 students on the strength of their 
teachers can be viewed in about 42 sub-issues. These 42 sub-
issues can be condensed into eight major issues or categories as 
indicated in Table 4. In Table 4 the major issues are listed 
according to descending order of occurrence in the opinion of the 
students to show the significance of the students‟ views about the 
issues to their educational needs. Table 4 also shows:  
 

- the number of sub-issues each major issue contained in the 
opinion of the students; 

- the frequency of the occurrence of the opinion of the students; 
and 
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- the occurrence of the major issues to the educational needs of 
the students in percent. 

 
In all the six regions the eight major educational issues have been 
observed by the students showing that there was a great 
consistency of the educational needs of the students in all the 
regions. However, there were variations in the views of the 
students in terms of their specific number of observations on the 
strength of their teachers within the same major issue or category. 
The lowest range of the specificity (sub-issues) of their 
observation by region was 17 while the highest level was 29. 
Regardless of the range, though, all the major issues observed by 
all G5 students in all the regions were similar signifying that the 
observations of the strength of their teachers were similar in all 
the regions.  
 

Issue   Sub-issues Frequency Frequency in % 

01. Pedagogy 3 312 35 

02. Upbringing* 8 200 22 

03. Commitment  10 170 19 

04. Assessment 3 91 10 

05. Subject matter 9 89 10 
06. Individual traits 7 36 04 

07. Co/extra-curriculum 1 3 00 

08. Parents 1 3 00 

Total  42 904 100 
*Teachers treating students with care  
Table 4: G5 students‟ observation on the strength of their teachers 

 
Though several analytic explanations can be derived, their 
observation about their effective teachers implied three aspects 
and levels of the students‟ educational needs:  

- that they valued the capacity of their teachers to support their 
learning and understanding of the various ES subject matters 
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in terms of teaching methods, handling of students, and the 
level of obligation towards their duty (issues 1-3 in Table 4); 

- that they merited the close follow up (assessment), the 
command of the subject matter, and the individual behaviours 
of their teachers (issues 4-6 in Table 4); and  

- that they gave less significance to the strength of their teachers 
in co/extra-curricular activities and the teachers‟ relationships 
with their parents (issues 7 and 8 in Table 4). 

 
Though these observations can be analyzed in multiple ways 
again, each observation is essential in developing sound IESTE 
programs. The messages of the children are however very 
penetrating in that they need multiple educational attentions from 
their teachers. Table 5 provides examples of observations of the 
students. The brief, informant and serious sentences in Table 5 
include the remarks of observant six different students in the six 
regions. Their observations also convey the message on how the 
students can intensely describe their good teachers. 
 
They are always in time 
They follow us in class closely  
They make us work on various activities 
They have good relation with us 

Tell us to write well  
Tell us to study seriously 
Correct our work with interest 
Tell us to sit properly 

Enter the class with discipline  
Say good morning to us everyday 
Ask us to collect our works everyday 
Explain their subject well 
Say goodbye when they leave class 

Help us understand their subject 
well 
Give us work after providing good 
explanations 
They are tidy at all their work 

Come to class on time 
Correct our works in time 
Explain their subjects well 
Meet with parents to talk about us  

Encourage us in getting good 
marks  
Give us all the information we 
need  
Give us confidence in every way  

Table 5: Examples of G5 students‟ observations about the strength of teachers5 

                                                      
5 Names of regions have been omitted. 
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What do ineffective teachers do? 
 
The students were also asked to describe their ineffective teachers. 
Here too they wrote briefly what the ineffective teachers do in a 
limited space listed „a‟ to „e‟. On the average, the students 
completed 2 of the 5 lines. The same as in their description of 
their effective teachers, students in the urban schools provided 
more number of responses as compared to the students in rural 
schools.   
 
The observations of the students on the weakness of their 
teachers can be looked at in about 43 sub-issues, which again can 
be reduced into nine major issues or categories as indicated in 
Table 6. The categories are listed in descending order to indicate 
the implication of the students‟ views to their educational needs. 
Table 6 also shows all the elements Table 5 has (strength of 
teachers) to allow comparison of the students‟ views about the 
strengths and weaknesses of their teachers.  
 
In all the six regions eight similar major educational issues have 
been observed by the students showing that there is a great 
regularity of the educational needs of the students among all the 
regions but variations occur in the views of the students in terms 
of their specific observations of the weaknesses of their teachers 
within the same major issue or category. The lowest range of the 
specificity (sub-issues) of the number of observation by region 
was 20 while the highest was 26. In the ineffectiveness of their 
teachers too, all the major issues observed by the students were 
similar in all the regions suggesting that the observation of the 
weaknesses of their teachers were consistent. At this point as well, 
the students‟ observation about their ineffective teachers can be 
observed in mainly three positions as related to their educational 
needs:  
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- that the students explained their disapproval about the abilities 
of their teachers to support their learning in terms of using 
inappropriate teaching methods, low level of obligation 
towards their duty, and faulty handling of students (issues 1-3 
in Table 6); 

- they criticized the low level of knowledge of their teachers on 
subject matter, the infrequent follow up they experienced 
during learning (assessment), and some unpleasant individual 
behaviours of their teachers (issues 4-6 in Table 6); and  

- they had also concerns about the low living conditions of their 
teachers that may distract the teachers‟ attention from 
performing their duties (issue 8 in Table 6).  

 

Issue Sub-issues Frequency Frequency in % 

01. Pedagogy 2 206 28 

02. Commitment 13 168 22 

03. Upbringing 10 149 20 

04. Subject matter 7 121 16 

05. Assessment 3 57 8 

06. Individual traits 6 40 5 

07. Co/extra-curriculum 1 3 0 

08. Living condition 1 1 0 

Total   43 745 100 
Table 6: G5 students‟ observations on the weaknesses of their teachers 

 
As related to their educational needs, the students‟ observations 
about the ineffectiveness of their teachers can be examined in 
various lanes. All their observations are thus crucial in developing 
firm and relevant IESTE programs. Table 7 provides examples of 
the terse critiques of six students from the six regions. It is not 
difficult to see that each student has not only multiple critiques 
but also raises crucial issues in the teaching-learning process that 
are highly related to their educational needs and very relevant for 
developing and sustaining IESTE programs. 
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They do not observe us with care 
They do not help us to their best 
capacity 
They do not look at us equally 

They do not know their subjects much 
They are not interested in their work 
They do not push us to learn 

They do not explain their subject 
well 
We do not learn a lot from them 
They prepare very difficult exams 

They do not teach us well 
They do not have sense of humour 
They hit us 
They come late to class  

They are not responsible teachers 
They do not teach us well 
They think we are weak students 

They do not follow our learning well 
They do not allow us to participate in 
activities 
They do not explain their subjects well 

Table 7: Examples of G5 student‟ observations about the weaknesses of their 
teachers 

 
Students‟ expectation of their teachers‟ competence 
 
The students were also asked to express what they expect their 
teachers to do in order to support them in their studies. On the 
average the students completed 2-3 of the five lines. Here too, the 
account of what they expect their teachers should do was more in 
the urban schools than in the rural schools. Similarly, their 
portrayals of their ideal teachers can be recapped into 51 sub-
issues that in turn may be classified into ten major issues or 
categories as indicated in Table 8. Table 8 lists the major issues in 
descending order to point towards the implication of the students‟ 
vision of the qualities of their expected teachers. Again, Table 8 
also shows all the qualities in Tables 4 and 6 (effective and 
ineffective teachers respectively) to allow comparison of the 
students‟ views about the strengths, the weaknesses, and qualities 
of their dream teachers.  
 
In all the six regions all the ten major educational issues the 
students related to their dream teachers were still regular with 
variations in the sub-issues they have listed. The lowest range of 
the number of the specificity (sub-issues) of their observation by 
region was 27 while the highest level was 34. In their imaginings 
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of effective teachers, same issues were observed by the students in 
all the regions revealing that their visions of their ideal teachers 
were by far more similar than the actual strengths and weaknesses 
of the teachers among the regions. This may be because in the 
latter two inquiries (strengths and weaknesses) they were 
describing actual realities, which obviously differed from school to 
school. In contrast, they were trying to visualize an ideal teacher in 
the third inquiry where there is great likelihood for similar mental 
pictures of their dream teachers.  
 
The students‟ expectation can be illustrated in about five levels. 
The students wished for their teachers to:  

- become highly committed to them and their duty with great 
proficiency on methods of teaching (issues 1 and 2 in Table 8); 

- have good skills in treating them with responsibility and affection (issue 
3);  

- have high mastery of the subject matter accompanied by consistent 
assessment mechanisms (issues 4 and 5); 

- have exemplary personal qualities worth copying (issues 6);  

- have close contact with their parents (issues 7); and  

- have good living conditions.  
 

Issue Sub-issues Frequency Percent 

01. Commitment 14 213 26 

02. Pedagogy 3 200 24 
03. Upbringing 11 157 19 

04. Subject matter 9 106 13 
05. Assessment 3 76 9 

06. Individual traits 7 38 5 
07. Parents 1 14 2 

08. Living condition 1 6 1 
09. Relationship 1 6 1 

10. Co/extra-curriculum 1 2 0 

Total 51 818 100 
Table 8: G5 students‟ expectations from their teachers 
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The students‟ wishes seem to assume the proxy of the realities 
they observe among their committed and non-committed 
teachers. Thus their educational demand should be seriously taken 
into consideration in the process of setting up quality and relevant 
IESTE programs. Table 9 provides examples of six students‟ 
dreams on what their teachers should be from the six regions. The 
dreams are simple and straight forward yet very critical. 
 
They should help us to understand 
clearly the subject matter  
They should be well prepared and 
come to class on time 
They should closely follow our class 
and home works 

Advise me and help me understand 
my lessons 
Care about me and teach me with 
interest 
Should help me become disciplined  
Love me in order to help me 

Should not punish the whole class 
Should forget their problems to help 
us learn  
Should teach us well 

Should not be lazy and should revise 
what we have learned 
They should work hard 

Should respect us They should study well before they 
come to class  

Table 9: Examples of G5 students‟ expectations from teachers 
 

The radar charts in Figure 1 make the information provided by 
the students visually clear by indicating the strength of what the 
students called effective teachers, the weaknesses they observed 
among ineffective teachers, and their expectations of what their 
dream-teachers ought to be in clockwise direction. The charts 
show the first six issues from Table 10. In describing their 
teachers through the major six issues, the students have provided 
their teachers a sort of professional identity based on the teachers‟ 
strengths, weaknesses, and projected qualities (see the shaded part 
of Charts 1, 2 and 3 respectively in Figure 1).   
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Issue   Strengths Weaknesses Expectations 

01. Commitment 19 22 26 

02. Pedagogy 35 28 24 

03. Upbringing 22 20 19 

04. Subject matter 10 16 13 

05. Assessment 10 8 9 

06. Personal traits 4 5 5 
07. Parents 0 0 2 

08. Living condition 0 0 1 

09. Relationship 0 0 1 

10. Co/extra-curriculum 0 0 0 

Table 10: Students‟ observations & expectations from their teachers in 
percent 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Students‟ observations on the strengths, weaknesses, and expected 
qualities of their teachers in percent on six core ITE issues 
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4. Educational needs of ES children and IESTE programs  
 
In this section, we shall observe the views of the other nine 
research participants about the educational needs of ES children 
in the school system. Thus, an area requiring response from the 
Asmara Teacher Education Institute (ATEI)6 students was 
whether the courses provided at the ATEI had good relation with 
the educational needs of ES children in the country. A similar 
inquiry for the teachers and principals was whether there is a good 
relationship between the educational needs of ES children and 
IESTE programs at the ATEI. Both inquiries were accomplished 
with a questionnaire with four agreement levels. About 97 percent 
of the STs agreed that the courses they attended at the ATEI had 
good relation with the benefits of ES children in the country and 
only one of the 35 STs responded to the questionnaires with the 
response tended to agree with the issue. About 94 percent of the 
teachers agreed that there is a good relationship between the 
educational needs of ES children and the ATEI programs. 
Variations of the agreements among the teachers by regions 
ranged between 82 to 100 percent. The agreement level was lower 
among the school principals than the teachers and only 67 percent 
of the principals fully agreed while 30 percent tended to agree that the 
content of courses was relevant to the educational needs of ES 
children. The agreement level also varied among the school 
principals by region ranging from 33 to 75 percent. 
 
The other7 research discussants at all levels of the school system 
were also asked to provide their views on what the educational 
needs of ES children were and how far had the school system 
succeeded in making the needs the benchmarks for preparing and 
implementing IESTE programs. Accordingly, the views of all the 
eight groups of discussants were outlined in two clusters of 

                                                      
6 Present Asmara Community College of Education. 
7 One group, the STs, has already been mentioned in the preceding paragraph. 
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opinions. The first dealt with their views on the educational needs 
of the ES children (portrayals of the needs) while the second 
cluster contained five types of responsibilities (see Figure 2) of 
decisive partners in the satisfaction of the educational needs of ES 
children.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: The role of partners in satisfying the educational needs of ES children 

 
In general, there were consistent resemblances and matches of 
views among all types of the discussants. However, differences of 
views occurred in the focus of educational needs of ES children as 
related to the roles or responsibilities of various types of stake 
holders. For example, teachers may stress on the need for 
effective method of teaching (pedagogy), principals may focus on 
the need for handling of children by teachers, while parents may 
concentrate on friendly school situations or environment. The 
following themes are outlined in abridging the similarities as well 
as the differences of the discussants‟ views on the relationship 
between IESTE programs and the educational needs of ES 
children: 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Children‟s educational needs 

Institutional 
arrangements  

Roles of the 
school  

Roles of the 
community 

Interest to learn 

Teachers‟ 
role  

Children‟s background 

Parents‟ role  
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- the portrayals of children‟s essential educational needs: 

 diversity of children's background; 

 diversity of children's educational needs; and  

 children's interest to learn.  

- the role played by: 

 parents in supporting their children; 

 teacher readiness and preparation; 

 school environment in creating child friendly settings; 

 supportive community in schooling; and  

 institutional arrangements. 
 

A. Portrayals of children's essential educational needs in ESs 
 

i. Diversity of children’s background  
 
Some school principals compared children with plants that need 
all sorts of care in order to properly grow. Some of the teachers 
mentioned that the children come to the ESs with a „white sheet 
of mind,‟ „eager and hollow,‟ and that it is up to the teachers to fill 
in these „empty‟ minds. For some of these teachers the meaning of 
the „white sheet of mind‟ of the ES children was not strictly 
„fundamental‟ or „conservative‟ in that they implied in their 
discussion that children already know a lot of things depending on 
their backgrounds. Such views have a lot of implication to teacher 
readiness and preparation in addressing the educational needs of 
children. If „empty‟ to them means really empty, then there seems 
to be an attitudinal setback in handling diverse children‟s 
backgrounds and their needs. If it implies, in contrast, simply the 
presence of high curiosity of the children to learn and the vastness 
of the „space‟ involved in the infinite capability and diversity of 
the children‟s eagerness to learn, then it indicates the mental 
readiness of teachers to satisfy the educational needs of the 
children by bearing in mind their diverse backgrounds. 
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Most of the teachers other than those who mentioned the „white 
sheet of paper,‟ seem to recognize that the children come from 
diverse backgrounds and that the teachers should understand 
these diverse backgrounds in order to help the children learn the 
various competencies designed in the ES curriculum. Teachers 
should therefore be aware of how far the competencies are tuned 
to the needs of the children and what their role would be with the 
purpose of flexibly enriching the curriculum and school situations.  
 
Children, however young, come with prior-knowledge that may be 
acknowledged or denied by teachers. Various types of prior-
knowledge can be a kick off for further learning as well as for 
changing the content and/or form of learning in multiple ways. 
Hence, teachers have the duty to render the educational needs of 
ES children its practical and scientific substances by 
understanding the background and prior-knowledge of the 
children. Children want to discover their surrounding and teachers 
should be ready in satisfying these needs through appropriate 
ways of facilitating the children‟s curiosity to learn. That is why 
teachers should be prepared to understand diverse backgrounds 
of ES children and the implications of these diversities to learning. 
Understanding the backgrounds of children enables teachers in 
choosing the appropriate strategies and methods in satisfying the 
diverse needs of ES children accordingly.  
 
For example, several teachers discussed the difference of the 
children that are admitted to G1 with or without KG background. 
They believed that the situation greatly adds to the diversity of the 
backgrounds of ES children and thus to the educational needs of 
the children admitted in G1. In one of the big cities, for example, 
the teachers mentioned that the background of the G1 students 
with KG background was significant not only in the time they 
need to adjust to the school environments but also to cope with 
reading, writing and arithmetic skills. School principals also 
contend that the educational needs of ES children originate from 
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the overall situation of the children, including their background of 
KG education. Thus, close assessment of such diversities by the 
teachers are essential to understand the educational needs of the 
children with close follow up of the children including about their 
family situations. An example provided by one school principal in 
this regard was that the low living conditions of the children at 
home has a crucial limitation in satisfying the educational needs of 
the children at school.  
 
In some instances the desire to learn is influenced by the special 
situation of the distance of the schools from home. For instance, 
the situation of some nomadic population can even force the 
students to lead a „bachelors‟ life to stay in school. They have to 
learn and at the same time care for themselves by living in groups 
in places like Lehazen.8 Their living condition is worsened by the 
economic problems of their families to adequately support a 
„bachelor‟s‟ life far away from home. Learning and living is heavy 
in such situations and not few students drop out of school. In 
reality, this was the school where less than ten G5 students were 
enrolled, also the school which the G5 students reported to have 
only three teachers. The school principal said that the role of 
teachers to encourage the students to be strong enough to survive 
in such difficult situations is invaluable.  
 
A parent said that the children really need to learn but the way the 
families live is affecting their studies and the difficulty in accessing 
the schools from the villages is forcing them to be late, absent, 
and if worst to drop from school. The same parent said that in the 
rural areas the schools discuss with the parents and the 
community about the problems of absence and drop outs, for 
example early marriage of females, that breaks the satisfaction of 
the educational needs of their children during schooling and 

                                                      
8 Lehazen is about 20 kms from Massawa, located at the eastern foot of the 
Di‟ot Chain Mountains. 
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evermore once they stop going to school. One of the Sub-regional 
Education Office Heads (SEOH) said that it requires ample 
patience to know the students to ascertain their needs and 
facilitate their learning accordingly. He added that the students in 
that sub-region come from diverse backgrounds and 
environments requiring the teachers to possess extensive 
professional experiences of adaptability to satisfy the needs of the 
ES children.  
 
Additionally, the discussant teachers thought that the broad 
curricular activities are the formal references for satisfying the 
educational needs of the children. The question is, as mentioned 
earlier, whether most teachers in ES are capable of or willing to 
understand that the children are the central clients for learning the 
competencies in the curriculum through effective planning, 
implementation and evaluation. The teachers should look at the 
students as their colleagues whose needs are to develop skills of 
independent learning with adequate support from the team of 
teachers. The situation is the same with the various activities in 
the schools regarding co/extra-curricular activities. The concern 
in the co/extra-curricular activities was explained by one of the 
Regional Education Division Head (REDH) who said that 
co/extra-curricular activities are not given their due attention by 
many schools though they are supposed to be mandatory in the 
supervisory guidelines of the school system because curricular 
activities are not the only essential competencies that can satisfy 
the educational needs of children in ESs. Thus ES supervisors 
insist that teachers should give due regard to co/extra-curricular 
activities as essential school environments for satisfying the 
educational needs of the children. An educator said that schooling 
should help children develop into a higher ground in the future by 
providing them with adequate academic as well as real life skills 
that are obtained from both curricular and co/extra-curricular 
activities in the schools. Children like to stay in the school to play 
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and learn and teachers should seriously work to develop the 
children‟s physical, mental, emotional and social intelligence.  
 
This leads to the conception that teachers should know about the 
diverse educational needs of ES children by trying to discover 
what children do and wish to do in the school and their respective 
communities. To understand their educational needs they have to 
empathize with their individual as well as socio-cultural situation. 
It is difficult to help children benefit from the expected learning 
experiences in the schools unless teachers understand the children 
and the settings they prefer to learn in. Educators should also 
clearly understand the situations in the schools and seriously try to 
prepare teachers in view of such settings. Thus, environments that 
ES children favour to learn in should be fairly compatible with the 
competencies children should learn through well prepared team of 
teachers both intellectually and culturally.  
 
Despite the diverse potentials and societal needs, schools 
generalize the capacities of children as high, medium and low 
propensity to learn. Teachers should really understand the impact 
of these „labels‟ in order to achieve various educational objectives. 
Students may also have diverse challenges thus demanding varied 
educational environments and treatments in helping them learn 
the range of necessary experiences. Broad generalization and 
biases of the background and capacities of children may block 
children‟s learning. An educator said that in the first instance, 
children come to school thinking they would play with other kids 
especially in the first year of schooling. He continued to say that 
children in ESs cannot have educational objectives as such though 
they may also remotely know that they come to school to „learn‟. 
Besides, what the students need is not determined by the children 
alone. What children need is highly influenced by the parents, the 
community and the prevailing socio-political and economic 
situation. Usually children are made to grow up by what their 
respective societies bring them up, both out and in side school 
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environments. The educator then said, “what we should strive to 
do is to strike the balance among what their backgrounds are, 
what their individual needs are, and what the society needs them 
to become.” 
 

ii. Diversity of children’s educational needs  
 
The educational needs of students in ES vary depending on their 
individual and social needs. Social needs may narrow down to a 
community level or may extend to national level. One perspective 
of looking at the educational needs of ES may thus be looking at 
it as a continuum from individual to social scales, the latter 
consisting of lower (communal needs) and higher (national needs) 
scales. The national need should also generate valuable global 
educational needs that should develop into necessary international 
experience. Thus, the education in ES should develop the 
physical, cognitive, emotional and social needs of the children 
with the necessary regard to various social hierarchies.   
 
The discussant generally recognized the diverse educational needs 
ES children may have. They said that teachers should take into 
account the various ages of the ES children. They should keep in 
mind the various demands of the ES children beyond the three 
traditional 'labels' schools usually use, that is high achievers, 
average achievers, and underachievers. They should seriously 
recognize to include (and thus practice inclusiveness) the various 
individual needs of the ES children that may advance or hinder 
their learning. The students‟ needs may vary by the vicinities they 
are living or they have come from. Some of the discussant 
teachers held that teachers should be sensitive to the special needs 
of some of their students if they are to support their students‟ 
learning. Sensitivity on the part of the teachers involves the need 
to be respectful and caring in order to make the students feel free 
to reveal their general and specific needs. 
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Teachers need to be highly conscious about the role and meaning 
of having national curricula for ES children. It is true that the 
children have a lot of typical needs but the children and their 
situations in each school and locality differ. The implication is that 
it is up to the school community to consider the atypical needs 
seriously to ensure the effective delivery of quality receipt of the 
content of the curricula for each ES child. The bottom line is that 
each child should be recognized as an individual person in the 
process of satisfying his/her educational needs in each grade in 
ESs.  
 
Besides, the time frame within which the curriculum content 
should be provided is also the same. Schools may not escape the 
highly formalized and structured time frames in an academic 
period, academic day, academic week, academic month, and 
academic year, providing all schools and their communities are 
committed to implement the time frames. Someone has to take 
the responsibility at the school level to tweak the curriculum 
content and the time to suit to the educational needs of the child 
within the specific context in ensuring a sort of harmony between 
them. Thus the commitment and competency of the teachers are 
so essential that they can 'break it or make it' (Fullan, 2003). The 
duties of teachers in G1 to G5 are thus complex and demanding 
even with the so called relevant and quality curriculum. After all, 
the curriculum is said to be situational and dynamic, and experts 
who can ensure its persistent enrichment and improvement are 
the teachers.  
 
One school principal used a metaphor to explain the sensitivity 
teachers should have about the learning needs of their students. 
He said that the beat and throb of the traditional drum in his 
school community is a bit different than the general respective 
ethnic tradition. Teachers should thus be that sensitive if they are 
to beat the drum their students dance to. In other words teachers 
should be sensitive to facilitate the educational needs of their 
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students. The same school principal said that children basically 
demand independence with control or what he called “liberty with 
reins.” They require guidance with positive reinforcement through 
interactive pursuits. Children need to be listened to and advised 
consistently in learning the contents of the curriculum. 
 
Content is very essential in the process of satisfying their needs 
and that is why the development of effective teachers who are 
very familiar with the ES curricula is crucial for satisfying both 
children‟s current and future educational needs. The necessity for 
high quality and strictly relevant curriculum is thus instrumental 
not only in satisfying the needs of ES children but also in 
developing consistent thirst for more experience independently. 
The mastery of the content of the activities in the classroom 
specifically and in the school activities for the most part by the 
children is thus binding to the school. It should be the struggle of 
the teachers to find the best possible means to instil the quest for 
excellence and higher levels of competencies. This allows the 
children to explore content in and beyond the school for their 
benefit and the benefit of the society.  
 
It is true that a curriculum based on a thorough situational 
analysis can represent the major components of the educational 
needs of the children but it is still situational, basic, representative, 
and only inspirational that can equip the children with the basic 
experiences that enable them to make further efforts to satisfy 
their individual or collective educational needs. Schools should 
therefore be cautious enough not to take for granted that the 
educational needs of ES children are those that have been only 
listed in the curriculum. Curricula should be dynamic simply 
because education and learning are dynamic. Invariably, learning 
to satisfy one‟s educational needs is also distinctive to the 
individual that is determined by the chemistry among physical, 
social, and economic backgrounds. Such backgrounds can also be 
remote or immediate demanding complex and multiple 
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professional commitments and competencies on the part of the 
teachers.  
 
In any case, the children should be the centre of the teaching-
learning process (TLP) not only because they are the foremost 
clients but also because they have all the potential to actively 
interact with their teachers and among themselves in the process 
of learning. Many people are of the view that G1 students do not 
have the capability to assess their teachers. The reality however is 
that they can sincerely tell who the good and the bad teachers are 
especially when encouraging settings are created to express their 
views. ES children, as was demonstrated in the first few pages of 
this article, are really capable of being very active in their own 
learning to the extent of even participating in the assessment of 
the TLP.  
 
If teachers do not consider children‟s needs very seriously in 
planning and implementing educational endeavours, it is very 
unlikely to expect achievements from the children. Planning 
requires studying the needs of children and its implementation 
demands higher level of commitment and professionalism. 
Students need the recognition of their interests and sentiments. 
Their interests include the need to be close to their teachers as 
they do with their parents. If teachers get close to the children 
they reveal to their teachers all their strengths and difficulties. 
Once teachers start making efforts to solve their difficulties, the 
children draw closer to their teachers and their interest for 
schooling grows. They will then be ready to ask and reveal their 
curiosity further. Students are sensitive to the words and ways 
(methods) that suit them and enjoy practical and attractive 
presentations. However, the satisfaction of such needs in turn 
require adequate recognition of teachers' needs. The efforts most 
schools are doing in satisfying the educational needs of ES 
children are not up to the necessary „hoof marks,‟ as said by one 
school principal, because the seriousness of school principals and 
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teachers has been eroded by several factors, and for quite a long 
time now, especially by the low living conditions. 
 
Children‟s educational needs are plenty and understanding them 
requires the obligation to explore the needs with the joint efforts 
of all school partners. As foremost partners, teachers should 
know beforehand about the expected encounters in the schools and 
classrooms. Real situations are countless and unpredictable but 
preparing teachers for such situations are invaluable for the 
teachers. ES children learn while playing and the curriculum that 
makes the student the centre of the TLP requires the teachers to 
be ready for preparing diverse types of learning environments. 
Some children tell their teachers that the situation and the 
methods used in their KGs days are by far better than what the 
ESs practice. The children seem to be less motivated when they 
come to the ESs that lack close care and attention especially 
during the first one or two years. There is also the need that 
tolerant and patient teachers should be assigned in the early grades 
of ES education. The education provided in G1 plays a significant 
role in laying down the proper foundation for quality education 
and the children‟s intellectual and other developments. G1 is the 
grade where the children have great desire to learn new things. ES 
education should thus not only satisfy the immediate educational 
needs for the children but lay the basis for further developing the 
enthusiasm in higher level of educational needs that cultivates and 
expands the resilience to learn indefinitely.  
 
Preparing the favourable learning environment in schools can be 
greatly determined by the existence of effective team of school 
management and teachers. Neither a single teacher nor a team of 
teachers in any school can satisfy all the educational needs of ES 
children singularly or in plural because educational needs of ES 
children differ individually and collectively, they are immense in 
their quality and quantity, and they are dynamic and always 
escalate spirally. The aim should be to create adequate self-
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learning skills and commitment in the first three years (and 
beyond) of ES education through highly crafted organization of 
the classrooms, the schools, the content, and the methodology for 
facilitating the learning of ES children. One MoE expert 
commented on a simple school situation that needs changing by 
saying, “We should for example try to get rid of the chalkboard in 
front of the classrooms and replace them with either low hanging 
alternative boards or provide the child with a small chalkboard or 
similar alternatives if learning is to be active,” implying that the 
traditional big chalkboard in the classroom is generally out-dated 
as far as the needs of the small ES children are concerned, at least 
in the first three years. An educator in the ATEI said, “When we 
educate STs how to teach G1-3 children on how to kick the ball, 
we teach the practice [skill] of kicking balls but in G4-5 we add 
the concepts that enfold kicking.” This means that the educational 
needs and capacities of children at various grades and ages are 
different and require different ways and means of handling them 
through changing the school and classroom atmospheres. 
 
Individually and collectively, ES teachers are the prophets for the 
individual and social development of the children. The way 
children learn and help each other in lessons led by the teachers 
should exemplify that the quest for new, better and excellent 
experience is more of a common good for the society. It should 
be a sign of an endeavour for collective, responsible and 
accountable efforts. It should allow them to think collectively and 
yet strive to contribute what they can individually. The teachers 
should not only provide content but prepare the children for 
individual and collective learning because learning is the process 
by which they will satisfy their educational needs infinitely in and 
beyond the classroom situations.  
 
Teachers should be responsible not only to teach content but to 
mainly create and prepare the environment of learning by carefully 
attending to the individual needs of the children. For children 
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learning never stops. It is unthinkable to disconnect formal from 
the informal neither is it easy to undo what they have already 
learned in their experience. Thus, learning offered in school is 
expected to be highly organized: children should be able to 
understand why they go to school, what they learn, how they 
learn, when and where they learn. This seriously denotes that the 
satisfaction of educational needs of ES children should mainly be 
about why and how rather than about what. Thus, children can 
assume responsibility of their learning if they are properly nursed.  
 
ES teachers are practically „second parents‟ who can facilitate the 
education of children with appropriate approaches and purposeful 
modelling. Diverse educational needs of ES children can be 
comprehensively satisfied when teachers are good models. Being 
model teachers requires broad qualities on the part of the teachers 
on top of being qualified as teachers. Elementary schools, as they 
are called, are „primary‟ that may determine the start for the life of the 
children. Basic stand for essential, fundamental, necessary, 
indispensable, vital, crucial, critical, central, key, principal, major, 
main, chief, prime, and so forth; while a typical antonym for basic 
is „marginal‟ (trivial, unimportant, insignificant, minor, subsidiary 
and so forth).  
 
The second meaning of „basic‟ is simple, plain, straightforward, 
and so forth while the antonym is complex. The third meaning is 
primitive (vs. modern), rudimentary (vs. established), 
unsophisticated (vs. sophisticated). In the same way elementary 
(element) may mean undeveloped or it may mean a building 
block, a constituent or a component that makes up the whole. 
Which meaning does the elementary school system in the country 
prefer to assume? Experience in many countries, including in 
developed ones, has shown that primary school systems assume 
„primacy‟ only on papers and in words. In practice many 
elementary or primary school completers in many countries do 
not master the basic minimum competencies in reading, writing, 
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arithmetic, and culture. Usually teachers „take‟ the blame for not 
doing their duties! At any rate, the school system should deeply 
insist on the meaning of „basic‟ education and develop teachers 
with diverse qualities that will be able to play diverse roles in 
satisfying the needs of diverse needs of ES children.  
 
School organization can provide good support in satisfying the 
educational needs of ES children. An aspect mentioned by one 
regional education division head (REDH) was the relationship 
among the sexes and various age groups in ESs where schools 
should seriously handle in creating friendly schools to each every 
child in their environments. Females and young students should 
not be disadvantaged in their everyday relationships with the other 
students as well as with the adults in the schools. Even „petty‟ 
disadvantages can prove to be detrimental in the process of 
satisfying the needs of the children in and outside the classrooms. 
Female children in G5 in one city were complaining about the 
damages on their own health and the environment around a very 
big ESs due to lack of toilet implying that the satisfaction of 
educational needs demand healthy and environmentally friendly 
schools for them. Similarly, in several schools in one region a 
small scale survey was conducted in about 30 schools to find out 
whether students speak their views freely to the teachers or to 
older students or the females to the males. According to another 
REDH, many teachers still have the stance that teachers are the 
ones who should be listened to and may not in practice 
understand that children‟s right to speak is a source as well as an 
end in active and proactive learning. Thus, teaching children in 
ESs require a school setting that fits to at least the minimum 
standards, standards for behavioural change with the purpose of 
letting the children become active to transforming their natural 
and social surroundings very early.  
 
In their position, ES children may think teachers are everything. 
Teachers should understand that they are valued highly by the 
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children and thus be responsible for everything they do. In remote 
areas for example, this becomes more important not only in the 
school but also in the community. Unfortunately, many ES 
teachers have entered the profession unwillingly and unprepared 
and thus have failed to become exemplary teachers to the 
children. In fact one REDH said that it will be very difficult to 
ensure the quality of ES education unless fair hiring and firing of 
teachers becomes an essential constituent in teacher education 
and teacher management.  
 

iii. Children's interest to learn 
 
The discussant teachers mentioned the continuously declining 
interest of ES children in education especially in the higher grades 
of ES education, which are G4 and G5. The main reason they 
accord to such a threatening phenomenon in schooling was that 
the parents and children may not understand what the end 
purpose of schooling is. Many children may also think that school 
is related to the everyday fight with the teachers according to 
several of the participants in the research. The teachers added that 
the children lack interest in education also because the elder 
students lack interest in education and that the younger children 
in the schools do not have positive models to underpin the 
enjoyment to stay and achieve in schooling. A teacher said, “Not 
few children seem to have lost the purpose of education and are 
not interested in schooling.” Thus, many teachers are of the view 
that the children‟s need for education is founded in the children 
themselves. One principal, however, said, “I believe this thinking 
is wrong because it is the environment around the children that 
makes them like or dislike education… it is our conversation and 
practice about schools and education that is forcing them to 
„disregard‟ being serious in their studies.” Another principal said, 
“Many children in rural areas have high interest in their studies. 
The students always wish to see the teacher in their class. If they 
do not have one in the class they either go to the staffroom to 
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help him/her with his/her things to come to their class, or, they 
come to inform the principals‟ office” that their teacher is not in 
the class.  
 

iv. Decisive roles in the satisfaction of the educational needs of 
ES children  

 
As mentioned earlier, the second cluster of opinions contained in 
the discussion of the interviewees was the role of decisive partners 
in the satisfaction of the educational needs of ES children. It will 
not be viable to discuss all the roles discussed by the research 
participants in this article except to mention the necessity of the 
main actors. These included the roles played by parents, teachers, 
schools, communities, and institutional arrangements in linking 
the educational needs of ES children and policy provisions in the 
micro, meso, and macro levels of the school system. It is however 
possible to discuss the role teachers can play considering its 
criticality and relevance to the current topic in discussion within 
the limits of teacher readiness and teacher preparation in satisfying the 
educational needs of ES children.  
 
According to the discussants preparing competent teachers builds 
up the effectiveness of the teachers by focusing their efforts in 
understanding the specific and general needs of ES children. It 
helps them to understand schools, classrooms, and ES children. 
The amount and quality of professional education that teachers 
get is thus fundamental in developing the ability to become 
responsible teachers and lays the necessary foundation for 
developing their professional and academic competency. It allows 
teachers to give children longer span of attention and adequate 
response for their learning. For example, the use of the Latin 
script in six of the local languages requires teachers to master the 
languages and their respective scripts if they are to effectively 
make students comprehend the necessary content in the 



JOURNAL OF ERITREAN STUDIES [VOL. VII, NO. 1, 2014] 

 

136 

curriculum. This is then a situation that requires teachers to 
“possess skills in order to share the skills,” as one principal put it.  
 
Practically, however, the new teachers lack the awareness and 
skills on how to manage classes, handle students, assess students 
and assess the curricula. For more than a decade these drawbacks 
are especially conspicuous among the new teachers. School 
principals are of the view that quite a number of teachers in ESs 
do not develop the capability to satisfy the educational needs of 
ES students because they are simply assigned or compelled to 
teach. Some teachers said that parents and children are relatively 
very conscious as compared to earlier years about the importance 
of schooling but the school system and the teachers do not seem 
to be ready to meet the educational needs of the students. One of 
the main difficulties is that many schools believe and practice 
solely depending on the given curriculum and/or the common 
co/extra-curricular activities to „satisfy the needs‟ of their 
students. Lost in the day to day routines, it is doubtful whether 
the school system has the capacity to make efforts to continuously 
identify and satisfy the educational needs of ES students.  
 
Teachers should provide a firm foundation for the children in 
order to help them develop what they are potentially capable of. 
For example, many children may not know they are good at 
mathematics but a firm and good ground on mathematics can 
help them develop a good taste for it. Children also expect an 
emotional security from the teacher that also includes security to 
ask questions and a genuine opportunity to be inquisitive. They 
expect to be guided into the spirit of enquiry and learn what is 
good and bad without cruel reproaches. “They should be shown 
an appropriate behaviour in order to behave well,” a REDH said.  
 
The views of the discussants about the role of teachers in 
satisfying the needs of ES children pour along highly varied ideas 
of teacher readiness and preparation. They can mainly be outlined 
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in four components: Teachers‟ background and high 
commitment; modelling and approaches to relating to children; 
teachers‟ professional and academic competency with more 
attention to mother tongue education; and teacher support and 
continuous education  

 
B. Micro, meso, and macro institutional arrangements 

 
Discussions of high worth among all the adult research 
participants included the necessity for putting in place elaborate 
institutional arrangements for developing teacher education 
programs. Generally elaborate institutional setting in IESTE is 
deficient in the country and thus efforts to harmonizing the 
educational needs of ES children and TE programs seem to be 
deficient too. In simplest regard, the strategic plan for the demand 
of the quality and quantity of teachers in ES education especially 
for MT education in ESs is very far from comprehensive at micro, 
meso, and macro levels of the school system. The main issues 
among the research discussants as regards the lack of institutional 
arrangements thus included:  
 

- upgrading ITE programs and ITE educators to a very high 
level of proficiency;  

- involving teacher educators in getting to know the real school 
situations; 

- ensuring the active and professional roles of the relevant 
departments of the MoE; 

- empowering the roles of the regional divisions and sub-
regional offices in teacher development;  

- focusing on learning to teach practically than on mere content 
of teaching in ITE programs,  

- disclosing transparently and cohesively the policy design efforts 
of ES teacher education of the MoE to all education 
community;  
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- ensuring the effective management of teachers in general and 
their living conditions in particular; and  

- securing the material resources necessary for ITE programs 
and elementary schools.  

 
5. Conclusion 
 
The observations and needs of the G5 students alone have the 
following implications in the proficiency of ES teachers:  
 

- that the students wish their teachers to become highly 
committed to them and their duty with great proficiency on 
methods of teaching; 

- that the students valued the capacity of their teachers to 
support their learning through effective handling of students 
and good relations with their parents;  

- that the students merited the close follow up and assessment, 
the command of the subject matter, and exemplary and 
friendly individual behaviours of their teachers; and 

- that the students had also concern about the low living 
conditions of their teachers that distract their teachers‟ 
attention to perform their duties.  

  
In portraying and satisfying ES children‟s essential educational 
needs, the research has explored three important domains that are 
highly intertwined to each other: 
 

- the diversity of children‟s background and thus,  

- the diversity of children‟s educational needs, and  

- the level of interest of the children to enjoy learning facilitated 
by proficient teachers.  

 
Understanding diversity among teachers should not be based on trial 
and error but on sound dispositional, practical, and theoretical experiences 
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obtained from ITE programs through developing moral and 
democratic modelling (Cochran-Smith and Zeichner, 2005; 
Gillette and Schultz, 2008; Gollnick, 2008; Lipcon, 2008), 
differentiating the curriculum to secure positive student responses 
(UNESCO, 2004), striving hard to ensure students‟ achievement 
as an indicator of the satisfaction of learners‟ educational needs 
(MLA 2001, Reading Survey 2002, MLA II 2009). 
 
Hence, the research has highlighted that the school system 
critically needs to determine a clear and transparent professional 
identity of an ES teacher in the aim of establishing the various 
standards of IESTE programs. Moreover, it was also probed that 
the satisfaction of ES children‟s educational needs will be 
unthinkable without the resolute efforts and roles of partners that 
were clearly outlined in parents‟ intensive support, teachers‟ 
effective preparation, schools‟ responsive environment, school 
community‟s exhaustive backing, and highly supportive 
institutional backdrops. The role of teachers in such a partnership 
should be critically valued and that all stakeholders should 
strongly and consistently support teachers in their professional, 
economic, and social roles as a strategic resource to quality 
education in ESs. Furthermore, unless and until the school system 
ensures sound initial preparation of ES teachers in effective attitudinal, 
practical and theoretical programs by seriously integrating the 
dynamic educational needs of ES children, it will be unthinkable 
to ensure the quality of education in ESs and in all the subsequent 
scholastic institutions in the country. Hence, students must think 
and practice in order to learn (Thompson and Zeuli, 1999) to 
satisfy their educational needs through persistent support of 
highly qualified teachers as early as the first days in G1.  
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Book Review  
 
Ascari Tales: A Review of Gebreyesus Hailu’s The Conscript 
(2012 [1927]) 
 
Gebreyesus Hailu, The Conscript: A Novel of Libya’s Anticolonial War, 
transl. from the Tigrinya by Ghirmai Negash, intr. by Laura Chrisman 
(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2012). 64 pages • 5½×8½ in. • 
Paperback: 978-0-8214-2023-2 

 
Twenty-four years after its first publication in English1, 
Gebreyesus Hailu‟s novella The Conscript, originally written in 
Tigrinya, is finally made available to an international reading 
audience in a fine, nuanced translation by Ghirmai Negash. The 
novel can look back on almost a century-long gestation period. 
Initially written in 1927 (September 1920 Geez Calendar) by Dr 
Abba („Father‟) Gebreyesus Hailu (1906–1993), an Eritrean 
intellectual and Catholic theologian, it was not until 1950 that The 
Conscript could be published, owing to its explicit anti-colonial 
stance, which would have made publication under Italian colonial 
rule impossible. The story charts the experience of Tuquabo, a 
young Eritrean ascaro or soldier in the Italian colonial army, who 
gets sent to „Tripoli‟ to fight the Libyan resistance against Italy‟s 
imperial enterprise. In four chapters the author maps Tuquabo‟s 
physical and mental journey from an eager volunteer to a 
disillusioned, politically conscious veteran with first-hand 
experience of Italian racism and oppression, and a profound 
knowledge of the injustice and futility of colonial war. Told from 
a variety of perspectives – an authorial narrative voice, a first-
person narrator, and various figural narrative situations with 
different focalizations – the text is a story not only of personal 
political awakening but also of a community (or rather: 

                                                 
1 The novella was first translated and adapted in 1988 by Amanuel Sahle, then 
Institute of African Studies, Asmara University, under the title “The Black 
Train.” 
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communities) under siege. While, militarily speaking, we witness 
the Libyan nationalists under attack – only to find that they are 
formidable opponents – the focus is on the people of Eritrea, 
particularly the Tigrinya-speaking Christian Habesha community in 
the central highlands. Gebreyesus Hailu cleverly paints a picture 
of this community by resorting to oral poetry, proverbs, and 
analeptic descriptions of childhood experiences, community 
celebrations, and ordinary life to reveal the disruptions and 
changes Italian colonial presence has brought to this part of the 
world.  
 
The narrative starts in medias res with Tuquabo taking leave of his 
stunned and shaken parents. Elderly and soon to be in need of 
filial support, they cannot fathom the motives of their only 
surviving child for leaving behind a good, if modest, life in order 
to fight someone else‟s war abroad. For the reader, the reasons 
soon become clear enough. This is part of the sophistication of 
Gebreyesus Hailu‟s text that it does not reduce colonial and 
colonized entanglements to a one-dimensional dichotomy of 
oppressor and oppressed, but also shows Eritrean involvement 
and complicity. It makes the story of Tuquabo‟s political 
awakening all the more powerful. Initially full of admiration for 
(Italian) military prowess, Tuquabo is ready to prove his own 
bravery like so many Eritrean youths at the time. His awareness of 
injustice and prejudice, however, begins to sharpen once he 
embarks on the journey which will take him from the Eritrean 
central highlands to the port of Massawa, and from there to 
Sudan, Egypt, and Libya. This travelling movement by train, ship, 
and later on foot opens his eyes, ears, and mind and hones his 
powers of observation and deeper reflection. Not only does he 
become aware of Italian racism and the double standards Eritrean 
ascari are subjected to, he is also made to face his own prejudices 
towards other cultures and religions. Partly derived from Italian 
propaganda, they are also rooted in the long-established attitudes 
of his own community towards other, particularly Muslim, 
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cultures. Overwhelmed by the beauty of the sea, the new 
landscapes, and communities they encounter on their journey, 
Tuquabo and his fellow ascari are beginning to understand the 
narrowness of their own thinking, “because knowing only their 
own people and dress custom, they had never before imagined the 
expansiveness of the human race and culture inhabiting the 
world.” (19) It is particularly his attitude towards „Arabs‟ and their 
culture that changes dramatically. Faced with the brutal treatment 
of Italian officers, and the relative luxury these officers enjoy in 
stark contrast to the hardships of the Habesha soldiers, Tuquabo 
begins to appreciate and admire the Libyan cause: “[Indolence] is 
what was said about the character of the Arabs. But seeing now 
how they were arming themselves to fight when told there was an 
alien army coming to attack them, no one can believe that 
supposed laziness after all.” (35) It also makes him question his 
own motives for joining the war: “… it was strange to watch the 
Habesha, who at first did nothing when their land was taken and 
bowed to the Italians like dogs (as if that were not shameful 
enough indeed), preparing to fight those Arabs who wanted to 
defend their country.” (29) The Libyans turn out to be 
indomitable opponents, and the ensuing battle is fierce. Though it 
ends “with full victory for the Habesha” (40), the narrator leaves 
no doubt that Italy is the true beneficiary. 
 
In the final chapter, appropriately entitled “The Thirst of Death,” 
the brutality of Italian colonialism is fully revealed. While Italian 
officers cautiously guard their drinking water, many brave ascari 
die of thirst on their way home. The scramble for water becomes 
a dehumanizing experience for the Habesha, with many dying in 
stampedes at the few available wells, “like buzzing flies that fall 
into a bowl of milk” (48). Laura Chrisman, in her superb 
introduction to the novel, points out that Gebreyesus Hailu 
“complicates [the colonial] equation by featuring both colonizer 
and colonized as animals.” (xix) While ascari, and Eritreans in 
general, suffer inhuman degradation at various points – be it at 
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the well, as servants („dogs‟), or at the train station where crowds 
are whipped like “donkey[s]” (12) and “growling sheep or goats” 
(54) – their treatment ultimately unmasks the bestiality of colonial 
rule (xix–xx). In the end, there is no winner in this equation, only 
destruction and death. While many ascari lose their lives, it is the 
death of Tuquabo‟s mother of a broken heart (an allegory for the 
loss of the motherland) and Tuquabo‟s own change of heart that 
indicates the impending demise of Italian imperial ambition. At 
the end of the narrative, when Tuquabo‟s journey has turned full 
circle, he revokes his involvement with the colonial power in a 
moving melkes, a traditional Tigrinya dirge: 

 
And knowing that I killed my mother, to follow my 
vanity […] 
I am done with Italy and its tribulations 
That robbed me off my land and parents 
I am done with conscription and Italian medals 
Farewell to arms! (56–57) 

 
Both Ghirmai Negash and Laura Chrisman have commented on 
the rich use of oral and written poetry in the text, on its general 
poetic qualities, and on repetition and parallelism as particular 
poetic devices (ix–x). The ensuing circular narrative structure, 
however, evokes a spiralling movement or a Soyinkan Moebius 
strip rather than an endless repetitive loop. There is no going back 
to the beginning, only a profound change in attitude.  
 
The Conscript is not only a many-sided novel in theme, form, and 
context, it is also a visionary text, in that it anticipates the 
worsening of Italian–Eritrean relations in the mid-1930s and 
projects the eventual failure of the Italian colonial enterprise. If 
we consider creative writing to be part of knowledge production 
and the discursive practices of its time, then the novel has much 
to offer both literary critics and historians. Starting from the usual 
historical narrative of three phases of Italian colonialism in Eritrea 
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– the creation of Eritrea to the Battle of Adwa, 1889–1896; its 
consolidation as a geopolitical and socio-economic entity, 1897–
early 1930s; and the final, fascist period until 1941 (Tekeste 
Negash, 1987: 2) – we soon realize that incidents often attributed 
to the third phase of colonial rule are already depicted in The 
Conscript, set in the second. While the period prior to Mussolini 
was governed by a racism based on the belief of European 
technological superiority, resulting in a (no less exploitative) 
colonial paternalism in which land expropriation and the use of 
local manpower as ascari played an important role, the 1930s were 
marked by the introduction of an apartheid-like form of racial 
segregation which officially denied Eritreans their humanity. 
Tuquabo already experiences this dehumanization on the 
battlegrounds of Libya. We also know from historical research 
that ascari largely formed a nascent local elite under colonial rule 
and were viewed as privileged intermediaries between the Italian 
authorities and their indigenous subjects (Uoldelul Chelati Dirar, 
2004). This official discourse the novel again undermines, with 
one of the supposed mediators being taught a very different story. 
 
Interesting tensions also emerge when we look at the publication 
history of the text. As mentioned above, The Conscript, written in 
1927, was only published after the demise of Italian colonialism in 
1950, when the country was under a British military caretaker 
administration, albeit with many of the Italian administrative 
structures still intact. It was a time of immense political turbulence 
and great uncertainty for Eritrea‟s political future. While UN 
Resolution eventually federated the country with neighbouring 
Ethiopia – the Federal Act being implemented in 1952 – the 
resolution had already been passed in 1950, the very year the 
novel was published. In his “Preface to the Tigrinya Edition,” 
Gebreyesus writes that publication was only possible through a 
loan received from the Ethiopian-Eritrean Unity Association 
(xxix), a body which campaigned for Eritrea‟s possible 
incorporation with Ethiopia. This is an interesting piece of 
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information which further in-depth studies of The Conscript should 
heed. The Unionists in Eritrea were known for actively supporting 
the arts; among those activities was an anti-colonial play, 
“Eritrea‟s Past Property” (1947) by Berhe Mesgun, dealing with 
the abominable treatment of Eritrean ascari and their families 
(Matzke, 2010). The play and the novel are very similar in tone – 
the idea of being treated „like animals‟, for example, or the utter 
disregard and contempt even for those who proved heroes on the 
battlefield. It was a time when anti-colonial sentiments could 
finally be voiced by the Eritrean public; and it is evident that 
writers and theatre-makers did not hold back. A comparison of 
these texts is bound to make for interesting reading. Where they 
seem to differ, however, is in The Conscript‟s ambiguous stance 
towards what would become the region‟s two main 
historiographical traditions – the Greater Ethiopia narrative, on 
the one hand, which absorbs Eritrea as an integral part; and, on 
the other, the idea of Eritrean nationalism and political legitimacy 
being rooted in Italian colonial experience (Uoldelul, 2004: 534). 
While the publishing history of the novel and the narrator‟s 
reference to Eritreans as the “children of Ethiopia” (14) suggest 
endorsement of the Greater Ethiopia paradigm (particularly with 
the financial support of the Unionists in mind), Tuquabo‟s 
recognition and understanding of “the meaning of Eritrea” (18), 
and his wonderment at the country‟s diverse and beautiful 
countryside suggest a germinal vision of Eritrea as an autonomous 
political entity. This was indeed to be fought for in the thirty-year 
war for Eritrean independence (1961–91) decades later. Interviews 
with contemporaries suggest that several active Unionists had 
second thoughts about their links with Ethiopia when the Federal 
Act was gradually undermined by the Ethiopian Crown; I have 
also met former Unionists who later joined the initial opposition 
to Ethiopian hegemony, the Eritrean Liberation Movement. 
Subliminally, The Conscript seems to anticipate these developments, 
with much of the Libyan rhetoric against Italian invasion echoing 
that of future Eritrean liberation movements fighting Ethiopia: 
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“Either we liberate our land or we shall be buried there. We 
should take back to our people the sign of our victory, or let them 
hear of our death.” (36)  
 
But not only the novel merits further study, but also the author 
himself: how come Dr. Abba Gebreyesus Hailu achieved such a 
high level of education when schooling for Eritreans was limited 
to a maximum of four years under colonial rule? What influence 
did he have as vicar general of the Catholic Church in Eritrea, or 
later as Ethiopian cultural attaché in Rome? Are there any other 
texts which could be made available again, not only the dramatic 
fragment on Emperor Tewodros mentioned in the Preface, but 
perhaps also religious or political writings? Historians of early 
African elites should find Gebreyesus Hailu a worthy figure to 
study (and Africa: Journal of the International African Institute might 
find him an ideal candidate for their re-launched „African Local 
Intellectual‟ strand).  
 
In sum, this novel will be great value to a number of academic 
communities and the general reading public. For the literary critic, 
it will broaden the corpus of African works written during 
colonial times and join the growing list of (rediscovered) early 
landmarks in both European and African languages, such as 
Ethiopia Unbound (1911), Chaka (1925), and Shaihu Umar (1955). 
With all of these novels requiring further scholarly attention, the 
literary histories of the continent continue to be rewritten. The 
Conscript will also prompt reconsideration of critical concepts such 
as „agency‟, „resistance‟, and „transnationalism‟, because, as 
Chrisman rightly points out, “cultural, political, and identity 
formations […] developed not only through the metropolitan-
imperial axis but also through horizontal flows to other colonized 
and racially subordinated populations” (xvi). Furthermore, The 
Conscript will add new aspects to the seldom-explored motif of the 
African colonial soldier in creative writing. When it is read against 
more recent works such as Burma Boy (2007), Black Mamba Boy 
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(2010), and tales from Ethiopian Stories (1994 [1930s]), we can 
again expect interesting findings to emerge. For the historian 
„proper‟, the novel will add new source material to the study of 
ascari, a field notoriously difficult to research (Uoldelul, 2004). 
And, for the linguist and scholar of translation studies, the various 
versions of the text – the novel under review plus earlier excerpts 
in Ghirmai Negash 1999 & 2009, and Amanuel Sahle 1988 – will 
enable the study of communication processes from one language, 
context, and culture to another.  
 
Last but not least, The Conscript will be an enjoyable experience for 
the general reader interested in early-twentieth-century texts 
and/or the literatures of (the Horn of) Africa. It is with delight 
that I envisage an ever-greater global presence of the literatures of 
the Horn and its diaspora. Just recently, in December 2012, the 
Kwani‟s Litfest in Nairobi was devoted to „Conversations with the 
Horn‟; and there are more and more new voices emerging 
internationally which creatively (re-)map the region in a 
multiplicity of languages. When I look at these developments, I 
cannot help but feel a certain glee. For years I have been given the 
well-meant, and certainly very realistic, advice to move my 
research away from the region and focus on more „rewarding‟ 
fields of enquiry – career-wise, that is. While it is perfectly feasible 
to spend one‟s academic life entirely on the literatures of South 
Africa or Nigeria, for example, Eritrea and the Horn are still 
considered to belong to those „minor‟ areas neglected in literary 
circles, with the exception of a few canonized writers. The 
publication of The Conscript, however, proves once more that there 
exists a wealth of creative expression worthy of critical attention – 
and that this material might actually change the way we think and 
write about African literature today. For their efforts in making 
available again a treasure of early Tigrinya literature, Ghirmai 
Negash and Ohio University Press can therefore only be 
commended.  

Christine Matzke 
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Book Review 
 
Gebreyesus Hailu, The Conscript: A Novel of Libya’s Anticolonial War, 
translated by Ghirmai Negash, introduction by Laura Chrisman (Athens: 
Ohio University Press, 2012).  

 
The Conscript is the English translation of Gebreyesus Hailu’s 
Tigrinya novel, The Story of a Conscript, which was written by him in 
1927, but published in 1950. In the Preface he states that he wrote 
it in memory of the recruits who were travelling to fight Italy’s 
war in Libya around the time he himself was going to Italy for 
studies. He also thanks God for enabling him to express what he 
modestly calls “the concerns and feelings of my people,” which 
take on the shape of an experience that is charged with layers of 
significance and prefigures virtually all the major issues related to 
the complex historical phenomenon of the colonial encounter that 
has been associated with writers, critics, and theoreticians who 
came much later than him.  
 
Written in the mould of a conventional third-person narrative, 
which goes back and forth in time, the novel is largely in the 
verisimilar mode, but has also clearly recognizable markers of the 
tradition of Tigrinya oral narratives. It has a digressive movement, 
incorporates proverbs, sayings, songs, and bits of mythical lore 
and also images and colours that have strong indigenous cultural 
resonances.  
 
At the heart of the novel is Tuquabo, who is almost a miracle 
child, for his mother, after losing several of her children, virtually 
begs her Lord to spare him for her and her husband’s old age. 
The novelist builds him with loving care, as a robust young lad, 
who is clever in his studies, takes extraordinary interest in 
weaponry and military exploits, and is quite excited by the ideas of 
heroism and valour that he always feels in the air around him. 
Tuquabo is also bright and thoughtful and questions things in his 
mind. But when he decides to join the Italian army as a conscript 
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bound for Tripoli, to realize his dreams of heroism, he causes 
heartbreak to his parents.  
 
Tuquabo’s travails begin soon after. Through these the novel 
dramatizes the severity of colonial oppression and its impact on 
people, in their physical suffering and their growing awareness of 
the pain and anguish that it brings in its wake. Most of it is made 
available through the reflective consciousness of Tuquabo. 
Physical torture inflicted on the people by the Italian police in 
Eritrea and later on the conscripts in Libya, is concretely realized 
through powerful scenes of brutality, in which repulsive demonic 
imagery has been used to great effect. The trucks that carried the 
conscripts to Asmara Station “roared like starving lions, hungry to 
swallow the Habasha people in their beastly bellies.” And the 
black train that carried them to Massawa “seemed like an evil 
force driving some miserable creatures to hell.” The people who 
had gathered there are beaten by the Italian police; the melancholy 
songs of the women soon change into a frenzy of sobbing and 
wailing. On the ship and in the deserts of Libya, the Italian 
commanders treat the conscripts like animals. In the desert they 
let them die for want of water. The inhospitable terrain also 
destroys many of them. Sand eats into their bodies, causing them 
blisters and wounds, and they move around in hopeless 
despondency with “tattered faces,” “red eyes,” and “chapped 
lips.”  
 
The steady focus of the novel on Tuquabo begins right from the 
time he boards the ship at Massawa. The sight of the expanse of 
the sea moves him, but it also puts him in “deep thought,” and his 
mind drifts far away from the “world of singing and dancing” of 
his companions. He thinks of the parents he had left behind, and 
his heart is filled with feelings of regret. It is this mood of regret 
that sharpens his thoughts and stirs his inner conscience. It seems 
that because of his religious training, the novelist casts the 
imaginings and thoughts of conscripts in a religious frame. The 
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awareness of the colonial bondage in their minds and most 
especially in the mind of Tuquabo does not come as much from 
the suffering that they experience, which is quite visible, but by 
the awakening of their inner voice, of their conscience. Right at 
the very start of their campaign, all the conscripts hear an 
“anonymous internal voice” that pricks their mind, and they 
understand that the Arabs whom they have come to fight to show 
off their masculinity seem to mock at them, for they think of 
them as Habasha dogs who sold their lives for money. They even 
tell them that they do not recognize their true enemy. This 
awareness makes them see that their true enemy is the Italian 
masters. It dawns on them that they “did nothing when their land 
was taken and bowed to the Italians like dogs,” and now “they 
were preparing to fight those Arabs who wanted to defend their 
country.” They also realize “how foolish it was to fight in a 
stranger’s war with no benefit to one’s country.” 
 
We get more of it when alone in the stillness of the night, 
guarding his Italian master comfortably lodged in his tent, 
Tuquabo reflects on what he and his compatriots had done. They 
had not only let the Italians enter their homeland, but were also 
now acting as “instruments to occupy someone else’s country.” 
He curses himself and his people for not doing enough to prevent 
what had happened.   
 
Thus the novel not only dramatizes a bit of Eritrea’s past, when 
its people suffered repression and brutality at the hands of their 
Italian masters, but also the complicity of Eritreans in what the 
colonials achieved. Through Tuquabo we also learn that the 
Italians had fed the conscripts on the stereotypical images of the 
Arabs as lazy and indolent beings, which were not true at all. In 
this, the novel also anticipates the strategy of historiographic 
contest that dominates the narrative space of many later day 
postcolonial novels of Africa. 
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Ghirmai Negash deserves our thanks for his lucid translation of 
the Tigrinya original and also for his short and acute translator’s 
note. The scholarly introduction by Laura Chrisman comments 
elaborately on its significant structural and textural features, and 
defines its well-deserved place in the revised literary history of 
African literature.  
 

Tej N. Dhar 
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