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Introduction

I would like to give an overview of my 

current field research area in Eritrea and share 

impressions from diary during my fieldwork 

last year.  From 2001 until 2004, I have been 

conducting research in Eritrea.  My research 

has focused on assessing the impact of formal 

education on the livelihood of rural people 

in general and girls in particular during the 

war between Ethiopia and Eritrea.  First, I 

will give a brief overview of the field area.  

Second, I will simply share my diary to show 

the response of my informants to the current 

education phenomena in Eritrea.

At the time of independence in 1991, 

Eritrea inherited an economy in shambles, 

a social infrastructure rendered decrepit by 

war, a shortage of skilled and professional 

workers and a host of other social problems.  

Challenges of War Time Education; Fieldwork Report 

from Gadien Village in Eritrea
Daniel Baheta*

The formal education system was feeble, 

distorted and insufficient to reach the 

population at large.  In the past thirteen 

years the government has initiated radical 

policies to allow access to education in all 

parts of the country.  The fundamental aim 

of the government of Eritrea is to make basic 

education up to grade eight compulsory and 

develop a curriculum that reflects the reality 

of Eritrean society and history.  Furthermore, 

the government seeks to use education as a 

means to implant a nationalist sentiment and 

a desire to both develop and defend Eritrea. 

The formal Eritrean education system is 

as follows; primary school is from grades 

1-5, junior high school is from grades 

6-8, and senior high school is from grades 

9-12 followed by six-month mandatory 

military service.  Those students who pass to 
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university, college and technical schools will 

continue with their education, the rest will 

serve in the national service for two years. 

Research Area

Gadien is located at an altitude of 2,100 m 

above sea level in the barren mountainous 

terrain of Eritrea.  The capital city Asmara 

lies 62 km to the Southwest, and while the 

port town of Massawa is located 125 km 

to the Southeast.  The emergence of Gadien 

as a settlement area is attributed to the 

construction of a second road linking the port 

town of Massawa to Asmara in the 1900’s.

Eritrea is a predominantly agrarian society 

with 80% of its people living in rural areas.  

However, the great majority of people in 

Eritrea struggle to produce just enough food 

Photo 1.  Overview of Gadien village. Fruits farm is neighboring to the village center.

Fig. 1.  Study area. Gadien is located at the central part of Eritrea.
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for sustenance.  The introduction of irrigation 

farming by Italian colonizers forced farmers 

to migrate from the areas around Gadien, to 

come to the village to work as laborers.

The population of Gadien is 1,123 with 

a nearly equal distribution of males and 

females.  Of this total population, 425 or 

37.8% are under the age of 18.  Of the 210 

households in Gadien village, 74 are Muslim 

and 136 are Orthodox Christian.  About 

80% of the people in Gadien are farmers who 

depend on agriculture for their livelihood.  

However, the overwhelming majorities do 

not own land but work as laborers on the 

fruit crop farms or practice pastoral way of 

life.  An Italian named Galio opened the first 

crop farm.  The introduction of water pump 

irrigation for effective farming was incentive 

for many people to migrate to Gadien.

Today the main agricultural activity in 

Gadien is the production of fruit crops for 

sale.  The main fruits include oranges, papaya, 

guava and lemons.  About 60% of this fruit 

cropland is owned by a Catholic organization 

called Enda Padre.  Galio sold his property 

to this church organization and after 

independence they were able to reclaim the 

land.  People who come from the neighboring 

towns and villages to work in Gadien own the 

rest of the crop farmland.

Since independence,  Eritrea’s  new 

government has focused on the rebuilding 

of nation starting from ground zero.  Eritrea 

still suffers from the effects of the long and 

costly war with its former colonizer and 

from continued border conflicts with its 

new neighbor Ethiopia that started in 1998.  

The damage to its education sector cannot 

be easily measured.  Over 85% of Eritrean 

youth aged 18 to 35 are conscripted into 

military service.  Over 80% of male teachers 

have been teaching for meager salary.  This 

is because they have been called on to serve 

their nation, and over 90% of their salary 

goes to the defense forces.  

In the next section, I will present parts of 

my diary from field notebook showing my 

unadorned impression just after arrival in 

Gadien village and my record of conversations 

with informants.  My aim is to show how 

people in Eritrea are coping with the war in 

conjunction with shortage of water and food 

by creating innovative ways. 

Changes in Gadien; April 7, 2003

I have just arrived in Gadien village to start 

my 4 th fieldwork.  I went to see the school 

and talked to the teachers and principal of 

Gadien primary school.  Right from the start, 

I observed some changes in my students’ faces 

and appearances.  The first noticeable change 

was the fact that all the students were wearing 

new school uniforms.  In Eritrea all students 

from primary up to senior high school 

students must wear uniform.  However, 

until this year the obligatory policy was not 
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enforced in Gadien.  This must have added 

extra cost to the parents  already stressed 

household economy.  The second change was 

the fact that all the teachers and the principal 

of Gadien primary school have been changed.  

The changes that took place were introduced 

as national policy this year in order to rotate 

teachers working in remote areas to have a 

chance to work in big cities. 

This new change was both good and bad 

for my research.  It is good, because it allowed 

me to get afresh and anew perspectives about 

the village and the teachers.  I spoke with the 

new principal about Gadien and his students.  

I also asked him about the shortage of food 

and water in the area and how it is impacting 

on the process of learning in the classroom. 

The principal, Mr. Eyob, answered my 

question by giving me the general feeling 

about the community.  Starting with the lack 

of labor force, fathers being at the trenches 

and serving in the front line, mothers earning 

the minimum amount by working in the fruit 

farms, the kids were the first to suffer.  Mr. 

Eyob was surprised at the people’s ability to 

endure such difficult conditions and how the 

communities were moving forward.  He said, 

People at war are always zealous.   He said 

that 300 students were registered this school 

year, and of these 5 students have dropped 

out.  One was married; 3 were dreadfully sick 

and the last one simply quitted school.  The 

rest were here he added. 

In grade 5 almost half of the students were 

involved in paid labor every day.  They come 

to school in the morning and in the afternoon 

they must work for the private farm owners.  

According to the principal of the school, the 

youth working during the afternoon seemed 

to do well academically and in their daily 

activities.  They were more responsible and 

matured students.  Mr. Eyob also talked about 

how parents were getting financially stressed 

due to the fact that many of them were paying 

more for transportation to send their children 

to junior and senior high school a large city 

20 km away from Gadien.

Today in Gadien, the hard social reality 

and the poverty level of the villagers are 

broadening.  For example, most, if not the 

majority, of the children are growing up 

within single mother households.  This is due 

to the fact that, some fathers have not been 

back since the war begun in 1998, meaning 

that they are missing in action.  This social 

reality is negatively affecting the learning 

process.  Mr. Eyob also stressed that even 

those fathers living at home are suffering from 

the economic reality of the current state of 

the nation.  Most of the men working as day 

laborers are making only about 30 Nakfa ($3) 

a day. 

4 out of the 6 teachers are also doing 

military service and they only make 500 

Nakfa per a month.  As mentioned above, 

almost everyone between the ages of 18-40 
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is currently serving in the military.  This is 

also another extremely difficult social reality.  

If the teachers are not eating, feeding their 

family and content with their life, their ability 

to teach will dramatically suffer.  Mr. Eyob 

explains that education needs a place and time 

where parents, students and teachers have the 

necessary ingredients to conduct the teaching 

and the learning process in a more conducive 

environment.

I also talked to some villagers about the 

education system and how it is affecting their 

daily life.  I asked Mrs. Tsegewine how the 

current situation, especially the question of 

water, is impacting daily life.  In the last two 

years, rain shortage has caused very severe 

social conditions for farmers.  Mrs. Tsegewine 

said, 

  “We are suffering greatly.  We did 

not harvest last year.  We did not even 

get enough water to drink, never mind 

nourishing the land.  God is punishing 

us.  We are hoping this year will be 

different.  Our children cannot go to 

junior or senior high school due to the 

lack of funds.  We have no money.  Even 

those rich farmers are not hiring many 

people, or if they do the payment is 

almost nothing.  We are truly suffering.  

Of course we get aid, but that is not 

enough either or if we do not get water 

what can we eat?”

  Mrs. Lemelem was very clear and expressive 

in her view.  She explained her worries about 

her daughter’s refusal to get married.  My 

daughter wants to further her education and 

go beyond high school.  Mrs. Lemelem could 

not understand why she would want to stay 

in school.  She started by explaining the cost 

of transportation and other related expenses.  

Moreover, three or four times men have come 

to ask for the parents  approval to marry 

their daughter.  But, it has not been possible.  

The problem as the mother explains is very 

clear. 

  “The men who have come to marry her 

are in military service, they cannot afford 

to feed or provide for her.  They only 

want to have children.  I can understand 

that, but how long can we live like 

this? Yes, my sons also have the same 

dilemma.  We also want them to find 

wives but we have nothing to offer the 

brides.  We are being supported by aid 

money to survive.”

The community at large is asking similar 

questions.

Water Pipe Project; April 12, 2003

Today, almost all of the parents of Gadien 

elementary school came to work on a 

water pipe project.  Since the lack of water 

in Gadien is creating a major crisis in the 
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whole community, the people are planning 

on their own initiative to create a water 

reserve so that the students can drink while 

they are at school.  First, the school director 

invited the parents to a meeting and brought 

the idea before them.  Then all the parents 

raised about 1,500 Nakfa ($150) to put in 

the pipelines.  But, since the money was not 

enough, so I donated to them 1,000 Nakfa, 

then they bought the needed extra pipes and 

were able to call all the community to install 

the pipeline.  In all about 90 people, both men 

and women participated in digging, burying 

and cementing on the pipeline.

After they finished working, I interviewed 

two parents from Gadien elementary school 

about the current situation.  I asked Mr. 

Jaber first to give me a general sense of the 

problem.  He explained the lack of water in 

the community. 

  “In the last rainy season we did not get 

nearly enough water even for drinking.  

Because of that we did not get anything 

from the land.  We did not harvest.  The 

fruit farm had not produced anything 

so even those employed, as day laborers 

could get no money.  This had major 

implications.  We have become aid 

dependent.  But even the aid we get is not 

sufficient, we are getting about 10 km per 

month.  Without water we cannot even 

use the aid we get.  Water has become 

our petroleum.  People who own farms 

have water pumps, but they cannot 

keep on giving while their water from 

underground is drying out.  I think this 

year probably things will change.  This 

coming rainy season, God will help us.”

Mrs. Meherate also explained her share of 

the current shortage of water.  She explained 

about the need for learning and building 

water reserves or some sort of irrigation.  We 

get enough water running at least two times 

a year but we do not know how to keep it 

in reserve so in times like this we can use it.   

She explained about the women struggle in 

the community in digging water wells.  We 

are in need of people to help us with digging 

water wells, to get the water we need to 

dig deeper into the ground, but we have a 

shortage of people.   Even though people who 

own the motors for water pipes are sharing 

them with the general public, the well is 

drying up.

Dekemahare Senior High School; April 17, 

2003

Today, I went to visit Dekemahare Senior 

High School.  Dekemahare is 20 km away 

from Gadien.  Students from Gadien must 

take the local bus to attend junior and senior 

high school.  It is the only high school in 

the area.  It has about 4,780 students, 47 

teachers of whom 15 are foreign Indian 



154

 4-1 

teachers.  All the students wear a uniform.  

The overwhelming majority of the students 

come from the neighboring villages and 

small towns.  And so the situation is very 

complex.  I asked the vice director Mr. Haile 

Walde Yohanes about the difference between 

students coming from Dekemahare city and 

those from the surrounding villages including 

Gadien.  Mr. Haile explained,  the students 

from the Gadien area were very good natured, 

disciplined, and matured.  They have a very 

shy attitude towards the teachers and to the 

school rules and policies.   He also added 

that students from the Gadien area seemed to 

have more money and resources, as well as 

independent minds. 

Generally, students coming from rural areas 

do not create any problems for the teachers 

nor to the other students.  However, they have 

a poor sense of time and they do not respect 

time.  They come very late and they tend to 

miss classes whenever they want.  This may be 

due to the fact over 95% of the students work 

both at home and in fruits farms as workers.  

This causes stress in their school activities.  

They have very low ability to communicate 

with instructional media in the classroom.  

English is a very new and under-practiced 

language in their lives.  So, it appears that 

they do not participate or speak in the 

classrooms.  Their academic achievement is 

very limited and not significant.  Mr. Haile 

said, It seems to me that they come to school 

just to avoid going to the military service.  

They are not interested in learning or using 

education as a tool to improve their lives.  In 

the last 4 years I have witnessed an incredible 

increase in the numbers of students from 

villages finishing high school.  This is because 

many of the villagers are using the school as 

a shield to avoid going to the military service 

early.

The dropout rate is not very significant.  

From the village areas most boys tend to 

finish school.  Nevertheless, only less than 1% 

will continue to higher education institutions 

such as university or colleges.  Most of the 

girls get married in grade 9 or 10.  Almost 

none of the girls go on to obtain higher 

education pass to high school.  However in 

the last 2 years, we have seen some girls from 

the village areas pursuing school with great 

interest.  Some are refusing to get married 

early and intend to go ahead with their 

education.

The last 4 years education has become very 

irrelevant.  Over 75% of the total student 

body, have repeated at least 1 year of school.  

This is also a mechanism to delay military 

service and stay at home.  Only 5% of the 

total student population will pass the general 

entrance examination in grade 11.  The rest 

will continue in the military service and most 

students consider education to be irrelevant.  

This has really impacted on the teaching and 

learning process in most places in Eritrea.  
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Most students are here for a student ID, so 

the police will not stop them. If you are not 

a registered student, you have to join the 

military and that is the main reason most of 

the students come to school. 

Finally, I asked Mr. Haile about the 

relevancy of education in general for students 

in his school.  He explained that

  “Education must have at least three 

principal purposes.  First, it has to play a 

major role in giving students knowledge 

about the universe and about common 

sense.  Second, it has to provide tools 

to solve problems.  Furthermore, it has 

to give students common language to 

communicate as well as sense of security 

for the future.” 

However, in Eritrea education system 

today does not provide these three most 

fundamental issues, i.e., knowledge, common 

language and security.  Furthermore, 

according to my observation during my 

fieldwork in Eritrea, I have observed that 

wartime education is having negative impact 

on the livelihood people in Gadien village.
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