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1 
 
Introduction and overview 
 
1.1 The nature of the problem 
 
Eritrea is a new nation in the horn of Africa with a population of approximately 4.3 
million. The modern history of Eritrea dates back to the period of colonization, by 
Italy during more than 50 years (1890-1941) and later for about ten years under the 
administration of Great Britain. Eritrea was federated with Ethiopia in 1952 by 
United Nations’ resolution. During the period 1952-1962, the Ethiopian regime 
undermined the federation and ultimately annexed Eritrea as one of the provinces of 
Ethiopia without the United Nations taking action to defend its own resolution or the 
people of Eritrea. In 1961, an armed struggle for liberation began and lasted for 
thirty years. On 24 May 1991 the thirty-year war concluded with a victory of the 
Eritrean people. In May 1993, Eritrea declared its independence following an 
internationally supervised referendum. 

Under the colonial administrations, educational opportunities for Eritreans 
were very limited and focused on colonial cultures and social experiences. 
Policymakers generally agree that the most important factor in the process of socio-
economic development is the training of all-round skilled manpower which involves 
appropriate skills, knowledge, attitudes, motivations and resourcefulness to bring 
about improvements in quality of production, services, technology and 
management. Accordingly, since independence, Eritrea has focused on the 
education of its people, which is a vital element in the process of rebuilding its 
shattered social and economic infrastructure.  
 
1.1.1 Selection of students 
 
Institutions of higher learning cater for high-level human resources that are needed 
by the economy of a new nation. The University of Asmara, which is open to only a 
small fraction of the Eritrean student population, has been the only institution of 
higher education in the country until very recently. As in the case of most countries, 
university entrance in Eritrea is based on a national examination. This seems to be 
the right approach provided that the examinations are fair in identifying the right 
students, and presupposes that the entrance examinations are prepared in an 
objective and scientific manner. Therefore, university entrance requirements need to 
be objectively set so that students with low ability levels, little potential and less 
motivation are not selected and students with high ability are not rejected. 

The university entrance examination in Eritrea, known as the Eritrean 
Secondary Education Certificate Examination (ESECE), is administered at specified 
centers throughout the country at the same time annually. University entrance 
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examination is highly competitive and not all those who are eligible are selected. 
Besides being an entrance requirement for the university, ESECE results are also 
required for possible scholarship and fellowship awards on a competitive basis, for 
employment opportunities, for joining the Teachers’ Training Program and other 
post-secondary education, as well as for some short term training. This renders the 
ESECE an important hurdle that the youth of the country must take to proceed to 
higher level jobs.  

If the ESECE constitutes an important national examination, questions 
relating to the quality of the examinations ought to be addressed scientifically.  
 
1.1.2 Attrition of students at the University of Asmara  
 
Discontinuation by a student of his/her studies for any reason is called attrition. One 
might expect attrition to be exceptional, because during their stay at the university, 
students are exposed to uniformly good living conditions including free education, 
free boarding for students coming from outside of Asmara, free cafeteria services, 
and use of library facilities and books free of charge.  

Although university entrance selection criteria are highly competitive − the 
top 6% to 12% as indicated by success in ESECE of the candidates who completed 
the Nation's Secondary Schools are admitted−, the attrition rate at the university is 
substantial at about 35% on average every year at freshman level. The attrition rate 
for both freshman and non-freshman remained fairly stable at about 35% and 15% 
respectively while the overall stayed at about 23% through the years 1991/92 to 
1996/1997. Table 1 gives the attrition rate on a semester basis for entrants of the 
years 1993-1995 taken together. The total number of students is 1213. It can be 
inferred from these data that as the years progress from the second semester of the 
second year program, more balanced results are attained with a slight deviation 
during the second semester of the third year program. 

 
Table 1 Attrition of students (cohorts 1993-1995) 

Year Semester Number of students Attrition Attrition rate 

1 1213 306 25.2% 1 

2 907 83 9.2% 

1 830 81 9.8% 2 

2 767 22 2.9% 

1 736 9 1.2% 3 

2 706 30 4.2% 

4 1 555 6 1.1% 

 2 500 0 0.0% 
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Both the high level of attrition (about 23% between 1991/92-1996/97) and the fact 
that this level is not reduced over time indicate the need to investigate the selection 
processes and students' performance at the university in order to be able to initiate 
improvement measures. 
 
 
1.2 Research questions 
 
There are several factors that can cause high attrition rates at institutions of higher 
learning in Eritrea. First, the entrance examinations may not be as good as they 
should be or there may be other factors that negatively influence the performance of 
students. In that case, ways and means of improving the selection procedure should 
be sought to make it more scientific and practical. Better methods of preparing 
examinations, better methods of screening and selection will then have to be 
introduced. Second, for the students who are admitted to the university, it may be 
possible to identify some factors that affect the performance of students in order to 
raise the students' retention rate. Accordingly, key problems to be addressed are: 
 
 (a) To what extent does the ESECE test the ability of students in a 

satisfactory way? 
 
 (b) What are the important factors that affect the students' performance 

levels at the university? 
 
Addressing these key problems requires scientific research in the effectiveness of 
testing and in the analysis of students' performance factors. Since there are various 
possible combinations of electives in the ESECE taken by different groups of 
students, the study of question (a) concentrates only on the compulsory subjects, 
which are English and Mathematics.  

It is hoped that the outcome of this study will make an important contribution 
towards all-round improvement in all administrative and academic spheres of 
activity and organizational matters.  
 
 
1.3 Significance of the study 
 
With the initiation of this study, it may be possible to identify suitable plans that not 
only help minimize the problems in the system but may also lead to higher 
academic standards at various levels in the Eritrean educational system. If this is 
accomplished, then capable students who join institutions of higher learning may be 
expected to be able to complete their university studies successfully and with little 
attrition. This will in turn reduce waste of resources earmarked for the development 
of skilled manpower. Consequently, it will also lead to better utilization of 
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expenditures on developing human resources. The conclusions and 
recommendations obtained from the study may be of much help to Eritrea and 
neighbouring countries with similar problems in their education systems for 
comparison purposes. 
 
 
1.4 Structure of the study 
 
The study has two main parts. Chapter 3 focuses on the internal structure of the 
ESECE. Chapters 4-6 are about the effects of ESECE results and other factors on 
performance at the university. In Chapters 4-6, the study focuses, respectively, on 
the first and second semesters of the freshman program, the first semester of the 
second year program, and the graduation of students. The main reasons for 
concentrating on these parts are the highly competitive selection and admission 
criteria, the relatively high attrition rates during the first three semesters at the 
university, and the importance given to the graduation of students as one of the 
primary output indicators of the university.  
 
The review of the historical and institutional background information is based on 
secondary sources, descriptive in nature, whereas the studies on the entrance 
examinations and performance of students at the university are based on statistical 
analysis of data collected specifically for the purpose of this study.  

Chapter 2 presents an overview of the historical and institutional background 
information of the educational system in Eritrea with focus on the University of 
Asmara. It also gives a description of students' admission profile, the university's 
programs and its implementation procedures, students' services, the recurrent 
budget, the achievements or outcomes obtained in terms of graduation of students, 
research publications, academic versus non-academic staff ratio, and success ratio of 
students.  

Chapter 3 turns to the analysis of the ESECE. In this chapter, an attempt is 
made to get insight into the selection procedures of the university. The reliability 
and validity of the compulsory subjects in the entrance examinations of the year 
1998 are investigated to check the internal consistency, a crucial aspect of whether 
or not the examinations did measure what they are supposed to measure. Some parts 
of the study related to internal validity are presented in Chapter 3, whereas 
predictive validity is discussed in Chapter 4.  

Chapter 4 presents the investigation of the influence of the pre-university 
academic, admission and person-related characteristics on the performance of 
freshmen students by means of linear regression models. 
Chapter 5 presents the analysis of some of the student-level characteristics that 
influence the Grade Point Average (GPA) of students in the first semester of their 
second year. Since the placement of students in various academic departments has 
been processed immediately after their completion of the freshman program, this 
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chapter also gives insight in the differences between academic departments. 
Multilevel analysis is used in order to gain insight in the differences between 
academic departments. 

Chapter 6 deals with the investigation of some of the characteristics that 
influence the graduation of students. For this purpose, logistic regressions based on 
different sub-groups of variables and various categories of students are used. 

Chapter 7 includes general and comprehensive discussions on the entire study 
and gives recommendations. 






