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The historical and institutional background of the 
University of Asmara and its recent developments 
 
As a general background to the entire study, this chapter describes the main 
characteristics of the University of Asmara and its recent developments. Next to 
information about the University’s organization, facilities, and staff development, 
special attention is given to student admission and achievement, as these will be 
treated further in the next chapter. The chapter starts with a short account of the 
history of Eritrea and its consequences for education.  

 
 
2.1 A brief overview of the history of Eritrea and its education 
 
Eritrea is a semi-arid country with a total area of 12.1 million hectares and a 
population of approximately 4.3 million. The gross national income (GNI) per 
capita of Eritrea for the year 2001 was estimated to be about US$ 160 (World 
Development Indicators, World Bank, Washington D.C. 2003). Comparing this 
indicator with the average per capita income for other countries, Eritrea is 
considered among the poorest countries in the world. The average GNI per capita 
for sub-Saharan countries is US$ 460.  

The modern history of Eritrea dates back to the Italian colonization (1890 – 
1941). During the Italian colonial period the formal European style of education was 
introduced in Eritrea. The schools were meant for the Italians and the medium of 
instruction was Italian. The educational opportunities for Eritreans were very 
limited, providing them with Italian political, cultural and social experiences. In 
1941, after the defeat of the Italians by the British, the country came under a British 
caretaker administration. The traditional British colonial policies were introduced, 
with the main objective of the British educational structure being to train Eritreans 
as functionaries in the administration, to force Eritreans into a wage economy and to 
stimulate the break-up of tribal solidarity. 

Eritrea was federated with Ethiopia in 1952 by a United Nations resolution. 
During the period 1952-62, the Haile Selassie (King of Ethiopia) regime violated 
the terms of the federation and annexed Eritrea as the 14th province of Ethiopia in 
1962. In this period, many new schools were opened in an attempt to advance 
education. The armed struggle for liberation of Eritrea began in 1961 and lasted for 
about 30 years. Approximately 65,000 Eritreans were killed and a much higher 
number were wounded and/or disabled.  

As of 1963, the medium of instruction in the elementary schools was 
Amharic, the national language of Ethiopia. Many private schools were opened and 
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the number of students increased. However, the influence of the Ethiopian 
government on education remained dominant. 

The war ended in May 1991. A referendum was conducted under UN 
observation in April 1993 in which the Eritrean people voted 99.8% in favor of 
independence. In May 1993, Eritrea was declared an independent state. After 
independence, Eritrea has been engaged in all-out efforts to rebuild its war-shattered 
social and economic infrastructure. One of the vital programs in the campaign for 
national rehabilitation has been in the field of education, which mainly focused on 
training skilled personnel for such understaffed vocations as teaching, law, medicine 
and administration. A rapid improvement in educational facilities has been 
achieved. Reports from the Statistics Department of the Ministry of Education 
indicate that the number of high schools increased from 19 to 43 between the 
academic years 1990/91 to 2000/01. The number of students in the high schools 
increased from 27,627 to 63,951 between the academic years 1991/1992 to 
2000/2001. From the reports of the National Examinations and Assessment 
Department of the Ministry of Education, it can be seen that the overall percentage 
of youth joining high schools was about 55% in the years 2001 and 2002. 
 
 
2.2 The University of Asmara 
 
2.2.1 Historical background 
 
The University of Asmara was, until very recently, the only institution of higher 
education in the country. The Registrar's office and university catalogues provide a 
description of the main points of the history of the University of Asmara. The 
University of Asmara was founded on December 20, 1958 as the “Holy Family” 
University Institute by the Missionary Congregation “Piae Matres Nigritiae” 
(Camboni sisters), with Italian as medium of instruction. At that time it was the 
second university in Ethiopia. The plan was to prepare students to earn the “Laurea” 
at one of the universities in Italy. The main objective of the university was to 
provide educational opportunities for Ethiopian youth while meeting the 
international standard of Education. In 1959, the university was recognized by the 
then Eritrean Government. In 1960, the university was recognized by the Superior 
Council of the Italian Universities ascertaining the international academic standard 
according to the Conventions of Geneva. In 1964, English was adopted as a medium 
of instruction in addition to Italian. 

In 1968, with the aim of stimulating and encouraging private initiatives in the 
field of education to supplement the efforts and activities of the Government, the 
university was granted a charter. The university was established as “a body politic 
and corporate in name and deed, to have perpetual existence with a common seal 
which may be adopted, changed or varied at the pleasure of University of Asmara”. 
In 1975, English was adopted as the sole medium of instruction. In 1977, the 
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university came under the umbrella of the Commission for Higher Education. The 
change of administration from a private university to a government institution 
resulted in an increase in the number of students. In 1990, due to loss of control in 
many areas of Eritrea, the Ethiopian Government dismantled the university, with its 
staff and movable property such as computers and books, and moved it to Ethiopia.  

After Eritrean victory in the war of independence, in 1991, the university was 
re-established with an autonomous status by the Provisional Government of Eritrea. 
Concerted efforts were taken to rehabilitate, restructure and revitalize it as a center 
of higher learning and applied research. In the beginning, the university had to start 
its programs with no facilities at its disposal. It was in a start-up phase with severe 
shortages of facilities and staff.  
According to the Office of the President of the University of Asmara, the university 
was re-established with the following objectives:  
 
“(i) The gathering and dissemination of knowledge (higher education) and the 
provision of training so as to generate the skills and know-how required for national 
reconstruction and socio-economic development.  
 
(ii) Enhancing the quality of higher education, expanding its scope and increasing 
its accessibility through a standard system composed of three integral Programs, 
namely, Regular, Extension and Correspondence. 
 
(iii) Conducting basic, applied and developmental research involving joint efforts 
with both Eritrean and non-Eritrean institutions and scholars. 
 
(iv) Spearheading the rehabilitation and development of Eritrea’s human resources 
as the country is undergoing transition from the ravages of war to the task of 
peaceful reconstruction and development. 
 
(v) Contributing to the restoration and improvement of Eritrea’s ruined ecology 
through applied, developmental, agricultural and environmental research.”  
 
The University of Asmara resumed its academic work on October 10, 1991 with 
five faculties: Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, Agriculture, Law, and English. An 
evening extension program offering Bachelor of Arts degrees as well as 
undergraduate diplomas in the same subjects started functioning to supplement the 
regular four-year program.  
 
Since the independence in 1991, the Eritrean society has been mobilized to 
construct the war-ravaged country, to build new political and social institutions, and 
to rehabilitate and develop the national economy. As in many other universities, the 
mission of the University of Asmara is the discovery, generation and dissemination 
of knowledge in the service of society. Therefore, the university has been expected 
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to contribute as much as possible to face these challenges. In order to achieve its 
goals, the university emphasized the need for reviewing the academic programs and 
the curriculum. To this effect, in 1992, a Standing Committee consisting of more 
than thirty representatives from the various departments of the university, ministries, 
and institutions was established. As an extension of that effort, again in the year 
1992, the University of Asmara organized an International Symposium to revise its 
curricula, in which many Eritrean scholars living and working abroad participated. 
One of the first achievements in this direction is the introduction of the so-called 
Students National Service Program, where students spend one academic year before 
graduation to provide services to local communities. The main purpose of the 
program is to enhance students' understanding of local community needs, problems 
and development, and to participate in all capacities requiring the use of special 
skills developed in the university. The university's National Service Program is a 
national obligation as well as one of the university's requirements. In the future, the 
year of National Service will be incorporated into the university’s curriculum to 
serve as an internship year in which students will be engaged in a well-defined, 
supervised and evaluated program of practical training after they complete their 
course work. 
 
2.2.2 Establishment of linkage programs 
 
Since 1995, a 10-year strategic plan has been in effect, the aim of which is to rebuild 
the University of Asmara. The main focus of the plan is on relevance and quality of 
education, and sustainability of the programs. 

The issue of relevance of the university's education was tackled by making 
formal links between the university and the relevant Eritrean public and private 
sectors through the formation of a joint steering group. The functions of the steering 
group include identification of the problems of the public and private sectors, 
determination of the level of skill needed to realistically handle the problems, and 
drafting appropriate curricula aimed at developing the desired level of skills. The 
functions of the Committee further included coordinating and facilitating joint 
research efforts through freely sharing the information facilities and personnel, and 
serving as an internal quality control mechanism to regulate the functional standards 
of the various programs. 

The building of local partnership was considered a prerequisite to the 
building of external partnership, intended to address the quality of education at the 
university. In this way a linkage model was set up, where each faculty has been 
linked to one or at most two advanced institutions in Europe, America, Australia, 
etc. In the opening address on the 30th graduation ceremony of the university, the 
President of the university paid special tribute to some institutional and development 
partners for contributing their facilities and experience. These include several 
universities in the Netherlands (among which Groningen), Sweden, Norway, Italy, 
the United States of America, Zimbabwe, and India.  
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External task forces consisting of senior professors from the linkage 
institutions have been involved in the external partnership. The University of 
Asmara, the local steering group, and the external partners define the goals based on 
the functions of the steering group described above. Visiting professors from the 
linkage institutions have been seconded to the University of Asmara for a duration 
of six months to two years. They assist the University of Asmara in teaching and 
problem identification in all spheres including research activities. In order to 
guarantee sustainability, a commercial farm was set up in the Faculty of Agriculture 
and Aquatic Sciences, as well as an industrial materials testing center in the faculty 
of Engineering. In addition, summer programs were organized to upgrade the skills 
of public and private employees.  

The planning and management of the projects is based in Asmara through the 
assistance of the linkage institutions. The main purpose is to encourage the 
university to work on its own instead of entirely depending on linkage institutions. 
 
2.2.3 Facilities  
 
The University of Asmara has been underfacilitated for a long time, with respect to 
availability of teaching materials, classroom conditions, and student 
accommodation. Some specifics are given in this section.  
 
Library and bookstore 
The library has been suffering from a shortage of relevant reference books. The 
University of Asmara Library was founded in 1960 and accommodates about 400 
readers. As a report of the library indicates, much attention towards its improvement 
was given during 1972/73 - 1998/99. In general, it could be said that the Library has 
been functioning with insufficient books, shortage of shelving and reading space, 
and lack of professional librarians. In 1990, when the university was dismantled and 
transferred to the southern part of Ethiopia, most of the basic library collections 
were also taken. In the year 2003, the library contains about 80,000 volumes.  

 
The bookstore contains a number of books that are lent to students on a semester 
basis. Students can borrow textbooks from the center every semester free of charge. 
Whenever the number of books for a particular course is less than the number of 
students taking that course, two or more students are made to share a single book. In 
the years 1991 to 1994, basic textbooks were in an acute short supply with the ratio 
of students to a textbook being as high as 15:1.  
 
Classroom conditions and laboratories 
The congestion in the classrooms has been very severe. The number of students in 
the classrooms has exceeded the normal capacity of the lecture halls due to the 
increase of the student body. In general, the frequency and occupancy rates of the 
classrooms are high. The capacities of the laboratories are increased to 
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accommodate more students than the normal capacities. Three additional 
laboratories were constructed in the 1997/98 academic year. Recently, a new 
auditorium that can accommodate 300 students was built and new blackboards were 
installed in the classrooms.  

The university has 24 classrooms on the main campus. Ten of these have an 
average normal capacity of about 70 students each. The remaining 14 have a normal 
capacity of only 30 students each. These classrooms now accommodate 100 and 55 
students, respectively. Furthermore, there is one large classroom with a capacity of 
100 students, which is to accommodate 140, and an auditorium with a capacity of 
150 (now 200) students.  
 
Student services 
The student accommodations consist of dormitories, a cafeteria serving free meals 
to all students in the day program, and the university clinic where outpatient medical 
health services are provided to the regular students of the university. In the so-called 
Health Station student patients are examined, diagnosed and treated on a regular 
basis. If necessary, the Health Station also performs follow-ups, advises patients 
who need prolonged treatment, and arranges referrals for patients who require 
admission to more specialized hospitals. 

Most of the dormitories were built for classroom use or other purposes. 
Dormitories have been provided only to the students coming from outside Asmara. 
Although new dormitories, which can accommodate about 1050 students, were 
constructed in the academic year 1997/98, the number of students in the day 
program reached 2948 while the capacity of the dormitories was less than 1300.  
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Table 2.1 Dormitory accommodation for day students 
Academic Year Male Female Total Percentage housed 

1991/92 608 151 759 45 

1992/93 1300 150 1450 68 

1993/94 626 122 748 33 

1994/95 770 84 854 36 

1995/96 757 84 841 32 

1996/97 892 87 979 35 

1997/98 1123 158 1281 43 

1998/99 1242 184 1426 36 

1999/00 1280 184 1464 35 

2000/01 1300 180 1480 32 

2001/02 1317 180 1497 27 

2002/03 1328 180 1508 25 

Source: Office for students' affair 

Table 2.1 presents the growth that was attained over the period 1991/92 through 
2002/2003 in terms of dormitory facilities to male students. These figures show an 
increase of about 200% in terms of dormitory residents. The academic year 1992/93 
was an exception since classrooms were also used as dormitories to minimize 
problems. The female students' dormitory facility position remains stagnant. 
Because of the increasing number of students, additional dormitories are under 
construction. Furthermore, the table indicates a clear need for increased dormitory 
facilities because currently only about 29% of the total number of students are being 
accommodated.  
 
2.2.4 Academic staff 
 
The shortage of academic staff has been strongly felt in the university. Some 
departments had only two regular staff members. The shortage of academic staff has 
been one of the major constraints in the process of revitalization.  

In the 1992/93 academic year, the university had only 13 Ph.D.s and 59 
M.A.s or M.Sc.s as teaching staff.The situation has been improving over the years 
as is shown in Table 2.2. Furthermore, the table indicates that the number of 
teachers at the university has increased four times in the period between 1991/92 
and 2002/2003, out of which an increase of fourteen times is observed in Ph.D. 
staff. Table 2.3 gives a detailed account of the academic staff by rank. Under the 
staff development program, the main emphasis has been on training academic staff 
members for Master’s or Ph.D. degrees. With the exception of some staff members, 
most of them have been trained in linkage institutions. As a matter of principle, the 
majority of the staff members who have had the training opportunity have been 
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working on research topics related to Eritrea. There has been an initiative to grant 
short term research leaves or sabbatical leaves for academic staff members so that 
they could improve their research capabilities in linkage institutions or other 
universities. The training of staff members is expected to meet the demand for 
additional staff due to the growing number of academic departments and programs. 
With the increasing number of staff members, they will be expected to work not 
only in the teaching component but also in research. Since 1994, a total of 215 staff 
members have been sent for further training. By the end of 2001, and since 1994, 
the total number of trained staff was 23 at the Doctoral and 62 at Masters levels.  

 
Table 2.2. Academic staff degrees from 1991 through 2003 

Academic year Academic staff 

 Ph.D. M.A./M.Sc. B.A./B.Sc. 

1991/92 

1992/93 

1993/94 

1994/95 

1995/96 

1996/97 

1997/98 

1998/99 

1999/00 

2000/01 

2001/02 

2002/03 

8 

13 

14 

31 

49 

62 

94 

95 

97 

102 

121 

112 

38 

59 

48 

57 

56 

56 

64 

67 

81 

77 

61 

74 

16 

15 

25 

29 

43 

65 

79 

69 

72 

67 

74 

58 

 
 
Table 2.3 indicates that the number of female teachers at the university has 
increased four times in the period between 1991/92 and 2002/2003. The number of 
male teachers increased about four times during 1991/1992 through 2002/2003. 
Academic versus administrative staff ratio of about 1:5 in the academic year 
1992/93 dropped to about 1:1.5 in the year 2002/2003. The ratio of female academic 
to female administrative staff increased slightly from 1:61 in the year 1991/92 but 
dropped to 0.8 in 2002/2003.  
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Table 2.3 Academic and administrative staff profile 

 

Academic year 

 

Academic staff 

Total 

 

Administrative staff 

 

Staff ratio 

Academic: Administrative  

 

(1) 

Professor 

Fem./Tot. 

(2) 

Lecturer 

Fem./Tot. 

(3) 

Assistant 

Fem./Tot.  

(4) 

Female 

(5) 

Total 

(6) 

Female 

(7) 

Total 

(8) 

Female 

(5):(7) 

Male 

[(6)-(5)]:[(8)-(7) 

Total 

(6):(8) 

1991/92 

1992/93 

1993/94 

1994/95 

1995/96 

1996/97 

1997/98 

1998/99 

1999/00 

2000/01 

2001/02 

2002/03 

 

3/19 

4/19 

4/41 

4/44 

7/62 

11/101 

7/95 

7/97 

9/102 

10/121 

10/112 

 

3/57 

2/45 

3/50 

5/61 

9/56 

5/59 

3/28 

4/81 

4/77 

5/61 

5/74 

 

0/11 

2/23 

2/26 

7/43 

11/65 

10/77 

15/108 

14/72 

13/67 

16/74 

18/58 

3 

6 

8 

9 

16 

27 

26 

25 

25 

30 

31 

33 

62 

87 

87 

117 

148 

183 

237 

231 

250 

246 

256 

254 

183 

196 

192 

184 

77 

80 

80 

58 

192 

198 

198 

224 

305 

326 

303 

291 

159 

159 

154 

139 

331 

352 

352 

372 

1:61 

1:33 

1:24 

1:20 

1:5 

1:3 

1:3 

1:2 

1:7.7 

1:6.6 

1:6.4 

1:6.8 

1:2.1 

1:1.6 

1:1.4 

1:1.0 

1:0.6 

1:0.5 

1:0.4 

1:0.4 

1:0.6 

1:0.7 

1:0.7 

1:0.7 

1:4.9 

1:3.7 

1:3.5 

1:2.5 

1:1.1 

1:0.9 

1:0.7 

1:0.6 

1:1.3 

1:1.4 

1:1.4 

1:1.5 

Source: Office of the Director of Administration of the university 
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An optimistic plan of action program is given in Table 2.4. There will be much 
progress in terms of quantity and quality of academic staff by the end of 2004. This 
progress will be achieved through recruitment of qualified staff, introducing training 
programs to upgrade the qualification of staff, and the introduction of relatively 
better salary scales as compared to employees in other institutions.  

In addition to the recruitment of qualified and experienced staff members, 
graduate assistants have been recruited who are to be further trained and the 
dependence on expatriate academic staff will be minimized. They have also been 
assigned to assist in tutorials and laboratory work before they leave to continue their 
further studies. 
 
Table 2.4 Projected academic staff by colleges (2004) 
College 2004 

Agriculture 46 

Arts and Social 

Sciences 

81 

Business and 

Economics 

83 

Education 25 

Engineering 46 

Health Sciences 37 

Law 24 

Science 70 

Total 412 

Source: Research and Human Development Department of the University of 
Asmara 
 
Furthermore, the university has been hosting senior academic staff members from 
linkage institutions from various countries. They have made important 
contributions, focusing on teaching and the identification of postgraduate research 
areas for junior academic staff.  

One of the most important incentives for the retention of staff members is the 
salary level. The government has made a substantial salary increment to all 
employees in government institutions. The salary increment for university staff with 
Ph.D. qualifications has been relatively higher than that of other employees in other 
institutions with the same qualification. Table 2.5 indicates that there has been a 
substantial salary increment for all academic staff in the years 1995-1996 and 1997-
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2001. During the years 1991 to 2001, the country was more stable as regards the 
currency. However, after 2001, the impact of war made vast differences in the rates 
of exchange and it was not suitable for analysis.  

 
Table 2.5 Salary per academic rank (1991-2001) 

Year 

1991-1994 1995-1996 1997-2001 

 

Academic rank 

Nakfa USD Nakfa USD Nakfa USD 

Professor 

Associate Professor  

Assistant Professor 

Lecturer 

Assistant Lecturer 

Graduate Assistant 

 

1365 

1200 

650-850 

--- 

500-600 

 

189 

166 

90-118 

--- 

69-83 

3500 

3200-3400 

2600-2930 

1800-1880 

--- 

800-1000 

485 

444-472 

361-406 

250-261 

--- 

111-139 

4300-4700 

3800-4100 

3100-3550 

2300-2400 

2200 

1500-1650 

596-652 

527-569 

430-492 

319-333 

305 

208-229 

1 US$ is equivalent to 7.21 Nakfa.  

 
2.2.5 Research 
 
Lack of facilities and shortage of academic staff in some departments and their pre-
occupation with teaching assignments have restrained the initiation of scientific 
research in the university. Lack of access to recent and relevant scientific journals 
has been another serious problem. The absence of post-graduate studies has also 
minimized the opportunity to do research. Although the university has planned for 
research to be intensified in the plan period 2000 to 2004, which would entail 
academic staff members being involved in both research and teaching, it appears 
that much emphasis is still given to the teaching component. An office was 
established in the year 1998 with the main aim of coordinating the research 
activities of the university. According to the report of this office, the major research 
themes that have been functioning are in GeoPhysics, Medicinal Plants, and 
Materials Science. The other research-related activities are the individual research 
projects conducted by graduating students as part of the graduation requirement. It 
has also been planned that staff members on study leave conduct their research in 
areas that have been deemed relevant to the needs of the society.  
 
2.2.6 Sources of income 
 
The major source of income of the university is formed by government budgetary 
allocations. The amount obtained is used to cover staff salaries, contractual 
obligations, maintenance and running costs. Currently, the university covers costs of 
boarding of all the regular students and provides accommodation to almost thirty 
percent of them. In Table 2.6, the government expenditure per student is given, 
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taking the year 1995 as base. The recurrent budgets in the various fiscal years were 
adjusted with regard to inflation. In 1995 and 1996, the currency was in Ethiopian 
Birr and it was equivalent to that of Nakfa of Eritrea until 2001. The student intake 
remained more or less the same over 1995 through 1997. 
 
Table 2.6 Profile of government expenditure per student (1995-2001)  

Year 

 

 

(t) 

Number of 

students 

(1) 

Annual 

Funding 

(Recurrent) 

(2) 

Expenditure 

per student in 

Nakfa 

(3) = (2)/(1) 

Index Numbers 

students  

(1995 base) 

(4) 

Index numbers 

Funding  

(1995 base) 

(5) 

1995 2600 6,871,280 2423 100 100 

1996 2726 11,931,700 4377 105 174 

1997 2663 10,646,940 3998 102 155 

1998 3224 13,919,940 4318 124 203 

1999 3912 14,913,920 3812 150 217 

2000 4135 15,583,984 3769 159 227 

2001 4628 17,791,023 3844 178 259 

One US$ is equivalent to 7.21 Nakfa. 
 
Comparing the index numbers in columns (4) and (5), it is clear that the trend in 
funding well matches the increase in student enrollment. In addition to the 
government budget allocations, NUFFIC in the Netherlands, the Italian 
Government, the World Bank, the UNDP, SAREC SIDA-Sweden, USAID-USA, 
DANIDA-Denmark, NORAD-Norway, and AUS-AID from Australia made 
substantial financial contributions to the University. 
 
 
2.3 Academic programs and student admission 
 
The University of Asmara used to include two different teaching divisions for the 
day and the evening programs, respectively. The entrance requirements and all other 
academic regulations were the same for both divisions. The day programs were 
planned for unemployed full-time students. The evening programs were mainly 
meant for employed students who were unable to pursue university studies earlier. 
In exceptional cases employed applicants could be enrolled in the day programs. 
Programs in both divisions lead to the Bachelor’s Degree, Diploma or Certificate. 
Degree programs leading to the Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science, or Bachelor 
of Law usually require 4 to 5 years of full-time study. The Diploma programs 
usually have a 2 to 3 year span of full-time study and Certificate programs require 1 
year of full-time study. The study in the evening program normally takes twice as 
long as the day program study. Due to the shortage of staff and facilities, new 
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admission to the evening programs was terminated in the academic year 1994/95. 
The academic year consists of two semesters of sixteen weeks each. The first starts 
in September and ends in December. The five colleges, with a range of departments, 
used to prepare students for eleven degree and two diploma programs. Since 1992, 
several new departments and units have been established. In the 1998/99 academic 
year, the departments prepared students for 27 degree programs, 13 diploma 
programs and 6 certificate programs. This expansion in teaching programs has been 
made possible by the increase from 12 departments in 1998/99 to 31 in 1992/93. 

Since the 1992/93 academic year, the students have been organizing some 
recreational programs and other extra-curricular activities such as drama, music, 
poetry and sports. The main purpose has been to help students understand the 
patterns of Eritrean society with a view to extending their scope of culture. In 
general, no adequate attention was paid to such activities. 
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Table 2.7 Current programs (as of 2002/2003 academic year)  
College B.A./B.Sc. Diploma Certificate 

Science Biology - - 
Chemistry - - 
Computer Science - - 
Geology - - 
Mathematics - - 
Marine Biology & Fisheries - - 

 

Physics - - 
Anthropology & Archaeology - - 
Geography - - 
History - - 
Political Science - Political Science 
Sociology & Social Works - Sociology & Social W. 

Social Sciences 

Statistics & Demography - - 
English - - Arts  
Journalism & Mass Comm. - - 

Law Law - Law 
Business & Economics Accounting - Accounting 

Business Management - Archives & Records 
Economics & Finance - Human Resource Mgt. 
Public Administration - Public Administration 

 

- - Project Management 
Agriculture  Agricultural Engineering - - 

Animal Science - - 
Land Resource & Environment - - 

 

Plant Science General 
Agriculture 

- 

Engineering Civil Engineering - - 
Electrical Engineering - -  
Mechanical Engineering - - 

Health Science Clinical Laboratory Science - - 
Nursing - -  
Pharmacy - - 

Education Educational Administration - - 
Educational Psychology - - 
Biology - - 
Chemistry - - 
Mathematics Mathematics - 
Physics Science 

Education 
- 

English English - 
Geography Geography - 

 

History History - 
Source: Statistics and programming office of the University  
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2.3.1 Student admission procedure 
 
The University of Asmara centrally administers the Eritrean Secondary Education 
Certificate Examinations (ESECE). Both the University of Asmara and the Ministry 
of Education are represented in the ESECE board whose tasks are to provide 
guidelines for the routine activities of ESECE and to forward fresh initiatives with 
the aim of developing the center into a strong and competent institution. No 
educational experts from different areas are available to advise the Testing Center. 
The questions for the ESECE are set by the academic staff members, who are 
selected by the President of the University of Asmara. 

In administering the ESECE, center representatives and invigilators have 
been assigned to conduct examinations in the various centers. The topmost officials 
to organize the examinations are the center representatives, and they are mainly 
University staff members. The invigilators are selected from the professionals at the 
University of Asmara, the secondary schools and other educational institutions. 
Examinations have been conducted at 28 centers, 13 in Asmara and 15 in other 
towns. The entrance examination, which usually lasts for three days, requires the 
candidates to take two compulsory examinations, English and Mathematics. 
Candidates also have to take at least three more elective subjects from Biology, 
Chemistry, Physics, General Science, Geography, History, Economics, 
Bookkeeping, Agriculture and general knowledge. All the tests consist of multiple-
choice questions. A special examination in Arabic was started in 1994 for the 
subjects Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Geography, History, English, Mathematics, 
statistics, Arabic, philosophy and logic, and Islamic religion education. The 
examinations in Arabic are of the subjective (written) type. The English 
examination consists mainly of multiple-choice items. To minimize possible 
cheating during the examinations special seating arrangements of the candidates are 
planned ahead of time. The staff members of the Computer Unit or College of 
Engineering of the University handle scanning the answer sheets and converting the 
raw marks into grades. All the answer sheets for the multiple-choice type of 
questions are evaluated with a scantron. 

Grade points are computed for Mathematics, English and three elective 
courses on a scale ranging from 0 to 4. The minimum GPA required for the 
selection of students varies from year to year. The raw marks are submitted to the 
President of the University, who, together with the Minister of Education, 
determines the cut-off points. Figure 2.1 depicts the development in the number of 
ESECE candidates and the number of admitted students from 1992 to 2002. A steep 
fall followed by a steady rise in the number of candidates taking the ESECE may be 
observed. Every academic year, the number of students taking the national 
examination or the University's entrance examination was at least 5000. The 
percentage of admitted students during the years 1992 to 1994 is less than 10%. 
However, an increase from about 10% to about 19% during the period 1995 to 2002 
may be noticed. 
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Figure 2.1 Number of candidates and admitted students (1992-2002) 

 
In the year 1992, immediately after the liberation of Eritrea, the first ESECE was 
conducted in which ex-fighters as well as students from Sudan and Ethiopia took the 
examination. The number of ESECE candidates steadily declined during (1993-
1994). However, there was an annual rise in the number of candidates from 1995 to 
2002. This increase may be attributable to the establishment of more high schools 
and the return of many Eritrean refugees from other countries. 
 
Scholarship awards 
The University of Asmara implemented a program of Scholarship Awards to 
outstanding and needy students to pursue their studies without being hampered by 
financial constraints. The first objective of the scholarship award has been to 
encourage gifted female students to pursue their University studies without being 
hampered by financial considerations. The second objective was to encourage 
veteran students (ex-fighters) in their readjustment to University life. The third 
objective was to intensify the University’s search for competent and meritorious 
students. All full-time students in the day program of the University with a semester 
grade point average of 2.5 and above at the University and in need of financial 
assistance can be considered for these scholarships. The orders of priorities are: 
female, veteran ex-fighters, and other students. One of the duties and responsibilities 
of the Scholarship Awards Committee is to ensure that no qualified applicants are 
excluded from availing themselves of the scholarship screening process. The second 
duty is to ensure that the University’s opportunities for this scholarship reach the 
deserving students who are selected on the basis of equality.  

Three different scholarship awards are available at present: the Memhir 
Emmanuel’s Scholarship Award, World University Service Scholarship Award, and 
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Association of Eritreans for Peace and Democracy Scholarship Award. From 1994 
to 1999, an amount of Nakfa 860,000.00 was awarded to 3164 deserving students 
chosen on a semester basis. 

 
2.3.2 Student enrollment 
 
Table 2.8 gives the numbers of students that entered the University of Asmara since 
1991. There was an increase of about 152% in student enrollment in the academic 
years (1991-92) and (2002-2003). For female students in particular the number 
increased about four times during the academic years 1991/1992 through 
2002/2003. The yearly enrollment of female students has been, on average, 11.5% 
as compared to the total number of students. However, there has been a slight 
increase in the proportion of female students from the academic years 1996/1997 to 
2002/2003. Incentives such as less stringent admission criteria and scholarship 
awards were intended to encourage female students to pursue their studies at the 
University could be some of the motivating factors for this increase. Female 
students have been admitted with a grade point average of 0.2 lower than the male 
students since 1995 (grade points are computed on a scale of 4.0). 
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Table 2.8 Student enrollment 

Enrollment of students 

Day Evening 

Academic year 

Female Total Female Total 

1991/92 

1992/93 

1993/94 

1994/95 

1995/96 

1996/97 

1997/98 

1998/99 

1999/00 

2000/01 

2001/02 

2002/03 

195 

243 

254 

298 

274 

242 

365 

531 

592 

661 

739 

773 

1683 

2141 

2268 

2392 

2611 

2835 

2948 

3956 

4135 

4628 

5506 

5934 

382 

286 

186 

124 

78 

62 

31 

15 

- 

- 

- 

- 

1259 

1192 

881 

689 

427 

324 

188 

130 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 
As regards the enrollment of students in the evening programs, a sharp decrease has 
been manifested since 1992/93. Taking into account the shortage of qualified staff, 
and inadequate teaching facilities, the University decided not to admit new students 
to the evening programs in order to maintain the standards in education. 
 
Student-Staff ratio 
Considering all Eritrean and expatriate academic staff members, as a report of the 
President of the University indicates, the student-staff ratio of some departments 
was as low as 5:1 during the start-up phase. However, in other departments it was as 
high as 109:1. As a matter of principle, as the departments stabilize, the University 
plans to attain a student-staff ratio of about 30:1 or at least 20:1. In the year 2001, 
the student-staff ratio ranged from 6:1 to 109:1 (taking into account staff on ground 
and on study leave). A careful interpretation and implementation of the use of 
student-staff ratio may be worth noting. If the student-staff ratio is very low, the 
departments will not function in a cost-effective manner, unless academic staff are 
involved in research or other productive activities. On the other hand if student-staff 
ratio is very high, the standard of education may be compromised. However, the 
University has already become conscious of this and has started taking care of both 
staff recruitment and development programs. 
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2.3.3 Student output 
 
In Chapter 1, it was mentioned that the selection of students to the University has 
been highly competitive and about 6% to 10% have been allowed to continue their 
studies. At freshman level the attrition rate is at about 35% on average every year. 
The attrition rate for second year and above is about 15%. These indicate that the 
attrition at the University is very high. Table 2.9 gives the numbers of graduates in 
the various programs since 1991. It can be noted that the number of degree holders 
increased about eleven times (from 58 in 1991 to 620 in 1998). The number of 
degree graduates in the year 1998 is relatively low since the number of admitted 
students in the year 1994 was relatively low as shown in Figure 2.1. The growth 
picture with regard to female students is about 16 (in 1991) to 74 (in 2002). With 
respect to diploma holders an anti-climax type of situation is observed. This can be 
explained by the decrease in enrollment in the evening program as shown in Table 
2.8. Table 2.9 also shows the initiation of the establishment of certificate programs. 
The table presented here is a summary of the extended tables B1-B3 in Appendix B. 
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Table 2.9 Number of graduates per college in Degree, Diploma and Certificate Programs, respectively 
College/  1991-1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Total 

Department Program F T F T F T F T F T F T F T F T F T 

Science Degree 6 110 20 159 12 128 8 116 13 122 10 102 10 96 3 115 82 948 

Art & Social Degree - 10 7 40 5 23 5 32 13 79 10 79 15 158 24 113 79 534 
Sciences Diploma 6 12 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 6 12 
 Certificate - - - - - - 8 26 7 47 13 44 2 15 16 65 46 197 
Business & Degree 63 303 21 130 15 132 11 99 30 253 14 102 18 80 15 69 187 1168 
Economics Diploma 132 352 15 35 16 62 1 7 - 7 - - - - - - 164 463 
 Certificate - - 2 36 9 33 2 30 10 42 24 60 34 139 55 266 136 606 
Law Degree - - - - - - 1 27 2 36 1 18 2 19 3 19 9 119 
 Diploma 23 144 5 24 - - - - - - - - - - - - 28 168 
 Certificate - - - - - - - - 13 54 - - - - 1 47 14 101 
Agriculture  Degree 1 20 8 94 3 83 8 51 4 62 3 44 4 44 8 48 39 446 
&AquaticSc. Diploma - - - - - - - - - - - - 4 15 - 20 4 35 
Engineering Degree - - - - - - - - - - - - 2 77 1 67 3 144 
 Diploma - - - - - - 2 48 2 53 1 59 7 82 - - 12 242 
Health Sci. Degree - - - - 11 36 - - - - 4 28 1 19 6 59 22 142 

 Diploma - - - - - - - - - 9 1 14 1 15 5 10 7 48 

Education Degree - - - - - - - - - 2 - 5 15 93 14 130 29 230 
 Diploma - - - - 1 27 1 14 - 30 8 104 2 50 1 98 13 323 

Total Degree 70 443 56 423 46 402 33 325 62 554 42 378 67 586 74 620 450 3731 
 Diploma 184 652 20 59 17 83 4 69 2 96 10 177 14 172 6 128 257 1436 
 Certificate - -  2  36  9  33  10  56 30 143 37 104 36 154 72 378 196 904 

Source: Statistics and Programming Office of the University 
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2.4 Discussion 
 
In this chapter, it has become apparent that the University has been focusing entirely 
on teaching activities. The University has witnessed rapid improvement in terms of 
increasing the number of academic programs, the enrollment of students, increasing 
number of staff, and staff development programs. However, some major challenges 
remain that should be given due consideration. 

The first important issue is the need to promote research activities in all 
academic and administrative departments of the University. With present 
technological advances and the rapid expansion of knowledge, the need of research 
to guarantee the relevance and quality of education is unquestionable.  

Another point of continuing worry is the student admission procedure. The 
high attrition rate at the University makes the preparation and grading of 
examinations extremely important. The quality assessment of examinations is a 
permanent concern. This can be illustrated from the meetings of the Academic 
Senate and the resulting guidelines from the Office of the President of the 
University. In the year 1997, the Academic Senate, expressed its concerns regarding 
the way the University examinations were being conducted. The observations 
included that some examinations were too easy while others were too difficult. 
Some examinations represented only a small or narrow portion of the syllabus 
covered. Marking schemes varied a great deal between individual lecturers; a great 
deal of authority was left to the individual lecturer and a definition of what the 
marks represented was not clear. The need to maintain a uniform and standard 
procedure in the handling and management of examinations, thereby making it 
possible to monitor or regulate academic standards at the University or faculty or 
department level, was stressed. With the aim of handling examinations carefully and 
properly and recognizing the need to create a standardized system of conducting 
examinations, the office of the President of the University also distributed guidelines 
on examinations through its letter of 2 March 1998. Apart from rules for 
examination marking or weighting schemes, for durations of examinations, and for 
syllabus coverage, the guideline includes the establishment of departmental 
committees. 

In the next chapter, the ESECE examinations for Mathematics and English 
will be investigated by means of a detailed analysis of their results.  






