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1 Introduction 
 

As stated by UNESCO in its 2001 regional report on Sub-

Saharan Africa (SSA), one of the key ways of meeting the chal-

lenges of the 21st century is to guarantee the benefits of educa-

tion for all by ensuring that education systems work in an equi-

table, efficient and effective manner. The effort to provide an 

equitable education to all students has led to extensive re-

search on gender differences on enrolment. In Eritrea, although 

progress in enrolment has been made over the past decades, 

the share of female enrolment is still lower than boys (UNESCO 

2001b).  

 

Unlike the global trend that gender gap1 in enrolment is narrow-

ing, there was no reduction in gender gap in Eritrea in all levels 

of education between the year 1991/92 and 1999/00. Even if, 

according to the 1998 UNESCO’s classification of countries ac-

cording to enrolment gender parity index2,  Eritrea was putted 

into a range of 0.85 to 0.94, and even if, according to the 1995 

classification of gender gap in school enrolment, Eritrea was 
                                                 

1 The Gender gap in education may be calculated either in relative 

terms (female enrolment rates as a proportion of male enrolment rates) 

or in terms of the absolute difference between male and female enrol-

ment rates.    
2 Gender parity index (or relative gender gap) measures the ratio of the 

female to male enrolment. 
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ranked as a country with moderate gender gap, no improve-

ment has been made to narrow gender gap in the enrolment 

year on year (Conly and Chaya, 2000, p. 2; UNESCO, 2001a, 

p. 18). Despite Eritreas’s Policy on education which states the 

availability of basic education for all and the promotion of 

opportunity in terms of access, equity, relevance and continuity 

of education to all school-aged children, what is achieved in this 

particular regard is nothing because gender gap in all levels of 

education has widened year on year. Therefore, closing gender 

gap in enrolment in Eritrea is critical. 

 

This paper, by taking both the individual and social benefits of 

education into account, provides information on educational 

gender gap in Eritrea. By so doing, the paper identifies the bar-

riers to female education in Eritrea and recommends the possi-

ble strategies and policies for reducing gender gap in educa-

tion. After this introduction the rest of the paper is organised 

into nine sections. The second section begins with a brief his-

tory and socio-economic structure of Eritrea. The third section 

reviews the Eritrean education system. Section four gives in-

formation on women and education in Eritrea. The fifth section 

is devoted to issues of Eritrean women in socio-economic activi-

ties. The sixth section deals with access to education in Eritrea. 

Section seven reviews the pledges and advance of education 

for all. The rest three sections contain returns to women’s edu-
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cation, barriers to female education, and main strategies and 

policies for narrowing gender gap in education in Eritrea.    

 

 

2  History and Socio-economic structure of Eritrea 

 

Though the early history of Eritrea was connected with various 

foreign invaders, none was quite as significant as the Italian co-

lonial period from 1880-1941. During the colonial period, Italy 

moved to transform Eritrea. Since the Italian agricultural policy 

for Eritrea was designed to primarily benefit the Italians who 

were living in Eritrea and to sustain their exports, they began to 

upgrade infrastructure and establish an extensive transport and 

communication facilities. With the defeat of Italy in the Second 

World War, it was decided that Eritrea would be governed by 

Great Britain as a protectorate. However, the diplomatic efforts 

that were made by the Ethiopian Emperor to gain influence and 

control over Eritrea, on the one hand, and the difficulties that 

faced Great Britain to govern Eritrea, on the other hand, re-

sulted in federation. Thus, Eritrea was awarded to Ethiopia as 

part of a federation in 1952. But, the resistance by Eritreans to 

all colonial powers reached its climax of armed struggle when 

Ethiopia forcefully annexed Eritrea. The armed struggle for lib-

eration that took 30 years came to an end after the Ethiopian 
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army was defeated in 1991 and independence was approved in 

a 1993 referendum. 

 

Though the Eritrean economy was relatively well advanced in 

1950 compared to most countries in SSA, the 30 years war 

prior to liberation in Eritrea, the misguided policies of the old re-

gime, drought and the recent border war with Ethiopia, resulted 

in a weakened and isolated economy, inadequate and war-

ravaged infrastructure, lack of hard currency to pay for imports, 

high inflation rate, fiscal deficit increase, and gross international 

reserve decline. Eritrea is now one of the poorest countries in 

the world. Its gross national income per capita was only 200 

USD in 1999 (World Bank, 2001a, p.12). Domestic output is 

substantially augmented by worker remittances from abroad. 

With 80% of the population depending on farming and herding, 

agriculture is the main sector of the Eritrean economy. How-

ever, its contribution to gross domestic product (GDP) is very 

low. While the agricultural sector in Eritrea is predominantly 

characterised by traditional subsistence farming with little use of 

modern agricultural inputs, productivity in this sector is low. In 

addition, this sector is extremely affected by persistent war and 

drought. For instance, the significant decline in crop production 

and loss of physical capital, due to the two and half year border 

war with Ethiopia (between May 1998 and December 2000), 

has caused the annual growth rate of GDP to decrease from 
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7.9% in 1997 to 0.8% in 1999 and then to -8.2% in 2000 (World 

Bank, 2002a, p. 1). This shows the reverse of the progress that 

has been achieved in the last decade.      

 The industrial sector, apart from having limited linkages 

within and between sectors, produces mainly basic consumer 

goods, which have less demand in the world market.  

With around 3% annual population growth rate and 43% of 

the total population under the age 14, Eritrea is still facing sev-

eral social problems. The basic social obstacles to development 

in Eritrea are low educational enrolments, poor access to basic 

facilities and housing problems. The share of illiterate people is 

still large in Eritrea. In some parts of the country, educational 

opportunities are still limited. Shortages of basic school facilities 

and teaching materials continue to exist in most schools, espe-

cially in rural areas. Short of medical personnel, basic drugs, 

equipment and facilities are the main hindrances to extensive 

and sufficient health services in Eritrea. Regarding housing, the 

problem of delay in allotting land to citizens who want to build 

new homes and the lack of domestic institutions and technically 

capable construction companies are some of the causes for 

housing problems either for dwelling or for business. Other than 

the above, shortage of water supply and electricity still exists in 

most parts of the country.  

Though Eritrea, due to its geographical location, is ex-

pected to benefit in the future from the development of offshore 
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oil, offshore fishery and tourism, its economic future depends 

heavily on its ability to expand its human capital. At the same 

time, export promotion, expansion of private sector enterprises, 

openness to international markets and direct private foreign in-

vestments are essential development strategies.       

 
 
3  The Eritrean Education System. 

  

In Eritrea, schools are administered either by the Ministry of 

Education or by other institutions. Those schools that are ad-

ministered by the Ministry of Education are known as govern-

ment schools, whereas those schools that are managed by in-

stitutions are called non-government schools. Under non-

government schools there exist community schools (schools 

that are administered by foreign communities), “Awkaf schools” 

(schools that are administered by Islamic religion association), 

mission schools (schools that are administered by churches) 

and public schools (schools that are administered by municipali-

ties or village committees). 

 

In terms of ownership, 699 out of 824 schools (elementary, mi d-

dle and secondary level) were owned by the government in 

1999/00. The rest of 125 schools were owned by non-

governmental institutions (MOE, 2000b, p. 26). Concerning pre-

primary level of education the government in year 1999/00 
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owned only 5 out of 90 schools. While the government owned 

557 elementary, 109 middle and 33 secondary schools, schools 

that were owned by non-government were 98, 22, and 5 re-

spectively. If we classify the 1999/00 total number of schools by 

location, we find that 510 out of 655 elementary schools, 81 out 

of 131 middle schools and 5 out of 38 secondary schools were 

located in rural areas (MOE, 2000b, p. 29). Despite a high 

number of populations living in rural areas, the number of pre-

primary schools located in these areas was only 22 in the aca-

demic year 1999/00.  

In Eritrea, children in the age group 5-6 are expected to be 

enrolled in pre-primary schools. The length of time in this level 

of education is two years. The elementary level of education 

covers 5 years (1-5) and a theoretical age range of 7 to 11. The 

middle level takes two years  (grade 6 and 7) to complete, and 

the theoretical age category for this level is 12-13. Though it is 

hard to see in practise, both the elementary and middle level in 

Eritrea is compulsory as a rule. The time during which the sec-

ondary level lasts is four years (8-11). Theoretically, the age 

bracket for this level of education is 14-17. In middle and sec-

ondary level, the medium of instruction is English. 

 

In Eritrea, teachers’ qualification is measured in terms of num-

ber of schooling the teacher attained. Qualified teachers in ele-

mentary school are those teachers who are graduates of 
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Teacher Training Institute (TTI) or have an equivalent or higher 

education. For teachers in middle level, attainment of higher 

education diploma is a necessary qualification. To consider a 

secondary teacher as qualified, he/she has to have a first de-

gree. Based on these definitions, therefore, the share of quali-

fied teachers for elementary, middle and secondary level in 

1999/00 was 71.8%, 30% and 69.6% respectively (MOE, 

2000a, pp. 29-30).  

 

The general objectives of the education system in Eritrea are:  

 

(a) to produce a population equipped with the neces-

sary skills, knowledge and culture for a self-reliant 

and modern economy;  

(b) to develop self-consciousness and self-motivation 

in the population to fight poverty, disease and all 

the attendant causes of backwardness and igno-

rance; and  

(c) to make basic education available to all.  

 

Among other things, the education policy and goals intend to: 

promote equal opportunity in terms of access, equity, relevance 

and continuity of education to all school-aged children; encour-

age the provision of education by private sector; to provide con-

tinuing education through formal and non-formal channels to 
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achieve a more literate and skilled population; and to make se-

rious efforts in the sharing of the costs of education between 

government, communities and parents. On the basis of the 

education policy, therefore, the Ministry of Education has set it-

self some long term goals of raising access to elementary 

school aged children up to 80%, improving quality and effi-

ciency at all levels, supporting pre-school initiatives, and reduc-

ing illiteracy rate to 40% by the year 2003. 

 

Since independence education in Eritrea has expanded enor-

mously. However, challenges concerning access and accessi-

bility and equity are still continuing to exist in the country. For 

instance, the low net enrolment of school age children in gen-

eral and girls’ participation in particular is easily noticeable.     

           
 

4 Women and Education in Eritrea. 

 

In Eritrea, while traditional formal education was established for 

religious purposes, secular education was given as informal 

and non-formal education. The objective of religious education 

was mainly to educate males for religious vocations. Since 

women at that time were shut out of the ecclesiastical hierarchy 

and of the governance duties, religious education for girls was 

not as such important (Stefanos, 1997, p. 3). Due to this, the 

large number of Eritrean women was illiterate.  
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During the colonial period, no effort was done to educate 

women. Since the focus of the Italians and the British was on 

political domination and economic exploitation, education in Eri-

trea was considered as unnecessary (Smith, 2001, p. 5). In 

contrast to men, Eritrean women in the Italian colonial regime 

did not take part in Education. Even male Eritreans had a 

chance of receiving education only up to a fourth grade level. 

Because the Italians were associating higher education with the 

outlook for anti-colonial view by Eritreans, post-primary educa-

tion for men was minimal in Eritrea. So, as it is written by Ste-

fanos (1997, p. 4), only a small, predominately male segment of 

the population could claim rudimentary schooling after almost 

sixty years of Italian colonisation in Eritrea.  

Unlike Italians, the British were less strict about educa-

tional opportunities. They expanded schools in villages and 

towns. As a result, the desire for education increased very rap-

idly. However, the relative increase in educational opportunities 

was highly reserved for males.  

A positive attitude towards women and education became 

to be realised during the national liberation struggle. Accepting 

the value and importance of the inclusion of women in the 

struggle, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) commit-

ted itself to establish gender equality in education (Smith, 2001, 

pp. 5-6). However, parental views about female education were 

a basic obstacle. Apart from having a traditional belief in male 
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superiority, parents had an economic reason for not sending 

girls to school. Especially in rural areas, girls are still considered 

as a person born to perform domestic duties and agricultural la-

bour (Stefanos, 1997, p. 7). With independence, crucial impor-

tance is being attached to insure equal access to education and 

training for girls. The government still believes that education is 

the most important factor facing the future role of women in Eri-

trea.          

 

 

5 Eritrean Women in Socio-economic Activities. 

 

The progressive position of the Eritrean government on the is-

sue of women’s status has its origins in the liberation struggle. 

During Eritrea’s 30-year battle for independence from Ethiopia, 

Eritrean women fought next to men. This not only indicated that 

woman broke with male prerogatives, stereotypes, and self-

stigmatisation but also brought a tremendous influence on the 

situation of women (Stefanos, 1997, p. 9). Because women 

were active combatants, they experienced a high degree of 

equality in education and employment. Specially, in 1974, the 

EPLF took a major decision to allow women to join its ranks and 

to increase gradually a series of policies that foster women’s 

emancipation in the society (Smith, 2001, p. 6, Stefanos, 1997, 

p. 9). In addition to this, the EPLF established a women’s or-
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ganisation, known as National Union of Eritrean Women, in 

1979. This organisation, by engaging Eritrean women activities 

at the grassroots levels, continues to work to change those fac-

tors that prevent women from education and economic partici-

pation.  

Since independence, Eritrean women have enjoyed a legal 

right to equal educational opportunities, equal pay for equal 

work and legal sanctions against domestic violence. Besides, 

laws that gave women rights equal to men’s to choose a mar-

riage partner, pursue divorce and own family property were also 

passed (Stefanos, 1997, p. 10). As it has been stated in the 

country’s Macro Policy the equal rights of women will be upheld 

and all laws that detract from this right will be changed (GSE, 

1994, p. 43) 

In spite of the above efforts, women in Eritrea continue to 

be affected by traditions. Since much of society in Eritrea re-

mains traditional and patriarchal most women have inferior 

status to men, both in their homes and communities. Though 

the law provides a framework for improving the status of 

women, it will take time for changes to occur in traditional soci-

ety and before civil rights gain priority over customary laws. 

Participation of Eritrean women in the labour force has its 

roots in the Italian colonial period. Though usually only males 

were employed in cash crop plantation and in mines and urban 

factories, some of those women who were abandoned had also 
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left their villages and went to cities to look for jobs. While some 

entered the informal markets of brewing, handicraft, selling 

foodstuffs and laundry works, others worked their way into agri-

cultural industries (Stefanos, 1997, pp. 5-6). Gradually some of 

them began to work in factories and others in Italian households 

as female servants, cooks and nannies. As a result of these ac-

tivities, women got a chance of earning their own money.  

In explaining the reason why women entered the urban la-

bour market in Eritrea, Arneberg (1999, p. 5) has raised three 

possibilities, namely poverty, autonomy and incentive. The lack 

of a male breadwinner, the large labour force participation rate 

among women ex-fighters and the relative improvement in fe-

male level of schooling can respectively be considered as ex-

amples of the above three reasons. 

According to the 1996 national survey on enterprises, the 

share of females working in all enterprises was more than 40% 

(GSE, 1996, pp. 37-38; 68-69). About 43% of all the country’s 

micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs)3 were owned 

by women. These female-owned enterprises have generated 

38% of all MSMEs employment. In spite of the high percentage 

account of women in total labour force and enterprise owner-
                                                 

3 In this survey Micro stands for enterprises employing 1-2 people, 

Small refers to those enterprises with total labour force of 3-9 people 

each, and Medium refers to those enterprises that have 10-25 employ-

ees. An enterprise that employs more than 25 employees is known as 

Large.  
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ship, women in Eritrea are still engaged as unskilled labour in 

the production process. For instance, skilled women represent 

only 7.4% of all employment in large enterprises (Heyde, 2001, 

p. 8). Therefore, sustainable human capacity development 

should be taken as the most important part of women’s eco-

nomic development.          

 

 

6 Access to Education in Eritrea. 

 

According to UNESCO Institute for Statistics one of the statisti-

cal indicators for access to education is Apparent Intake Rate 

(AIR). AIR is defined as the total number of new entrants in first 

grade of primary education, regardless of age, expressed as a 

percentage of the population at the official primary school-

entrance age. AIR not only shows the capacity of the education 

system to provide access to grade one for the official school-

entrance age population but also indicates the general level of 

access to primary education. Therefore, high AIR means high 

degree of access to primary education. In academic year 

1999/00, the AIR in Eritrea was 68.4% for male and 54.7% for 

female (MOE, 2000a, p. 13). This shows that access to primary 

education in Eritrea remains limited, especially as far as girls 

are concerned. In 1999/00, the ratio of female to male values of 

AIR was 0.79, and the absolute gap between male and female 
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AIR was 13.7 percentage points. Such inequalities are likely to 

have an impact on the level of participation of girls later on in 

the primary education. The inequalities also highlight the diffi-

culties that Eritrea is likely to have in achieving the goals of 

eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary level. 

Another indicator that uses to measure access to educa-

tion is Net Intake Rate (NIR). NIR is a measure of the level of 

access (in percentage terms) to primary school of children at 

the official entry age. This indicator shows the level of access in 

primary education of the eligible population of primary school-

entrance age. In 1999/00, the NIR in Eritrea was only 19.9% for 

male and 17.0% for female (MOE, 2000a, p. 14). This indicates 

the limited access to education in Eritrea. The reason why the 

NIR was much lower than AIR is that most of the students who 

were allowed to enter grade 1 in Eritrea were not of the official 

primary school entrance age. Out of the total number of stu-

dents admitted in grade 1 in 1999/00 only 30% were in the offi-

cial school entrance age, the rest 75% were either over-age or 

under-age or both (MOE, 2000a, pp. 13-15). However, there is 

a strong probability of being an over-age because, each year, a 

lot of students are rejected from entering grade 1. The prelimi-

nary data of the Ministry of Education in Eritrea indicates that 

between the year 1995/96 and 1998/99, the number of students 

rejected was more than 60,083 (MOE, 1999, p. 28).  
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7 Education For All (EFA): Pledges and Advance  

 

The deep sense of unease about the inequalities associated 

with the 1980 prescription for radical free market had made 

governments (by the end of the decade) to shift their balance 

from the belief in the primacy of market forces to social devel-

opment based on human rights (Watkins, 2000, p. 72). Different 

from goals that were set in 1980, 1990 was a year that focused 

on education because during this time progress towards educa-

tion for all had almost stopped in many regions. Due to the bur-

densome debt, insufficient aid, fast population growth, inappro-

priate structural adjustment program design, and a stagnating 

economy, education systems of developing countries were bro-

ken down.  

 

At the 1990 World Conference on EFA, taken place in Jomtien, 

Thailand, various governments approved a set of goals, includ-

ing general primary education by the year 2000, reduction of 

adult illiteracy rates to one half of the 1990’s level by 2000 (of 

course with an emphasis of female literacy), and an expanded 

vision of high quality education for all (Watkins, 2000, p. 71). 

However, at the 1995 World Summit on Social Development, 

the date of target for succeeding in reaching universal primary 

education by the year 2000 was improved and changed to 2015 

and at the same time a new transitional target of gender equal-
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ity by 2005 was brought into practise. Finally, holding a World 

Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal, in 2000, a resolution was 

passed to make an effort to achieve the desired targets.  

 

Since the first targets were decided in 1990, quite a good pro-

gress has been made. In Eritrea, the rate of adult literacy (aged 

15 and above) increased from 46% (58% for male and 35% for 

female) in 1990 to 56% (67% for male and 45% for female) in 

year 2000 (UNESCO, 2002, p. 100). Despite such an increase, 

the difference between male and female literacy rate is still 

large. In percentage points, the absolute gap between male and 

female literacy rate in year 2000 was 22. This shows that adult 

literacy rate in Eritrea should increase by 22 percentage points 

to attain gender equality. If we observe the ratio of the female to 

male adult literacy rate in year 2000 in Eritrea, we find that it 

was only 0.67. This indicates the slow progress towards gender 

equity in literacy and the level of learning opportunities for 

women relative to those available to men. Therefore, propor-

tionately fewer women than men have basic literacy skills in Eri-

trea.  

 

Between the academic year 1991/92 and 1999/00, the total 

number of students enrolled in pre-primary education in Eritrea 

increased by 84% (see Table 1). In between these years, fe-

male and male enrolment increased by 97% and 72% respec-
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tively. Unlike in academic year 1991/92 and 1992/93 (in which 

number of female enrolment was greater than number of male 

enrolment), the percentages of female enrolment were less 

than male enrolment in all the other academic years. What is 

surprising in this level of education is that the absolute gender 

gap in percentage points has widened from -2.8 (a reverse 

gender gap) in 1991/92 to 4.0 in 1999/00, a 6.8 percentage 

points increase. To reach gender equality in pre-primary level in 

Eritrea, therefore, female enrolment should increase by 4.0 per-

centage points (if we take the 1999/00 pre-primary enrolment 

data into account).  

 

From Table 1, one can observe that gender parity index was 

greater than 1 only in academic year 1991/92 and 1992/93. To 

say that there is gender equity in pre-primary education in Eri-

trea, the gender parity index should be equal to 1. Though it 

seems that gender equality in pre-primary level can easily be 

achieved, no remarkable change has been done in the last 

years. Especially in year 1998/99, gender disparity was wide 

relative to other academic years.    
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Table 1  Enrolment in pre-primary education,  

1991/92-1999/00 
 

 Enrolment in 

pre-primary 

 (M-F)   (F/M) 

Year Total Male  Female % Female (%  

points) 

 

1991/92 6461 3142 3319 51.4 -2.8 1.06 

1992/93 7031 3426 3605 51.3 -2.6 1.05 

1993/94 7748 3909 3839 49.3 0.4 0.98 

1994/95 8032 4102 3930 48.9 2.2 0.96 

1995/96 8180 4201 3979 48.6 2.8 0.95 

1996/97 7443 3791 3652 49.1 1.8 0.96 

1997/98 9300 4683 4617 49.6 0.8 0.98 

1998/99 11581 6168 5413 46.7 6.6 0.88 

1999/00 11885 6181 5704 48.0 4.0 0.92 

 
Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 12; and author’s calculation 

 

Notwithstanding its lower level, the total gross enrolment ratio 

(GER)4 in pre-primary education in Eritrea has gone up from 

                                                 
4 UNESCO defines gross enrolment ratio as total enrolment in a specific 

level of education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the offi-

cial school-age population corresponding to the same level of education in 

a given school year. GER shows the general level of participation in a given 
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3.4% in 1991/92 to 5.1% in 1999/00 (a 1.7 percentage points 

increase). While male GER increased from 3.3% to 5.3% (a 2.0 

percentage points increase) in this period of time, female GER 

rose from 3.5% to 4.8% (a 1.3 percentage points increase).  

 

Table 2  Gross enrolment ratios in pre-primary  
level, 1991/92-1999/00 
 

 Gross Enrolment Ratio   (M-F)   (F/M) 

Year Total Male Female (% points) (parity in-

dex) 

1991/92 3.4 3.3 3.5 -0.2 1.06 

1992/93 3.6 3.5 3.7 -0.2 1.06 

1993/94 3.9 3.9 3.8 0.1 0.97 

1994/95 3.9 4.0 3.8 0.2 0.95 

1995/96 3.9 4.0 3.8 0.2 0.95 

1996/97 3.4 3.5 3.4 0.1 0.97 

1997/98 4.1 4.2 4.1 0.1 0.98 

1998/99 5.1 5.4 4.7 0.7 0.87 

1999/00 5.1 5.3 4.8 0.5 0.90 

 
Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 12; and author’s calculation. 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
level of education. It also indicates the capacity of the education system to 

enrol pupils of a particular age-group 
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Between the year 1991/92 and 1999/00, total enrolment in ele-

mentary level in Eritrea has increased from 150,870 to 295,941 

(a 96.1% increase). Notwithstanding, the share of female en-

rolment in this level of education did not change. In year 

1991/92, only 45.9% of the students were girls. Still after eight 

years that is in 1999/00 participation of girls in elementary level 

was 45%. Therefore, the increase in number of enrolment did 

not bring about a positive change in gender gap.  

 

Table 3  Enrolment in elementary level,  
1991/92-1999/00 
 

 Enrolment in  

elementary level 

   

Year Total Male Female % Female (M-F) (F/M) 

1991/92 150982 81746 69236 45.9 8.2 0.85 

1992/93 184656 102235 82421 42.3 15.4 0.74 

1993/94 208199 115663 92536 44.4 11.2 0.80 

1994/95 224287 124544 99743 44.5 11.0 0.80 

1995/96 241725 133471 108254 44.8 10.4 0.81 

1996/97 240737 132250 108487 45.1 9.8 0.82 

1997/98 247499 135569 111930 45.2 9.6 0.82 

1998/98 261963 143578 118385 45.2 9.6 0.82 

1999/00 295941 162896 133045 45.0 10.0 0.82 

 

Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 16; and author’s calculation 
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To attain gender equality in elementary education in Eritrea, 

female enrolment should increase by 10.0 percentage points in 

1999/00. Besides, the ratio of female to male enrolment was 

0.82 in 1999/00.  

 

When female enrolment in elementary level is seen in terms of 

administrative zones5 in Eritrea, the Southern and Northern Red 

Sea zones had the lowest percentage of female enrolment in 

academic year 1999/00. In Southern Red Sea zone, only 33.3% 

of the students in elementary level were female, and in North-

ern Red Sea zone, only 34.3% were girls (MOE, 2000b, p. 45).  

 

In spite of the increase in GER, the absolute gender gap in 

elementary education has increased from 4.9 percentage points 

in 1991/92 to 9.9 percentage points in 1999/00 (Table 4). Con-

sidering the absolute gender gap in 1999/00, female gross en-

rolment ratio in elementary level should increase by 9.9 per-

centage points to achieve gender equality. The 1999/00 gender 

parity index also indicates that female GER for elementary level 

was only 0.84 of the male GER. 
 
 

 

                                                 
5 Eritrea is divided into six administrative zones. These are Southern 

Red Sea, Northern Red Sea, Anseba, Gash-Barka, Southern, and 

Central (for more information see map of Eritrea in Appendix 1, p. 50.) 



 

 23 

Table 4  Gross enrolment ratio in elementary  
level, 1991/92-1999/00 
 

 Gross enrolment ratio   

Year Total Male Female M-F  F/M 

1991/92 36.3 38.7 33.8 4.9 0.87 

1992/93 43.2 47.1 39.1 8.0 0.83 

1993/94 47.4 51.9 42.8 9.1 0.82 

1994/95 49.7 54.4 44.9 9.5 0.82 

1995/96 52.2 56.8 47.5 9.3 0.84 

1996/97 50.6 54.8 46.3 8.5 0.84 

1997/98 50.6 54.7 46.5 8.2 0.85 

1998/99 52.2 56.4 47.9 8.5 0.85 

1999/00 57.5 62.3 52.4 9.9 0.84 

 

Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 16, and author’s calculation. 

 

In Middle level, total enrolment in Eritrea increased from 27,917 

in 1991/92 to 74,317 in 1999/00 (a 166.2% increase). However, 

year on year the percentage of female enrolment did not show 

any improvement. It only reached its highest percentage 

(48.4%) in year 1991/92. The absolute gap in percentage points 

has increased from 3.2 in 1991/92 to 15.4% in 1997/98 and fi-

nally to 10.4 in 1999/00. To reach gender equality in middle 

level in Eritrea, a 10.4 percentage points increase in female en-

rolment was needed in year 1999/00. 
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Table 5  Enrolment in middle level, 1991/92-1999/00 
 

 Enrolment in middle level    

Year Total Male Female %  

Female 

M-F F/M 

1991/92 27917 14414 13503 48.4 3.2 0.94 

1992/93 28431 15052 13379 47.0 6.0 0.89 

1993/94 32781 18129 14652 44.7 10.6 0.81 

1994/95 34995 19310 15685 44.8 10.4 0.81 

1995/96 39751 21648 18103 45.4 9.0 0.83 

1996/97 47460 26739 20721 43.6 12.8 0.77 

1997/98 57152 32998 24154 42.3 15.4 0.73 

1998/99 67021 37731 29290 43.7 12.6 0.78 

1999/00 74317 41033 33284 44.8 10.4 0.81 

 

Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 20; and author’s calculation. 
 

In middle level, despite the increase in GER for both male and 

female, the absolute gap in percentage points has increased 

from -0.4 in 1991/92 to 8.0 in 1997/98 and then, with a relatively 

small improvement, it was 5.5 percentage points in 1999/00. 

This indicated that in middle level of education in Eritrea, a 5.5 

percentage points in female GER was required to attain gender 

equality in 1999/00. 
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Table 6  Gross enrolment ratio in middle level,  
1991/92-1999/00 
 

 Gross enrolment ratio   

Year Total Male Female M-F F/M 

1991/92 20.1 19.9 20.3 -0.4 1.0 

1992/93 19.9 20.3 19.6 0.7 0.96 

1993/94 22.4 23.8 20.9 2.9 0.88 

1994/95 23.3 24.7 21.8 2.9 0.88 

1995/96 25.7 26.9 24.4 2.5 0.90 

1996/97 29.9 32.4 27.2 5.2 0.84 

1997/98 35.1 38.9 30.9 8.0 0.79 

1998/99 40.1 43.3 36.5 6.8 0.84 

1999/00 43.2 45.9 40.4 5.5 0.88 

 

Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 20; and author’s calculation. 

 

Enrolment in secondary level in Eritrea has increased from 

27,627 in 1991/92 to 59,626 in 1999/00 (a 115.8% increase). 

However, such a significant improvement in secondary educa-

tion did not bring about a positive change in enrolment gap be-

tween male and female. The share of female students has de-

creased from 48.3% in 1991/92 to 37.0% in 1999/00. In 

1991/92, for instance, a 3.4 percentage points in female enrol-

ment was needed to reach gender equality in secondary level, 

whereas in 1999/00, to attain gender equality, female enrolment 
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should increase by 26.0 percentage points. In 1999/00, the ratio 

of female to male value of enrolment was only 0.59. Apart from 

the Central administrative zone (in which the share of female 

enrolment in secondary level was 46.3% in 1999/00) the other 

administrative zones in Eritrea had female enrolment of less 

than 30% (MOE, 2000a, p. 21). 
 

Table 7 Enrolment in secondary level,  
1991/92-1999/00 

 
 Enrolment in  

secondary level 

   

Year Total Male Female % Female M-F F/M 

1991/92 27627 14281 13346 48.3 3.4 0.93 

1992/93 31531 17141 14390 45.6 8.8 0.84 

1993/94 32756 19432 13324 40.7 18.6 0.67 

1994/95 36728 22097 14631 39.8 20.4 0.66 

1995/96 39188 23713 15475 39.5 31.0 0.65 

1996/97 40594 24262 16332 40.2 19.6 0.67 

1997/98 41615 25198 16417 39.4 21.2 0.65 

1998/99 47533 29777 17756 37.3 25.4 0.59 

1999/00 59626 37533 22093 37.0 26.0 0.59 

 
Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 22; and author’s calculation. 
 
 
In Eritrea, despite a total increase in GER (from 12.2% in 

1991/92 to 21.3% in 1999/00), its absolute gap in percentage 
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points has increased from 0.1 to 9.8 in 1991/92 and 1999/00 re-

spectively (Table 8). To achieve gender equality, female GER 

should increase by 9.8 percentage points in 1999/00. The gender 

parity index shows that in 1999/00 female GER for secondary 

level was only 0.62 of the male GER. 

 
Table 8 Gross enrolment ratios in secondary level, 

1991/92-1999/00 
 
       Gross enrolment ratio   

Year Total Male Female M-F F/M 

1991/92 12.2 12.2 12.1 0.1 0.99 

1992/93 13.6 14.3 12.7 1.6 0.88 

1993/94 13.7 15.8 11.5 4.3 0.73 

1994/95 15.0 17.5 12.3 5.2 0.70 

1995/96 15.5 18.3 12.7 5.6 0.69 

1996/97 15.7 18.2 13.0 6.2 0.71 

1997/98 15.7 18.4 12.7 5.7 0.69 

1998/99 17.4 21.2 13.4 7.8 0.63 

1999/00 21.3 26.0 16.2 9.8 0.62 

 
Source: MOE, 2000a, p. 22; and author’s calculation 

 

Interestingly, except for elementary level, there was almost no 

gender gap in non-government schools. Even in elementary 

level the gender gap in enrolment was lower in non-government 

schools than government ones (Table 9). 
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Since all the barriers to female education (such as parental low 

income, distance to school, tradition, and etc.) are relatively 

more noticeable in rural areas, the low share of non-

government schools in rural areas can be a good reason for 

high female enrolment in non-government schools. In 1999/00, 

the share of government schools located in rural areas was 

77%, whereas the share of non-government schools in these 

areas was less than 50% (MOE, 2000b, p. 28).  

 
 

Table 9 Share of female enrolment in government 
and non-government schools, 1991/92-
1999/00 (in percent) 

 
        Elementary      Middle        Secondary 

 Gov. Non-gov. Gov. Non-gov Gov. Non-gov 

1991/92 46.0 45.9 53.3 30.3 47.7 47.4 

1992/93 44.3 46.3 46.4 49.9 45.5 47.3 

1993/94 44.0 47.0 43.6 50.6 39.8 54.1 

1994/95 44.0 47.3 43.8 50.8 38.6 56.0 

1995/96 44.3 47.9 44.5 52.9 37.6 59.0 

1996/97 44.6 48.0 42.5 51.8 38.7 57.2 

1997/98 44.8 48.7 41.4 50.6 38.2 57.4 

1998/99 44.8 48.0 43.2 48.8 36.6 53.4 

1999/00 44.6 47.8 44.4 50.3 36.3 55.1 

 
Source: MOE, 2000b, p. 16; and author’s calculation 
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Apart from literacy and enrolment other indicators such as per-

centage of repeaters6 reveals important pattern and trends in 

women’s education. Grade repetition is one form of school 

wastage. By extending the school cycle, a high percentage of 

repetition can not only make the per capita costs of education 

greater in amount but also increase the direct and indirect costs 

of education to households. Besides, repetition has the effect of 

enlarging class sizes and creating pedagogical problems (prob-

lems that are associated with teaching over-age children). Pu-

pils who need more than one year to complete a grade take use 

an amount of space, teaching time, textbooks, and other re-

sources that could be devoted instead to other students. In 

academic year 1999/00, the percentage of repeaters in eleme n-

tary, middle, and secondary level (excluding grade 11) in Eri-

trea, was 19.4%, 21.5%, and 15.1% respectively (MOE, 2000b, 

pp. 16, 73-75). In all levels of education the percentage of fe-

male repeaters was higher than the percentage of male repeat-

ers. Though there is no clear-cut reason for the relative high 

percentage of female repeaters in Eritrea, some factors are well 

worth mentioning. For instance, the cultural belief that a female 

is nothing other than to be a wife not only hampers readiness of 

a girl for school but also reduces parental motivation for fe-

                                                 
6 Percentage of repeaters can be defined as total number of students 

who are enrolled in the same grade as in a previous year, expressed 

as a percentage of the total enrolment to the specific grade. 
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male’s schooling. As a result, some girls feel no interest in edu-

cation and thus forced to repeat. Furthermore, the plenty of time 

spent by female students doing domestic chores has a negative 

effect on their school performance, and thus grade repetition.     

 
 
Table 10 School enrolment and repeaters by gender 

and level of education, 1999/00 
 
 Enrolment  Repeaters  % Repeaters 

    Elementary 

     Male 

     Female 

 

162896 

133045 

 

30798 

26568 

 

18.9 

20.0 

     Middle 

     Male 

     Female 

 

41033 

33284 

 

7053 

8579 

 

17.2 

25.8 

     Secondary7 

     Male 

     Female 

 

33518 

19953 

 

3999 

3641 

 

11.9 

18.2 

 
Source: MOE, 2000b, pp. 16, 66, 73 and author’s calculation. 
 
 

 

 

                                                 
7 School enrolment and repeaters in secondary level do not include grade 

11 because students in grade 11 have to sit for a national exam known as 

Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate Examination (ESECE).  
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8 Returns to Women’s Education 

 

Before writing about the barriers to female enrolment and ways 

of closing the gender gap in education in Eritrea, it is essential 

to grasp the advantages of female education. It is indisputable 

that investment in women’s education has high returns. The 

convincing evidence is that the total benefits to education in-

crease when girls and women are given equal opportunities to 

enrol. As experts of the World Bank say it, countries, which 

promote women’s rights and increase their access to resources 

and schooling, enjoy lower poverty rates, faster economic 

growth than countries that do not (World Bank, 2001b, p. 1). It 

is suggested by various cross-country studies that gross na-

tional product (GNP) per capita in regions of Middle East and 

North Africa, South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa would have 

grown by 0.5 and 0.9 percentage points higher per head if 

these regions had been successful as East Asia in narrowing 

the gender gap in education during the 1960-1990 (World Bank, 

2001b, pp. 1-2). Considering both private benefits and returns 

to other family members, women’s education is an economic 

investment because educated women have the capacity to en-

ter the paid labour force. The evidence is that there is a direct 

effect of increased female education on wages of female em-

ployees. Therefore, female education increases the value of 

women’s time in economic activities by raising labour productiv-
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ity and wages, with a consequential rise in household incomes 

and reduction in poverty (Subbarao and Raney, 1995, p. 105). 

In Eritrea, the private rate of return to investment in educa-

tion is higher for both male and female. It has been found that 

each additional year of schooling increases women’s earnings 

by about 8.7% (Kifle, forthcoming).    

Educating girls is much more effective in creating social 

benefits. Despite the fact that better educated women are likely 

to spend less time in the home, women’s education is associ-

ated with quantifiable increases in home output (Schultz, 1993, 

p. 68). In addition to generating private returns from labour 

market participation, women’s education has a strong impact on 

variables such as their children’s health and mortality as well as 

their own fertility and reproductive health (Parker and Pederzini, 

1999, p. 2). As it is reported by Brixiova, Bulir and Comenetz 

(2001, p. 19), the nutritional status of a child in Eritrea is posi-

tively related with his/her mother’s level of education. Similar 

studies have also concluded that there is an inverse relation-

ship between a mother’s schooling and the incidence of mortal-

ity among her children. In his article Schultz (1993, p. 69) has 

stressed that although mortality trends to be higher in rural than 

in urban areas in many low income countries, the reduction in 

child mortality associated with an additional year of mother’s 

schooling is about the same, between 5 and 10 percent. In the 

HRO dissemination notes of the World Bank (1993a, p. 1), it is 
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written that each year of mother’s schooling reduces the mortal-

ity rate of her children up to 10%. Putting emphasis on the ef-

fect of mother’s education on better-nourished children, it is in-

dicated (in the same source) that, on average, one additional 

year of schooling for a mother results in a reduction of 9 per 

1000 in child or infant mortality. Stressing that greater equality 

in education between women and men means healthier fami-

lies, the World Bank (2001b, p. 2) estimated that child mortality 

in Africa would have been 25% lower than it was in 1990 if 

women and men in Africa had more equal schooling. The rea-

son why a mother’s education explains more of the variation in 

child mortality is that educated women have greater propensity 

to care for their chi ldren, to use more health facilities, and to 

adopt modern health practices (Jejeebhoy, 1995, p. 97). 

 

Another important non-market returns to women’s education is 

the link between a mother’s education and her fertility. In their 

study on gender gap in education in Eritrea, Brixiova, Bulir and 

Comenetz (2001, p. 19) have found the following estimates. It 

was estimated that women aged 15-49 who completed primary 

education had a 2.6 less fertility rate than those with no educa-

tion. Further, while 4% of women aged 15-49 who completed 

primary education was pregnant; it was 11% for those women 

with no education. Regarding teenage motherhood, they found 

that 33.5% of women (aged 15-19) with no education were 
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mothers, whereas it was only 6.6% for those women who com-

pleted primary education. Concerning teenage pregnancy, 8.1% 

of women aged 15-19 with no education and 1.3% of women 

with primary complete were pregnant with first child. By quoting 

from the writing of Summers, Appleton (1996, p. 139) has writ-

ten that increasing female education is a more cost effective 

method of reducing fertility in developing countries than expen-

diture on family planning programs. Previous studies within in-

dividual countries also show that an extra year of female 

schooling reduces female fertility by 5-10 percent (World Bank, 

1993a, p. 1). In Eritrea, the reason for the inverse relationship 

between mother’s education and fertility can be explained in a 

number of ways. First, educated women are able to do or de-

cide things by themselves rather than depending on children for 

economic and social survival. Second, unlike poorly educated 

women, educated women feel certain that their children will sur-

vive, and hence it seems improbable that they need many chi l-

dren so that some survive. Third, for better-educated women 

the economic and time costs associated with bringing a child up 

are expected to be high. Fourth, education may lead mothers to 

value the education of their children more highly, including a 

change from child quantity to quality. Fifth, education may also 

change attitudes to the practice of preventing a woman from 

becoming pregnant (use of contraceptive). Sixth, better-

educated women marry later. As reported by Brixiova, Bulir and 
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Comenetz (2001, p. 19) 1% of women aged 15-49 with no edu-

cation and 20.5% with primary complete were using family 

planning techniques. Besides, the median age at first marriage 

for women with no education and for those who completed sec-

ondary level was 16.2 and 23.9 respectively. 

 At large, it is undeniable fact that women’s education has 

been demonstrated to have a very large and positive external 

effect apart from their beneficial effects on the woman itself. 

 

 

9 Barriers to Female Education 

 

In the previous section, we have seen the variety of returns to 

women’s education. Now, the question is, if women’s education 

is so advantageous, why gender gaps in education continue to 

exist? The problems that prevent female enrolment are many, 

but for the sake of simplicity, they can be divided into two fac-

tors, namely out-of-school factors and in school factors, or de-

mand side factors and supply side factors.  

 

(a) Out-of-school factors include direct and indirect 

costs of education, early marriage and pregnancy, 

parental expectation of their daughters, and lower 

remuneration and limited employment opportuni-

ties for women.  
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For poor parents, the cost of education can be great in amount 

even when government pays for much of it. The lower the in-

come of the families, the lower will be the probability of sending 

their children to school. Direct costs of schooling include school 

fees, books, transport and uniform. As reported by Murard 

(1998, p. 59) if a family’s income is low, the son is normally 

chosen to attend school than the daughter.  

As a social service, the government in Eritrea has been 

providing free and compulsory basic education, however, stu-

dents are requested to pay minimal fees for registration and 

miscellaneous fees related to student activities (MOE, 1999, p. 

41). Besides, students pay service charge for using school 

books. The studies conducted in 1996 show that, on the aver-

age, the expenditure on schooling as a percentage of the total 

money spent by a family on a primary school child in Eritrea 

was estimated to be 6.92% (MOE, 1999, p. 42).  

The opportunity costs of educating children are higher for 

low-income households for the reason that such households 

depend more on their children for survival. Since the opportu-

nity costs of schooling (which include foregone earnings, sibling 

care, and domestic chore) are more incurred by girls than boys, 

parents prefer to send boys to school than girls. In Eritrea, girls 

participate more in household activities, support the mothers in 

bringing water and wood and assist in other tasks of the family, 

hence there exists gender disparity in education. The study car-
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ried out in Eritrea shows that 6 to 7 hours a day are spent on 

daily housework by girls aged 10-15 (Smith, 2001, p. 7). 

Early marriages and pregnancies, especially in rural areas, 

are self-explanatory because the correlation between early mar-

riages and pregnancies and female enrolment is always in-

verse. In Eritrea, the combined effect of female dropout rates 

and early marriage can highly hinder female participation in 

education. According to Brixiova, Bulir and Comenetz (2001, p. 

16) one of the reasons for widening of the gender gap in educa-

tion, especially in secondary level, in Eritrea is the high fertility 

rate of women in the secondary school age bracket. Families 

prepared Eritrean girls for marriage. They were thought to be 

obedient and quiet, to respect the leading roles played by males 

and to take on responsibility for bearing and rearing children, 

and this responsibility not only hinders them in attending school 

but also precludes them from external job (Smith, 2001, p. 7). 

For some parents, schools are even viewed as places that in-

fluence girls’ purity.  

The cultural belief that the role of a girl/woman is nothing 

other than to be a wife and mother has a consequence for re-

ducing parents’ incentives to invest in human capital of their 

daughters. Lack of academic culture is one of the biggest ob-

stacles to girls’ academic issues. Smith’s article about women 

and education in Eritrea explains that women are looked upon 

as daughters, as wives, and as mothers (Smith, 2001, p. 7). 
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Their duties are domestic. From a very young age girls learn 

domestic skills and begin to take on domestic duties, such as 

cooking, sewing, washing, cleaning, child caring, and supple-

menting the household income with cottage crafts. In many re-

gions there is a strong belief that a son should be educated be-

cause, unlike a daughter who after her marriage serves another 

family, a son will need to support his aged parents.    

In countries where girls have few opportunities in the la-

bour market or where remuneration for women is lower than 

men, investment in daughters’ education is seen as waste, and 

thus reduces parental willingness to invest.  

 

(b) In-school factors that prevent female enrolment 

include access to school, low proportion of female 

teachers, school facilities, and gender-bias in 

school.  

Usually, access to schooling is a major cause of school partici-

pation. Availability of schools within a reasonable distance from 

home is often a precondition for school participation, especially 

for girls. In various studies, it has been found that female en-

rolment is negatively correlated with distance to school. In Eri-

trea, in spite of a high distribution of elementary and middle 

schools in rural areas (see section 3) access to education, es-

pecially to girls, remains limited. Rural areas in Eritrea account 

for about 54.3% of the total basic education student population 
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and for about 73.1% of the schools (MOE, 1999, p. 36). How-

ever, the gap between the number of children attending primary 

school in urban areas and those in rural areas is large and hard 

to bridge. From the survey conducted by UNICEF it is found 

that the urban/rural divide is great in Eritrea: 79% of children in 

urban areas attend school, while only 24% children from the 

country side are in school (UNICEF, 2000, p. 5). The main rea-

son for this is that the average distance between schools is 

about 14.8 km at eleme ntary and 34.5 km at the middle level 

while the average distance between villages is about 7.2 km 

(MOE, 1999, p. 38). This indicates the long distance of schools 

from home. Therefore, in addition to strong cultural constraints 

and indigence, longer distance from home to school affects girls 

more than boys. In many families, girls do not attend school not 

only because parents feel that the education received by girls is 

inappropriate but also the risks are too great. 

Extensive research on education has produced the advan-

tages that can be obtained by hiring female teachers (Bellew 

and King, 1993, pp. 294-296). Surveys show that the presence 

of female teachers is likely to encourage parents to send their 

children to school, both because it gives parents an increased 

sense of security, and because it improves learning among girl 

students (Watkins, 2000, p. 115). Gender gaps in education are 

expected to narrow in schools with a higher proportion of fe-

male teachers. As can be seen from Table 11, the gap between 
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male and female enrolment in elementary level in Eritrea has 

widened from 8.2 in 1991/92 to 15.4 in 1992/93, and finally to 

10.0 in 1999/00. During this time, the gender gap between male 

and female teachers has increased from 23.2 in 1991/92 to 

25.2 in 1999/00. A similar situation has also happened in the 

middle level. With an increase in absolute gap in enrolment in 

middle level  (from 3.2 in 1991/92 to 10.4 in 1999/00), the gen-

der gap in teachers has also widened (from 64.6 in 1991/92 to 

74.6 in 1999/00). Different from the above, as the gap between 

male and female secondary students extremely widened (from 

3.4 in 1991/91 to 26.0 in 1999/00) the gender gap in teachers 

has narrowed from 82.4 in 1991/92 to 79.2 in 1999/00. If, by 

assuming that gender gap in school will narrow with a high pro-

portion of female teachers, we calculate the simple linear corre-

lation between absolute gender gap in enrolment and absolute 

gender gap in teachers, we find in elementary level a weak 

positive correlation, in middle level a relatively high positive cor-

relation, but in secondary level there exists a negative correla-

tion which is contrary to the general concept that both gaps 

move together. 

The argument that there is a positive correlation between 

participation of female teachers and female enrolment is appli-

cable to Eritrea, but only for a given period of time, level of edu-

cation and regions (see Table 12). 
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Table 11 Gender gap in students and in teachers, 
1991/92-1999/00 (in percentage points)  

 
 
 Gender Gap in Students (GGS) and Gender  

Gap in Teachers (GGT) 

Year     Elementary level       Middle level    Secondary level 

   GGS   GGT GGS GGT GGS GGT 

1991/92 8.2 23.2 3.2 64.6 3.4 82.4 

1992/93 15.4 25.8 6.0 66.6 8.8 79.4 

1993/94 11.2 29.2 10.6 71.4 18.6 79.6 

1994/95 11.0 29.4 10.4 70.6 20.4 80.0 

1995/96 10.4 30.6 9.0 68.6 21.0 80.2 

1996/97 9.0 27.8 12.6 66.6 19.6 77.6 

1997/98 9.6 24.8 15.4 70.8 21.2 76.4 

1998/99 9.6 30.0 12.6 75.4 25.4 77.2 

1999/00 10.0 25.2 10.4 74.6 26.0 79.2 

 
Source: MOE, 2000a, pp. 9, 16, 20, 22 and author’s calculation. 
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Table 12  Percentage of female enrolment and female  
teachers by region and level of education, 
1999/00 

 

 % Female enrolment by 

grade 

% Female teachers by 

grade 

Zone (1-5) (6-7)  (8-11) (1-5) (6-7) (8-11) 

Anseba 43.2 41.3 28.2 29.9 6.1 7.1 

Southern Red 

Sea 

34.3 37.8 38.5 18.5 10.0 0.0 

Southern 46.2 39.5 27.4 38.9 8.0 7.0 

Gash-Barka 41.4 35.1 24.9 26.8 9.0 5.4 

Central 50.0 54.4 46.3 53.3 20.0 13.1 

Northern Red 

Sea 

35.5 31.4 24.3 20.4 7.4 9.6 

 
Source: MOE, 2000b, pp. 45-69; and author’s calculation. 
 
 

If we observe from Table 12 the percentage of female enrol-

ment and the percentage of female teachers in elementary level 

in Central administrative zone, we notice that both parameters 

have the same percentage effect. In elementary level in South-

ern administrative zone, where one in 2.6 teachers was female 

in 1999/00, girls comprised 46.2% of all elementary school stu-

dents. Similar analysis, but with weak correlation, can also be 
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made in elementary levels in Anseba and Gash-Barka adminis-

trative zones.  

It is frequently asserted that gender-bias in schools re-

duces female desire for education. Gender stereotype in curric-

ula and textbooks, teachers’ insensitivity to gender issue and 

teachers’ perception of female students’ ability are all examples 

of gender-bias in school that hampers female enrolment. In Eri-

trea, instructional materials are scare and gender-biased. Be-

sides, girls’ learning needs are not met through existing curricu-

lum and teaching materials (UNICEF, 2002, p. 1). Moreover, as 

an in-school factor, lack of school facilities such as lavatories 

and other hygienic facilities is also expected to have a negative 

effect on girls’ school participation. 

Other than the above factors, girls’ participation in school 

can be influenced by political or institutional factors such as 

government budget constraint, insufficient public support for the 

poor, poor quality of educational programs, lack of clear strat-

egy for women and girls’ education, and inconsistent educa-

tional policies (UNESCO, 1997, p. 9). 

Finally, when all these factors combined, the end result will 

be either low female enrolment or high female school dropout 

or, in extreme case, high proportion of illiterate women, and 

with that reduced contribution to national economic and social 

development. In their article about the gender gap in education 

in Eritrea, Brixiova, Bulir and Comenetz (2001, p. 17) have 
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found that the effect of increased educational inequality in Eri-

trea would, other things being equal, reduce long term per cap-

ita GDP growth by about 0.1-0.2 percentage point a year. The 

possible negative effect of the widening gender gap in educa-

tion in Eritrea, according to them, is the cost on productivity and 

growth resulting from low accumulation of human capital, ineffi-

cient allocation of resources within household and high fertility 

rate. Therefore, unless the aggregate education achievements 

increase very fast, gender gap in education will likely to have a 

negative effect on the aggregate increase in human capital. 

 

 

10 Main strategies and policies for reducing gender gap 
in education. 

 

Since the barriers to female education are many, taking a sim-

ple preventive measure cannot eliminate gender gap in educa-

tion. Therefore, a number of different measures have to be 

taken either to narrow gender gap or, if possible, to achieve 

gender equality in education. Concerning Eritrea, gender gap in 

education can be reduced by  

(a) Community mobilisation: By conducting a campaign 

for female enrolment there is a possibility of increasing commu-

nity or parental awareness of the benefits from women’s educa-

tion. As a result of family awareness, the participation of girls in 

school can be increased. In his article on women and education 

in Eritrea, Smith (2001, p. 21) has stated that campaign to raise 
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women’s profile, commemoration of significant female figures, 

celebration of female achievements, and persuading people the 

importance of women, as professionals are best methods for 

mobilising community. In the mobilisation process, religious 

leaders, community elders and local administrators can play a 

great role in Eritrea. This is important because the greatest bar-

riers to girls’ participation in education in Eritrea still continue to 

be social and cultural beliefs that have existed for a long and 

are not easy to change in a short period of time. However, with 

an advancement of societies, there is a hope that beliefs en-

trenched by tradition will slowly change;   

(b) Improving access to schooling: Because long dis-

tance to school is believed to discourage parents from sending 

their daughters to school, the most cost-effective mechanism of 

improving access to schooling is the introduction of double or 

multiple shifts at school. With the introduction of this, a rise in 

female enrolment is expected to happen. Apart from this, class 

size increase, introduction of multigrade classes, expansion of 

single-sex schools, introduction of quotas that reserve school 

places for girls, and location of schools in places where more 

children exist are alternative ways of improving access to 

schooling. Regarding an increase in class size, it is argued that 

a small increase in class size does not affect the performance 

of students, rather it gives students, especially girls, the oppor-

tunity to enrol in school near their home. Access to schooling in 
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Eritrea can also be improved by encouraging the private sector. 

This is important because the contribution of the private sector 

in education in Eritrea is still low. For instance, in 1999/00 the 

share of schools administered by non-government and the 

share of students enrolled in non-government schools were 

only 15.2% and 8.7% respectively (MOE, 2000b, pp. 16 and 

26).  

(c) Lowering the direct cost of education: Since to in-

vest in education one has to incur direct costs, parents who 

cannot afford the money to send all their children to school pre-

fer boys to enrol. However, to tackle such a problem and thus 

give girls the chance to enrol, reduction in direct cost of educa-

tion is essential. This can be done through reducing school 

fees, providing learning materials and textbooks free of charge, 

giving transportation and/or uniform subsidy, and by giving girls 

scholarships to help pay for their education. So far, to help par-

ents with the direct cost of schooling, students in rural areas of 

Eritrea are not obliged to use school uniforms. Besides, for the 

introduction of uniforms on mass production and cost effective 

ways in the long run, a study has been conducted in Eritrea 

(MOE, 1999, p. 41). Understanding the financial difficulties of 

parents, the government has also tried to supply school materi-

als to rural schools (MOE, 1999, pp. 41). In spite of all these ef-

forts, education in Eritrea remains inaccessible for many chil-

dren, especially for girls.  
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(d) Reducing opportunity cost: For girls’ education, par-

ents must also allocate time other than cash outlays. Since girls 

in developing countries spend many hours in doing household 

activities, the opportunity cost of sending a girl to school is al-

ways high. However, by lowering the opportunity cost of girls’ 

schooling (but not preventing parents from getting the benefits 

that could be get by not sending their daughters), there is a 

possibility of increasing girls’ participation in education. For in-

stance, by expanding evening classes, by making school 

schedule more flexible, by providing day-care centres, and by 

introducing a simple labour saving techniques. A particular case 

of the need to expand evening schools in Eritrea is that 61% of 

the evening students who passed an exam in grade 7 National 

Examination and 70% of the evening students who took an ex-

amination in Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate Examina-

tion (ESECE) in 1999/00 were female (MOE, 2000b, pp. 76-77);  

(e) Recruitment of female teachers: Based on the gen-

eral evidence that female enrolment increases with the increase 

in female teachers, it is suggested that recruitment of female 

teachers, especially in rural areas, could help more girls to en-

rol. As stated by UNICEF (2002, p. 1) only 35% of all teachers 

in Eritrea are female (as low as 12% in rural areas). Though, it 

is expected that female teachers are less likely to teach in rural 

areas, incentives such as free boarding, extra training and sal-

ary are vital for hiring more female teachers;  
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(f) Improving the overall quality of schooling: The ar-

gument for the need to improve the overall quality of schooling 

stems mainly from poor curricula design. Hence, curricula pre-

sented in textbooks must avoid gender-sensitivity and gender-

bias texts; and finally  

(g) Gender issues through education systems should 

be taken as an integral part in any plan for development. 

 

 

10  Conclusions 

 

Notwithstanding traditional beliefs in male superiority, special 

focus on female education in Eritrea has its roots in the na-

tional liberation struggle period. During the colonial periods, 

no specific effort was made to educate Eritrean women. The 

participation of women in the struggle for independence has 

helped women to be treated equally in aspects of employment 

and education. The inclusion of some female fighters in the 

EPLF’s ranks and the establishment of women’s organisation 

are two examples of movement towards greater sexual equal-

ity. Such progress has also continued after independence. 

Despite a desire for increasing girls‘ participation in education, 

access to education in Eritrea, especially to girls is still limited. 

From both the total enrolment and the GER one can observe 

the existence of gender gap in education in Eritrea at all levels 
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of education. Each year, the increase in enrolment does not 

help to narrow the gender gap. However, it is known that 

women’s education has not only economic but also social 

benefits. The increase in women’s education has a great 

benefit at both macro and micro levels. The twofold problem 

of gender gap in education in Eritrea is out of school factors 

and in school factors. Actually, there is no simple remedy for 

the existing educational gender gap in Eritrea, however, the 

traditional beliefs and customs of the people have to be 

changed primarily so as families and communities understand 

much about the importance of female education. Simultane-

ously, improvement in access to and quality of schooling, re-

duction in direct and indirect costs of education, and increase 

of female teachers have to be made to narrow gender gap in 

education in Eritrea.   
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Appendix 1: Map of Eritrea 
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