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Education in Eritrea: Nourishment for a Lifetime
“Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime” (Zou). This famous quote from the Jewish rabbi, Maimonides, says what is particularly true for Eritrea where education is a powerful but limited resource. Despite ongoing efforts to improve schooling, Eritrea faces various obstacles such as limited supplies, poor transportation options, broken or unmade roads, teacher shortages, outdated curriculums, and economic pressures that push students out of enrollment (HRW, Kamanga). Education is the foundation and basis for personal, economic, and social growth that is crucial to Eritrea’s development. The children of Eritrea are the future, and by improving their learning it is important not only for their individual progress, but also for national long-term development. A stronger learning system can reduce poverty levels in families, raising the national average income and increasing economic opportunities. This paper will be analyzing the barriers that prevent access to education in Eritrea, assess the impact of schooling on families, and explore long and short tern solutions for building a stronger education system.
Eritrea is home to 3.75 million people from diverse ethnic backgrounds, practicing two dominant religions, Christianity and Islam (Markakis). Traditionally Eritrean families are large averaging 6.3 people, with mothers having a high fertility rate of 3.5 births. The men in the house go out working to earn money for the family while the women are expected to care for the home, doing tasks such as cleaning, cooking, and caring for the men and children (Administrator). Some commonly traditional meals include vegetables, flatbread, and stews such as Zigni, the national dish. Despite the richness of Eritrean culture, many families struggle to meet basic needs due to economic hardships, forcing children to leave school and work on farms. Children are expected to help out parents on the fields, often being pulled out of school to do so. Urban households are 43.9 percent of the population and rely on jobs like transportation, mining, and government service. Rural families are 56.1 percent and take up subsistence farming, earning only enough to feed their families. Usual families have farms of one to three hectares (Worldometer). The national average wage of Eritreans is around 2,265 Nakfa monthly which is 150 in USD, making poverty prominent for families. According to an article by The Borgen Project, “The most recent data on poverty, from 2004, showed that poverty in Eritrea affects more than 50 percent of the population. Between 1990 and 2001, 44 percent of children under the age of five were underweight and nearly two-thirds of Eritrean families experienced food insecurity” (The Borgen Project). Since 2004, poverty rates have remained high, with 50% of the population still struggling to meet basic needs like providing adequate nutrition for their children. In addition, this financial struggle creates poor living conditions, such as limited access to clean water, electricity, and reliable transportation. Poverty impacts daily life and restricts access to education. Eritrea’s geography presents significant challenges to farming and economic development. Eritrean farmers commonly struggle to cultivate their lands due to the geography of the country. The terrain is made up of central plateaus, coastal plains, lowlands, and islands that have a hot and arid climate difficult for cultivating crops. Given the geographical and climate challenges facing Eritrean families, improving education becomes essential not only for individual growth but also for tackling broader issues such as food security.
Education plays a critical role in strengthening food security in Eritrea by equipping families with innovative agricultural techniques, expanding job opportunities, and reducing reliance on subsistence farming. Former Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah once stated, “It is within the possibility of science and technology to make even the Sahara bloom into a vast field with verdant vegetation for agricultural and industrial developments” (Kagia). His words emphasize how education in science and technology can transform agriculture, making it more efficient and sustainable. By introducing modern farming techniques such as crop rotation, irrigation systems, soil preservation, and pest management, education can help farmers produce higher yields with less physical labor. Families adopting drought-resisting crops and water conservation practices, such as rainwater harvesting, would also be more resilient to Eritrea's harsh climate and better able to avoid food shortages (UNDP). Beyond farming, education also helps families make better use of their food resources. Nutrition programs can teach families how to maximize their harvest for a balanced diet, reducing child malnutrition. Additionally, families who receive an education can learn how to sell surplus crops at markets, increasing family income (UNICEF). As farming efficiency improves, children will have more time for education rather than working in the fields. This allows students to pursue studies, particularly STEM education (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics), leading to higher-paying careers in technology, engineering, and agribusiness in their future (American University). A better-educated workforce attracts foreign investment, leading to improved infrastructure, food distribution networks, and economic growth. With greater economic stability, Eritrean families would experience reduced poverty levels and long-term improvements in food security. 
While education is seen as a global right around the world, many children face obstacles to reach it in Eritrea. Contributing factors include lack of qualified teachers, limited school supply, poor transportation systems, and the pressure for children to work at home on family farms. According to Joesph Kamanga, a writer for The Broken Chalk, says, “Poverty, particularly prevalent in rural areas, makes it challenging for families to afford school-related expenses such as uniforms, books, and transportation costs. The financial burden restricts access to education, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations and perpetuating cycles of poverty and inequality” (Kamanga). This financial burden not only limits educational access but also forces many families to prioritize survival over schooling, contributing to high dropout rates. For many children, especially in rural areas, transportation poses an additional barrier, buses are often unaffordable, while walking long distances on broken roads discourages regular attendance.
Recognizing these challenges, the Eritrean government has introduced policies at both local and national levels to improve education and reduce dropout rates. To reduce travel distances the Eritrean government has initiated efforts to construct more schools, particularly in rural areas. Samku, a mother whose daughter attends one of these new government-built schools, shares her experience, “Previously, we did not have a properly built school in Asheti. Our children were learning in makeshifts or under shades. The new school gives hope to the villages in and around Asheti” (GPE). While these new schools have helped some communities, progress has been slow and uneven, as dropout rates remain high. In addition to building schools, the government has focused on improving teacher training to address the lack of qualified educators. Programs have been introduced to train more teachers and provide professional development. However, teacher shortages remain an issue, and many instructors lack resources or support, making it difficult to retain skilled educators, particularly in rural regions. 
Another significant aid has been the introduction of mother tongue education in early schooling. Eritrea, a country with diverse ethnic groups, has adopted a policy allowing children to learn in their native languages. This aims to enhance literacy rates and comprehension skills, while allowing the children to preserve their cultural identity. While this policy has been promising for many students, challenges remain in accessing high-quality learning materials and trained educators for every language group. Until these barriers are fully addressed, education in Eritrea will remain fragile, one with potential, but out of reach for many. 
Despite government efforts, education in Eritrea continues to face major challenges. To make immediate relief, short-term solutions such as financial aid for families and increased school resources are essential.  Hayat Mohammed Ali Osman, an eighth-grade student in Eritrea, explains, “I would like for our school to be fully equipped with a library, ICT, and additional classrooms so that we can receive quality education. I would also like to commend our teachers for their efforts to provide us with better education. If given the chance to pursue my education, I want to excel in mathematics and become a teacher who can educate the future generation of my community” (UNICEF). Hayat’s statement stresses the importance of providing students with proper resources. Donations from wealthier countries and international organizations such as UNICEF, Develop Africa, and the Kids in Need Foundation can help supply schools with textbooks, clothing, writing materials, and technology.  Additional support such as bicycles for students or improved rural roads would make schools more accessible to children.
While these short-term solutions provide immediate relief, long-term strategies are necessary for sustained progress. One of the key issues in Eritrean education is the shortage of qualified teachers. According to Human Rights Watch, “In many cases, the quality of instruction in secondary schools is poor because of a largely absent or unmotivated teaching corps, with many teachers fleeing abroad” (Human Rights Watch). Many children in Eritrea go weeks without instruction due to teacher shortages, low salaries, and difficult working conditions. To combat these issues, teachers should be offered incentives such as competitive pay, free housing, and professional support. These benefits could attract foreign educators, encourage more Eritreans to pursue teaching careers, and reduce turnover. The funding for these initiatives could come from government resources or international aid, while local communities could assist in providing housing.
Incentives are also needed for families to keep their children enrolled in school. In Eritrean culture, girls are often expected to stay home for housework, while boys work alongside their fathers in the fields. Providing financial aid to families whose children attend school regularly and pass exams could help break this cycle. Additionally, agricultural education programs could help families improve their farming methods, leading to higher yields. With more efficient farming, children would have less responsibility in the fields, allowing them to focus on their studies in the classroom. 
Eritrea’s curriculum must be modernized to prepare students for the future. The American University School of Education highlights the importance of STEM education, stating, “The rise of the digital age has made science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) education more critical than ever. Early STEM education can promote ongoing academic success, and children who learn STEM concepts throughout their education are better prepared to meet increasingly technology-focused professional requirements” (American University). Eritrea’s current curriculum lags behind developed countries, but by implementing STEM education, students can strengthen their critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving skills. This shift would better prepare them to compete in the global workforce, contributing to long-term economic growth. With a young and capable population, Eritrea has immense potential, if given the right resources, future generations can achieve remarkable success. 

Improving education in Eritrea takes more than building schools, it is about creating opportunities, breaking cycles of poverty, and ensuring a brighter future for the next generation. Although poverty, poor infrastructure, and teacher shortages present barriers, progress is possible through both short-term and long-term strategies. Expanding resources, supporting families, and strengthening teacher training can lay the foundation for accessible and high-quality education. At the same time, integrating modern subjects such as STEM can prepare students for a competitive global workforce, fueling economic growth and innovation. Just as farming sustains families for a day, education equips them with the knowledge and skills to thrive for a lifetime.
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