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In 12 pages the author outlines the histor ical development 
o f Ethiopian Education in order to support his t hesis that the 
p r esent education crisis has its roots: 

a) i n historical misconcept ion about the r ole of education 
in society, 

b) in t he curriculum that was irrelevant and 
inappropriate, 

c) in the mistaken endea vour of the Ethiopian Government 
to expand education wel l beyond i ts f i nancial limits . 

In the second chapter the book asses"'",s thoroughly. "the 
Evaluat ive Research on the General Education System ot Ethiopia 
(Ergese) " . The author took time t o critically look into that 
voluminous study launched in 1983 but made ava ilable to very tew 
people atter 1986. This is t he o n l y critical a nalysis of Ergese 
I know ot so tar . Most ot the ma terials the author uses to 
support his thesis on the state of education and its crisis is 
drawn f rom this report of ERGESE . 
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The intentions of t he autho r a re noble in that he wanted to 
i nitiate debate on reform of t he sector by quest ion i ng, as he 
claims, some "hitherto unassa ilable a s s umptions" (12) '. The 
study raises serious issues , a s we s ha ll s ee l ater . Howe ve r , as 
the author himself stated, " ... neither the quest i ons i t raises 
nor its conclusions a re new" (ix ) . 

And yet, the questions t he book raises a r e per t i nent, and 
need to be seriously consider ed . These include: " How serious is 
t he crisis of Education? " " What a r e the soc i al and poli tica l 
implications of the crisis?" "How does an education such as the 
one received in Ethiopian schools facili tate development? " etc . 
(xi) . 

NATURE OF THE CRISI S 

The central issue of the crisis l i es, accordi ng to the 
author, in overcrowding and in irrelevant curr iculum. 

"Overcrowded i ndividual classes a nd doubl i ng of subject s, 
I believe, are fundamental causes for the a l arming decline of 
quality of education in Ethiopia to- day" (51) and conseque nt l y, 
"Teacher student communication is virtua lly i mpossibl e . .. " and 

Numbers in parent hesis r efer t o page numbers i n the book 
under review. 
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" a school year is a depressing experience" (51). Finally, 
pupils end up with "fragmented" knowledge and join the army of 
unempl oyed, where the "climate of hopelessness " reign. And he 
concludes by observing that i t is very hard to say that Ethiopia 
has a functioning secondary "education" (48). 

The author ha s no good words for the c urr iculum whi c h he, 
in general t erms, condemns as irrelevant and inappropriate . 
Major criteria for relevancy is the object ive o f national 
educat ion which, he believes, shou ld be " the trans mi ssion of 
po l itical and cultural val ue s that enhance the c ontinued 
existence of the nation or sta t e"(54) . As such "the c u l tivation 
of Ethiopian nationalism and patriotism,deserve prior i ty.,." for 
the ultimate goal of producing "homogenous rul ing eli te" and 
"united popu lation"(89). The pre-revolut ion obj ect i ve , i n the 
above se nse, was to produce citi zens consciou s o f their 
histo r ical herita ge, whi le in post-revolution period t he general 
objec t ive was t o incu lcate a socialist personality. 

The author believes that t he curr iculum i n pre-revolut ion 
period was dominated by We s t e r n i n fluence and that of t he post
revolution followed the East Europe a n model. From this, he 
concludes that " Ethiopi" n cu r riculum has a str ikingly colonial 
character" (69) , Certa inl y, one c an trac e those influences whi ch 
the Ethiopian s i d e adopted without imposition, probably 
ignora ntly. Nevertheless, it is fa r fetched to label this as 
"colon ia l", since co l onial imp lies certain direct imposit i on 
from outside, agains t the will of t he rec i p ient. 
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That the formal education is not contributing to nation
build ing is supported by his analysis of history text and 
personal observation of instruction a t Entoto and Henelik I I 
secondary Schools. The author dismisses g rade 9 history text on 
Eth iopia as " ... incorrect, irrelevant and fragmented" with 
"virtually no relevance for nation-building" , which can even 
"produce negative result" (59-60) . Equally , history lessons of 
grade 10 on Ethiopian state and soc i e ty received " ..• worse 
treatment" (56). In grades 11-12 World history is taught based 
on texts copied from the Russian author A.Z. Manfred and, no 
Eth iopian history is of fered (67) . 

The author concludes that "secondary students study only 
two c hapter s of Ethiopian hi s tory" in four years. The two 
chapters hardly provide "knowledge, na tional pride, patriotism 
or historical perspect ive"(66). 

Nevertheless, we c annot go along with the author's 
dangerous and pessimistic conclusion that t he failure of formal 
~ucation made the school popUlation unpatriotic . He 9QQS even 
too far to state incorrectly, "the univers ity student , who froll 
the mid 1960's assumed the role of t he only o rganized 
opposition, began campaigning for a clean break with the 
country's history and t rad ition. The universi t y students 
boundless hatred of their country a nC! its s ociety and, 
therefore, their determination to dictate a socialist i deology. 
lacked the Wlost minilllum knowledge of the dynamics o f social 
change" (8-9). The above bold statement lIIixes up protest or 
r evolt against certain practices conceived as un j us t, with 
unpatr iotic feeling. The opposite can be argued: The 
university students voiced opposition or opted for socialist 
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ideology not because of hatred of the country but because o f 
their love and deep concern for the country a nd its peop l e. 
Those who followed student demonstrations of both pre - revolut ion 
and post-revolution period can testify to the a bove . 

CAOSES or tBE CRISIS 

The author dwelt at length on the causes o f the crisis in 
education. He gave two main reasons: 

alOne of the causes is seen in the polic y of the s t a te, 
in the past decades " .. . t o e xpand edUcation well beyond i ts 
financial limits" (7), not accompanied by compara b le exp ansion 
of economic sector. 

True he is right to believe t hat Ethiopia h as followed a 
policy of r apid expansion, particularly since the Addis Ababa 
Conference on African Education(7l . In s pi te of fierce 
competition with other Afri can states, the confer e nce's decision 
was not the cause, but it was used to justify t he expansion 
wh ich was forced on the country by the urbanizat ion p rocess, and 
by the fast growing population of the cities a nd road - side
towns, where the pressure for more schools was ir~esistable. 

In all cases, as the author argued, the expans ion was and 
is beyond the financial limits that ultimately l ed to 
overcrowding, poor supply of materials and made, part icu larly 
high schools, un.manageable. The suggestion of the aut ho r to 
limit gener al education to t he meagre financial limits o f the 
state will not be accepted specially by urban dWellers . 
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b) The other cause of the crisis in Educat ion is , what t he 
author calls, " hitherto unassailable assumpt ions" or 
~misconception: to take educat ion as a precondition for 
developlDent" (84) . It is wrong to perceive education as, 
Qllagical fonnula " for deve l opment, even as " ... essential in 
terms of human invest ment for economic and social development". 
This lIisconception, he argues, "pays little attention to the 
role of economic growth for education" (85) and it led to 
unlimited expansion of schools. The author clearly favours the 
" ... primacy of economic g rowth" (8 4). He reasons out that " ... 
the economy of a given nat ion has to reach a certain stage of 
growth before investment in humlln cllpitlll c an begin to make 
national economic sense" (85). The contrary is in f act t r ue as 
confirmed by studies of The World Bank. 

A World Bank expert group, based on seve ral studies (Wlid i 
1. Haddad ll. U. , Education and Deyelopment, 1990 (The Wor ld 
Bank, Washington D.C . p. 3) came to conclusion that educa t i on is 
essential for development. "There is now a persuasive body of 
t.h",oret ical and empiricll l avidonclII to show that invliIstment in 
for.al education and tra ining of the labour force plays a 
crucial role in economic developttent .. .. The result of these 
studies suggest that, both i n developed and developi ng 
countries, educational invest .. ent has been one of the most 
important factors contributing to economic growth, that 
expenditures on education contribute positive l y to l abour 
productivity, that the economic pay oft to spend i ng on educat ion 
from both priVate and public standpoint i s high, in a bsolute 
terms and compared to the investment ; and that increased 
educlltion ot parents - especially mothe r s - ha s a n i mportant 
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i mpact on child health , and reduced fe r tility at all levels of 
economic development " . 

The Wor ld Bank study further affirms that "the s i ngle best 
measure of education o r training ' s economic i mpact is the 
additional productivity of workers and farme rs with more 
education over those with less" (Haddad, ~. Al.,p. 4) " A survey 
for the Wor ld Bank of eighteen studies which me asur e the 
relationship in low-income countries between f a r mer s ' e ducation 
and thei r agricultural efficiency (as meas ure d by c rop 
production) concludes that if a farmer had complete d fou r years 
of elementary education, his productivity was, on the average, 
8.7 percent higher than that of a farmer with no educat ion ... " 
(I..b..1J1) • The studies confirm that " the highes t payoff to 
education in these lower-income countries... i s at t he primary 
level" ... " ••• as countries industrialize the payof f f r om lower 
education level tends to fall relative to the pay off from 
higher education level" . 

If Ethiopia i s to limit education to the needs of t he 
economy , differenti at ion has to be made between gene ral 
education and profess i onal education or train ing. The latter 
can not exist without certain socio-economic e stablishment s a nd 
their needs; while general education, primary educat i o n i n our 
case, is a precond i tion for development. 

IMPLICATIONS Qr THE EDUCATI ON CRISIS 

The author attempts to draw tar reaching implica tions 
concerning the education crisis in Ethiopia and its society. TO 
illustrate the implications he chose three area s : 
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a) the growth ot incompetence in running the atfa ira ot 
the state, 

b } the continued growth of ethnic, re'qional and class 
conflicts, and 

c ) the progressive growth ot state authoritar ianism. 

For the aake ot brevity we deal only wl.th h ie first point. 
Here he expects the education system t:o produce "highly 
mot ivated and qualitied civil serva nte and productive 
members ... " (73). He stresses, however, that the educat ion 
sector i8 tar trom being in a pOsition to meet these 
expectations. 

The cons.quence i. a "range ot i ncompetence" in running the 
attairs ot the state. As a proot, he cities, what he ca lls, the 
poor leadership in handling the education sector. 

The education bureaucracy demonstrated its incompetence by 
implement i ng indiscriminately import ed currlculull which produced 
"a youth that hated its past ...... Moreover , it was " . .. unable 
to show in clear terms the limits ot unccmtrolled expanelon" 
(74). He complains turther that "the land retora ot 1975 would 
probably have looked ditterent had there b~en a bureaucratic 
machinery acquainted with the comple'l(ities ot land retorm and 
with Ethiopia's landowning system j '(75). 

The causes ot all these and other incolllpetencies 11e in 
education that ".. . continues to imp lement an imported (neo 
colonial) curriculum where Ethiopia and its societ y occupy 
peripheral positions" (75). 
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The corre lation between the incompetenciee mentioned above 
and t he cris ie i n tormal educat ion is not convincinqly 
pre.ented. The bureaucracies menti oned are stat ted and led in 
t ac t by peop le t r a ined in post secondary education at home and 
abroad s ince the 1950 ' s. International experts trom UNESCO and 
the World Ba nk, who have close contacts with this country, 
test ify that the Et hiopian bu reaucr acy, inspita ot all ita 
vice. , is one ot t he best in Sub-Sahara Atrica. 

RECQKKENDbTIONS I A REIORK HODEL 

To resol ve the education criais the author suqqests a 
"re t orm mode l" . To pr epare the qround tor hi. retorm he proposes 
to . et up "a s mall national cOllll'l'littee" (92) that would commission 
atud ies and ac t as a research council and turther recommende a 
nat ion wide "comprehens ive discusllion trom below" (92) where "all 
allpects at t he educational system are widely and openly 
discussed" . 

The retor m model ill to be quided by "clear preterence tor 
quality" which includes relevance and appropriateness ot 
curricu l um and equit able distlibution (96) . Thsr s i. no quarrel 
wi th t he above proposal a s 10nq as t her e i. a balance between 
qual i ty and expan.ion of education. 

A. t o the structur e ot the proposed retorm t he author 
suqqes t s separ a t i nq formal education trom non-tormal . 
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a) Formal education '. objectlve ia narro .... ed down "to the 
i nculcation ot values •.• " (90). However, it b wrong to limit 
instruction to "inculcation of valu •• " alone. I t a lso has to 
transmit knowledge, particularly ot the acienc.. and aome 
fundamental skills as a bada for further training. Badd •• , 
education should not attempt to inCUlcate but s hould help the 
young to critically look at and appreciate hi_ cultura, develop 
a •• n •• of eocial •• rvice, tolerance and understanding for other 
culture •. 

Surprisingly enough, the author recommends raiaing the aqa 
at entry from •• ven to tan year.. This .tam. trom hh 
sugge.tion to make eight year. ot schooling terminal tor the 
"greateat majority ot the studanta" (98) in order to increaee 
expansion and allow equitable dietribution. Besides, by raieing 
the age ot entry to 10 years, "graduating atudenta would be old 
enough to join the world ot labor" (9 7) . 

The author completely ignores the negative side ot hie 
proposal, namely that raieing the age ot entry to 10 years would 
~ove the child away trom the formatiVe stage, and delaying hi. 
education would hamper the extent of the d.v.lop~.nt of hie 
capaciti.a. The earlier the child i. exposed to education the 
better, and there i_ much truth in the Ethiopian church 
tradition that auggests 4 year., 4 months and 4 day. aa the best 
age of entry. 
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b ) Non - forma l Educ ation 
Aa to t he content and structur e of the non- formal 
educat i on the author writes very little and states 
only t ha t it " ... would include every kind of .kill 
and traini ng of varyi ng durat i on" (8 9) . This syatem 
is to e xpand part icularly in the r ural areas (99) and 
" .. .. embrace t he greatest ma jor i ty of students " (98), 
a a such i t ahould expand at the expense of fo rmal 
education and "most o f t he resources of the post 
prima ry educat i on ought to be devoted to informal 
educ a tion." (98 ) . Non- for mal education (what the 
author calla wrongly i n forma l ) · is to be administered 
s tr ict ly separ ate l y fr om fo r ma t system at a separa te 
premises and r un by a "Department of Informal 
Education" (90) . 

The probl em with the above i s the li nk between primary 
and non- fo rma l education. Universal primary education 
s hould be targe t ed f or the rural populat ion, to be 
followed or s uppl emented by a non - formal system . 
Otherwise, "skill t rain i ng of var ying duration" cannot 
have depth and cont i nu i ty without the f oundation of 
primary e ducation, wh ich is essent ial for sustainable 
deve l opment i n all fields. 

In conclusion , I believe, this book is a useful 
contr ibut ion to gener ate discussion on educat ion i n Ethiopia, 
particularly now, When Eth iopia i s again on the verge of radical 
change. The r ole of EdUcation in nat ion-build ing, I presume, 
wi ll be soon a hot issue a~ong the pub lic at large. Educators 
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shou ld r eact to the challenges ot the author, especially to h is 
desire to push "the tront iers ot di scuss ion trom awareness ot 
crisis into a strategy tor its r esolution." 
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