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1 Preface 
 

The aim of the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (NOKUT) with this report on 

higher education in Eritrea and Ethiopia is to contribute to increased knowledge about conditions in 

higher education in the two countries. We hope it can provide useful knowledge and ideas for 

institutions and others dealing with recognition of degrees, from African countries. 

Over the last three years, there has been a steady increase in applications from both Eritrea and 

Ethiopia. The numbers of Eritrean applications have risen by over 10% per year up to 116 in 2012, 

while Ethiopian applications have risen to numbers 72. These numbers make Eritrea and Ethiopia the 

number one and number two country with regards to applicants from Africa. At the same time, 

NOKUT has been aware of reforms in higher education sector of both countries without a consistent 

idea of the scope of change. Conflicting information from applicants themselves as well as both 

national and international sources meant NOKUT was faced with the risk of denying recognition to 

applicants who should have had their education approved. Finding this to be unacceptable, NOKUT 

decided to undertake a study trip to Eritrea and Ethiopia in the fall of 2012. 

The delegation consisted of two members from the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in 

Education and two members from the Norwegian Universities and Colleges Admission Service 

(NUCAS). 

From NOKUT:  

 Erik Audensen, Adviser 

 Anne-Kari Gulliksen, Adviser 

From NUCAS: 

 Kristin Tambs, Head of Section 

 Marianne M. L. Holen, Senior Executive Officer 

 

NOKUT would like to thank everyone who contributed to the outcome of this trip. 

 

Oslo, 25. January 2013 

 

Terje Mørland 

Director General 
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Introduction 

The following pages contain a report from a study trip to Eritrea and Ethiopia in October 2012 by 

representatives from the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (NOKUT) and the 

Norwegian Universities and Colleges Admission Service (NUCAS). The purpose of the trip was to 

gather information for the work we do in our respective offices, but we hope the report can be helpful 

to others who work with foreign education. The report is written by NOKUT, and therefore our main 

focus has been the higher education system in Eritrea and Ethiopia. The system of secondary 

education, admission to higher education and technical/vocational education are areas which are also 

included in the report, however more briefly.    

There have been major reforms taking place in the higher education systems in both countries. We 

have experienced an increasing need for more updated information on the reforms themselves, and the 

effects they have had on higher education. 

 For Eritrea it is the number of institutions that have increased.  

For Ethiopia, the diploma programmes have ceased to be a part of higher education, while the 

normative length of degree studies has changed.  In addition, there has been a change at secondary 

school level which has had important implications for the higher education system.  

 

These findings will lead to changes in NOKUT’s evaluations when it comes to recognition of higher 

education from Eritrea and Ethiopia.    

During our visit in October 2012, we had meetings with the Norwegian embassies in Asmara and 

Addis Ababa, the national offices dealing with accreditation of higher education, the Ministry of 

Higher Education (only in Ethiopia), and the admission offices for higher education. In addition, we 

had the opportunity to visit several higher education institutions in both countries. In Asmara, we 

visited two of the post-reform new higher education institutions, the College of Health Sciences and 

the Eritrean Institute of Technology. In Addis Ababa, we visited the University of Addis Ababa, as 

well as the three private institutions, Unity University, St. Mary’s College and Admas University 

College.  

Even though we only spent a few days in each country, the short time we had at our disposal was spent 

very efficiently. We were able to meet with a number of key actors, institutions and offices in the 

higher education sector. The trip has been very educational and our conclusions are presented in this 

report. We would like to thank the Royal Norwegian Embassies in Asmara and Addis Ababa, the 

National Board of Higher Education (NBHE) in Eritrea and the Higher Education Quality Agency 

(HERQA) in Ethiopia in assisting us with scheduling meetings and solving the practical issues during 

our visit. We are most grateful.        
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Summary 

Eritrea  

Eritrea has seen a change in its higher education system in the period 2004–2010. However, this 

reform is not a change in the system itself, but a change in the number of institutions offering higher 

education in the country. The system of diploma-, bachelor- (and master-) programmes has remained 

more or less the same, except for the fact that the number of programs has increased. 

The University of Asmara has been the only institution of higher education in the whole country. All 

issues related to higher education have been concentrated around the university. To be able to offer 

higher education to a larger number of students, the government decided to close the University of 

Asmara, with no new intake of students after 2003. Then they upgraded seven of the underlying 

colleges of the university to independent institutions of higher education. Some of the new colleges 

have also been moved to other parts of the country, and one could say that there has been a 

decentralisation of higher education in Eritrea. The result is that Eritrea today has seven institutions 

offering higher education, and the number of students attending programs of higher education has 

risen from around 5000 students at the University of Asmara in 2004 to around 17 000 students 

attending programs at the new colleges of higher education today. 

The University of Asmara’s main programme were the diploma programme and the bachelor degree; 

and was only able to introduce the master degree programme in 2004 just before closing. Today we 

see that most of the new colleges of higher education have already introduced many new master 

degree programmes or are planning to introduce master degree programmes in the near future.  

 

Ethiopia  

The reforms in neighbouring Ethiopia have been far more wide-reaching with changes in both 

secondary and higher education. 

Since the late 1990s, the number of higher education institutions has risen dramatically; as has the 

number of students. The government has opened up for private higher education institutions, and 

established more than 15 new public universities, bringing the total number of public institutions to 

just over 30. The private higher education sector has grown exponentially in number of institutions, 

but the majority of students still attend the public universities. 

Secondary education has changed with the introduction of the “Preparatory Year”, which in practice 

is an amalgamation between the 12
th
 grade and the freshman year of higher education.  

The diploma programmes ceased to be higher education with the last batch of students graduating in 

2006/2007. Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) has today both taken on, and 

expanded, the role the older diplomas had in the Ethiopian educational system. 

The reforms in Ethiopia have moved back and forth on the question of normative length of degree 

studies, going from 4 to 3 and then back to 4 years again for a regular bachelors. Nor are the reform 

processes over. The government has recently started a drive for all higher education institutions to 

streamline subjects into a national plan favouring technical subjects. 
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2 Eritrea 
The State of Eritrea is an isolated country on the Horn of Africa, with approximately 5 million 

inhabitants. This small African country was an Italian colony from 1889 to 1945, and since 1952 a part 

of Ethiopia. After almost 30 years of war, Eritrea became independent in 1993. Since independence it 

has been run by one party, the People's Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ), with Isaias Aferwerki 

as president of the country. The system of education is fully controlled by the state, and programmes 

of higher education are overall planned and developed to serve the needs of the country.  

 

Until 2004 the University of Asmara was the only higher education institution in the country. Then the 

government decided that higher education should be available to more people, and a reform was 

implemented during the years 2004-2010. It is important to start by saying that this is not a reform 

changing the system of higher education itself, but a reform that changed the number of institutions 

from one to seven institutions.    

 

As a result of this reform, the number of students in higher education institutions has increased from 

around 5 000 students attending classes at the University of Asmara in 2004 to approximately 17 000 

students in 2012 attending higher education programs at the new colleges.  
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1. Before 2004 
The University of Asmara was established by Italian missionaries in 1958 and has been the only 

higher education institution in Eritrea. The University had its last intake of students in 2003, and the 

last batch of students graduated from the university in 2007. The University offered 2-3 year diplomas 

and 4–5 year bachelor degrees in most fields. The University also introduced the master degree 

program in 2004 for a few students already enrolled at the university.  

The system in Eritrea with 2-3 year diploma programmes, 4-5 year bachelor degrees and the 2-year master 

degrees is the same both before and after the reform, with the exception of a 6-year program in medicine that 

has been introduced after the reform: 

 

2. Reform 

The government decided to close the University of Asmara, with no new intake of students after 2003. 

The students that were already studying at the university were allowed to finish their degrees. The 

government then established seven new colleges to take its place. These new colleges were already 

functioning as parts of the University of Asmara, but with the reform they became independent 

institutions of higher education. This reform took place in the period 2004–2010. The new colleges 

were expected to offer higher education to a larger number of students than the University of Asmara 

had been able to admit, and they were therefore moved to different parts of the country, such as the 

coastal town of Massawa and Adi Keih in the south. The main reason for this change of location, 

according to the government, was to make higher education more accessible to students outside of the 

capital. In addition, it was necessary to build larger teaching facilities which corresponded to a greater 

number of students, as well as to find housing for these students, as the lack of sufficient housing was 

considered a general problem in Asmara. 
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The seven new colleges of higher education as of October 2012: 

1) Eritrea Institute of Technology, Mai Nefhi 

2) Hamelmallo Agricultural College, Hamelmallo 

3) College of Health Sciences, Asmara 

4) Orotta School of Medicine and Dental Medicine, Asmara  

5) College of Marine Sciences & Technology, Massawa 

6) College of Business and Economics, Halhale 

7) College of Arts and Social Sciences, Adi Keih 

Each college covers a specific subject area. For example engineering is only offered at Eritrean 

Institute of Technology and medicine is only offered at Orotta School of Medicine and Dental 

Medicine.  

The colleges offer 2–3 year diploma programs, 4–5 (6) year bachelor degree programmes, and some 

are offering or planning to offer different programmes on a master degree level. The master degree is a 

2-year program. As the master programme was only introduced in 2004, just before the closing of the 

University of Asmara, it is still a fairly new degree in Eritrea. For this reason, just a few of the 

colleges have experience with the master degree and it takes time to develop these new degree 

programmes. For more information on the master degrees, please see page seven. 

According to the information we got during our meetings with the National Board of Higher 

Education (hereafter referred to as NBHE), there are plans to phase out the diploma programmes and 

establish junior colleges for diploma programmes only. However, NBHE did not give any further 

details as to when and how this is to be implemented. As per today (academic year 2012–2013), all 

seven colleges still offer diploma programmes, and there seem to be more students attending the 

diploma programmes than the degree programmes. According to available articles and other 

information, this is the trend for all colleges. Out of the 122 graduates from the College of Marine 

Sciences & Technology in 2011-2012, 72 graduates were on the diploma programme and only 50 

graduates were on the bachelor degree program.   

One should note that the freshman year of the diploma programme and the bachelor degree 

programme are the same.  

The Eritrean Institute of Technology (EIT) is the largest of the seven higher education institutions  

today and had its first intake of students as an independent institution as early as 2004. The following 

information is for the academic year 2011/2012.  

EIT is divided into three colleges:  

The College of Education  

The college offers 4-year bachelor degree programs in the following disciplines: 

 Biology Education  

 Chemistry Education  

 Educational Administration  

 Mathematical Education  



 

 

4 

 Physics Education  

 

2-year diploma programs  

 Educational Administration  

 Mathematical Education  

 English Language Teaching  

 English Language Training  

 Physical Education 

 Science Education  

 Social Science Education  

 

College of Engineering  

Bachelor degree programs offered at the College of Engineering: 

 Aeronautical Engineering 

 Chemical Engineering  

 Civil Engineering  

 Computer Engineering 

 Electrical Engineering  

 Mechanical Engineering  

 Mining Engineering  

 Process Engineering.  

 

These are all 5-year programs. There are ten diploma programs within the same areas being offered at 

the College, and these are all 3-year programs.  

 

The College of Science  

Bachelor degree programs offered at the College of Science: 

 Biology  

 Chemistry 

 Mathematics  

 Physics  

 Computer Science  

 Geology  

 Library Information Science  

 

There are just two diploma programs in this college. These are in Computer Application and Archives 

& Record Management. The bachelor degree programs are 4-year programs, and the diplomas 

programs are 2-3 years.  

The College of Science also has four different master degree programs in Biology, Chemistry, 

Mathematics and Physics. These are 2-year programs.  
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The College of Health Sciences is one of the larger institutions. It has been functioning as an 

independent higher education institution since 2008, and has the following four underlying schools:   

 School of Allied Health Professions  

 School of Nursing  

 School of Pharmacy  

 School of Public Health  

 

The College of Health Science offers diploma programmes, bachelor degree programmes and a few 

master degree programmes.  

The School of Nursing used to be a vocational institution called the School of Nursing and Health 

Technology. The school was administered by the Ministry of Health and offered diploma programs 

and certificates. The diploma programmes offered at the school were vocational programmes and not a 

part of the higher education system. However, in 2008 the school was incorporated into the College of 

Health Science. The diploma programmes were upgraded by the College of Health Science and 

considered higher education. If the Final Diploma and the transcript clearly indicate College of Health 

Science as “teaching institution” it is higher education. If it only says School of Nursing and Health 

Technology, then is it probably an older diploma and it should not be regarded as higher education. 

Please see page seven for more information on the vocational diploma programme and a diploma 

programme considered as higher education. After 2008 the college does not offer certificates, as 

certificates are not part of the higher education system.  

The School of Pharmacy offers a 5-year program (Pharmacist) and a 2-year diploma program in the 

same field. There are also plans to offer a Higher Diploma degree in four different areas. 

 

3. The system of education 
 

Until 2006, the higher education sector was managed directly from the Ministry of Education. To 

coordinate the reform in higher education after the closing of the University of Asmara, the 

Provisional Committee for the Coordination of Higher Education was established. The committee 

worked to facilitate and coordinate the activities of the new higher education institutions.  After two 

years (2006–2008) it ended its work and was in 2008 replaced by the NBHE. The last president of the 

former University of Asmara, Dr. Tadesse Mehari, is today the Executive Director of NBHE. Its 

mission is to promote higher education in the country, oversee the education being provided by the 

institutions and the quality of education, oversee the functions of the governing bodies of these 

institutions, and to manage accreditation of new programs and new institutions. It has three sub-offices 

to execute and manage the main objectives of the board. These sub-offices are the Bureau of Standards 

and Evaluation, the Bureau of Higher Education Administration and the Bureau of Administration and 

Finance.   

In 2009 the Bureau of Standards and Evaluation developed a set of guidelines for accreditation of 

higher education institutions. These guidelines are planned to serve as a basis for quality assurance in 

higher education institutions in Eritrea. The guidelines are to be used for monitoring and evaluating 

the quality at both public and private institutions. Accreditation can be given at both institutional level 

and programme level. 

As of October 2012, there are no private institutions accredited as institutions of higher education in 

Eritrea, but we were informed that a college called SMAP Institute of Education, Training and 
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Consultancy has applied to NBHE for accreditation. SMAP offers certificate- and diploma 

programmes.  

The NBHE strives to promote the new higher education institutions as centers of excellence according 

to their guidelines. However, in our meetings they expressed some concerns about the quality of 

education, as they now have less “control” of the education being provided, as higher education in 

Eritrea has been decentralised and is not only offered in Asmara. With more students in higher 

education and programs being offered in different parts of the country, it is regarded as more difficult 

to follow up the quality of teaching and the curriculum, according to NBHE. The institutions we 

visited, the Eritrean Institute of Technology and the College of Health Science, were of the opinion 

that the quality of education was being maintained, even though they were facing challenges with the 

increased number of students. The lack of teaching staff was mentioned as the main problem. In our 

meeting we were informed that the government has solved this problem by “importing” teachers, 

mainly from India. In 2012, 35-50 % of the teaching staff came from abroad. This is supposed to be a 

temporary solution, as the government has plans in progress to educate national staff, both locally and 

on different exchange programs in India, China, the US and Germany, to name a few countries. 

Nevertheless, this will take time, due to the political situation in the country, many of the nationals 

joining these educational programs abroad never return. Eritrea currently has a diaspora of about 1.5 

million.   

The students in higher education pay no tuition fee. All expenses for housing and food are covered by 

the government, and most students live in dorms on the university campus. Books can be borrowed at 

the university library. 

 

4. Programmes and degrees 

2.4.1 Diplomas 

A diploma program offered by any higher education institution in Eritrea is to be considered as higher 

education. These diploma programmes are 2- and 3-year programs, depending on the subject. Most 

diploma programmes offered by higher education institutions can be incorporated in a bachelor degree 

when the total amount of credits for the subjects corresponds. Most commonly this is done within the 

same subject area. For holders of a diploma education, it takes 2–2½ years to complete an ordinary 4-

year bachelor´s degree.  

2.4.2 Bachelor degrees 

Most bachelor degree programmes have a normative length of 4-years. The exceptions are few, but 

one should mention engineering, law and pharmacy, which are all 5-year programmes. Also, the 6-

year bachelor of medicine is important to include. Until recently, general medicine was not offered in 

Eritrea at all. All doctors had to be educated abroad. However, the Orotta School of Medicine and 

Dental Medicine has been able to offer a 6-year bachelor of medicine the last couple of years. 

A 4-year Bachelor degree is usually 130 – 150 credits in total.  

Both diplomas and bachelor degrees are offered as extension programmes. These are usually part-time 

programmes taken as evening classes. The normative length of a 4-year bachelor degree is seven years 

on an extension programme. 
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2.4.3 Master degrees 

The master degree in Eritrea is a 2-year programme. The first year mostly consists of classroom 

courses, and the second year is almost fully dedicated to research related work and the writing of a 

thesis. As the master degree level was introduced as late as 2004, in the subjects where this level is 

offered, only a very small number of students have graduated. When the issue was discussed during 

our visit to the Eritrean Institute of Technology in Mai Nefhi, its representatives mentioned 3-4 

students enrolled in each programme.  

Hamelmallo Agricultural College planned to introduce four master degree programmes in 2012. In the 

first year there will be 5 – 6 students in this programme. The College of Marine Science and 

Technology will start offering master degree programmes in 2013.   

As part of the country’s plan to educate more students, there are plans in place for a so-called “fast-

track master degree programme”. This means that master students of different subjects follow the 

same classes in the first year, and then specialise and write a thesis in their specific subjects during the 

second year. This programme was to be offered from 2011 at the Eritrean Institute of Technology, but 

these plans have, according to the NBHE, been delayed.    

There are also a couple of colleges which offer distance learning on the master degree level, where the 

students live at the college in Eritrea, but have distance education “classes” at the Indian institution via 

Internet.  

 

5. Vocational institutions 
 

During our visit to Eritrea, we did not visit any of the institutions offering vocational training. 

However, we were informed by the NBHE that there are a number of schools offering teacher training 

(for primary school teachers), nursing, accounting and some administrative subjects. All these schools 

are administered by the appropriate ministry, such as the Ministry of Health or Ministry of Education.  

Schools offering vocational training have 1-2 year certificate- and 2-year diploma programmes. The 

certificate is never considered higher education, as mentioned earlier. Neither is a diploma programme 

offered at these schools.  These diplomas are vocational programmes for people planning to be 

employed by the ministries. The programmes are also offered as re-training of staff within the 

ministries. It can cause some confusion that the term “diploma programme” is used both for 2-year 

vocational programmes and 2-year higher education programmes. However the programmes that are 

considered higher education are only the ones provided by the higher education institutions.  

 

6. Documentation 
 

Transcript/Official Student Record, Temporary Diploma and Final Diploma 

A graduate of the University of Asmara recieved a student copy of the Official Student Record when 

the program/degree was completed. In addition a Temporary Diploma was issued when the student 

had completed the National Service (for more information on the National Service, please see own 

section), which has to be completed in order for a student to graduate. Around 1-2 year after 

graduation, the student would receive a Final Diploma.   
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A former student of the University of Asmara can also get a copy of the student records at any time, 

according to the NBHE. It can be issued as many times as the student should wish without any cost, 

even if the student is applying to further studies or work from abroad. The NBHE manages the 

archives of the University of Asmara, and their offices are in the same facilities as the former 

University of Asmara.  

The procedure today is the same for the new colleges as previously during the University of Asmara 

period. However, the new colleges have not yet by October 2012 issued any Final Diplomas. 

According to the NBHE, one should also be able to get a copy of the student records from the new 

colleges when needed. 

2.6.1 Official Student Record 

The transcript, or the Official Student Record as is the proper name, should include information about 

the student. It should include the name, date of birth, name of secondary school, the student number, 

the program/degree and all the courses taken with grades. The Official Student Record shows all 

courses the student has taken and if any courses have been retaken, this will be indicated. It will also 

include any courses from an earlier programme if a student for instance has taken a diploma 

programme and then continued to a degree programme, and been exempted from some courses. There 

is no picture on the document, but it should always be stamped and signed.  

The date of birth can be written in the Ethiopian calendar system (EC) or in the Gregorian calendar 

system (GC). We were informed by the Norwegian Embassy in Asmara that Eritrea has had a central 

system for issuing personal numbers the last five years, and for this reason we will most likely see 

transcripts with more accurate dates of birth in the future. In transcripts from the University of 

Asmara, the date of birth was sometimes just indicated with the month and year. It was also quite 

common to write the wrong date, as the date was often not translated correctly between the two 

calendar systems. In our meeting with the Norwegian Embassy, it was mentioned that the date of birth 

is not very important for Eritreans, since many people do not know exactly when they are born.    

The course codes on the Official Student Record show three numbers in front of each course name. 

These codes indicate the year, course and semester. This is the same structure used both on documents 

from the University of Asmara and after the reform at the new colleges.  

It is possible to request a copy sent directly to your office for verification purposes. The copy will be 

sent in a sealed envelope and should have a stamp saying “not valid if handled by applicant” 

2.6.2 Temporary Diploma 

A Temporary Diploma is given to the student after graduation. However, in order to graduate the 

student has to finish the obligatory national service, as mentioned earlier. A Temporary Diploma has 

the same value as a Final Diploma when it comes to employment issues and further education. This is 

the same procedure for both the University of Asmara period and after the reform. 

The new colleges have so far (October 2012) only issued Temporary Diplomas, and no Final 

Diplomas. According to the NHBE it has not yet been decided how the Final Diplomas for the new 

higher education institutions will look like. For this reason, all students graduating after the reform 

only have a Temporary Diploma.    

2.6.3 Final Diploma 

The Final Diploma from the University of Asmara was usually issued 1-2 years after graduation. The 

diploma was done on a very special paper, and a professional artist filled in the name of the graduate. 
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It was a thorough and unique process, which took time and the Final Diploma was difficult to falsify. 

However, Dr. Mehari from the NBHE informed us that it has not been possible to buy this special 

paper, which is used for the diplomas, in the last 3-4 years. This is supposedly why the last students 

graduating from the University of Asmara have not yet received their Final Diploma. The NBHE did 

not provide us with any information on when they would be able to issue these diplomas.    

 

7. Basic education and National Service 

2.7.1 Sawa and Secondary School Examinations 

The School of Sawa opened in 2003 and is the only institution which offers the 12th year for all pupils 

in the whole country. It is mainly an academic institution and the pupils live on the campus. Pupils sit 

for the Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate Examination at the end of the 12th year. Graduates 

receive a certificate even if they have failed in one or more subjects as long as they have passed at 

least one subject. The certificate is called Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate, and it is issued by 

the Consultancy, Training & Testing Center. For verification purposes, we have attached examples of 

this certificate for each year, with the correct signatures, since the opening of the school (2004-2012). 

There are approximately 17 000 secondary graduates every year. About 28 % (5 000) go on to higher 

education, and 3 000 move on to vocational education. 

2.7.2 Admission to Higher Education 

In order to be qualified for admission to higher education, pupils must pass five subjects in the 

Eritrean Secondary Education Certificate Examination. English and Mathematics are compulsory 

subjects. In addition, they must take at least three other subjects.   

Each subject is marked on a grading scale from A to D. F is fail, and a student cannot have an “F” in 

order to graduate. The letter grades are converted to numerical grades. 

Conversion from letter grades to numerical grades: 

 

In order to be admitted to higher education applicants must have a General Point Average (GPA) of 

minimum 2.0. The GPA is calculated from five subjects: Mathematics, English and three other 

subjects with the highest results. The best students are placed in the most prestigious programmes. 

Students with lower grades are placed in diploma programmes (HE) or certificate and diploma 

programmes (vocational). 

2.7.3 The Eritrean School System 

In accordance with the educational policy of 1991, there is a 7-year period of compulsory education 

between the ages of seven and thirteen (grades 1-7). Elementary education (grades 1-5) is taught in 

one of the local languages, while lower and upper secondary education and higher education are taught 

in English. Pupils study the first 11 years at their local school before they do the last year at Sawa. 
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It is also worth mentioning that there are two technical schools in the country, Asmara Technical 

School and Winna Technical School. Both have three year programs corresponding to the two last 

years of the regular secondary school. Pupils attending these schools must pass the Eritrean Secondary 

Education Certificate Examination (ESECE) and attend Sawa if they wish to enter higher education. 

The Eritrean school system:  

 
 

2.7.4 National service 

National Service is compulsory for all Eritrean citizens. University graduates are not given their 

diplomas (Bachelor Degree Diploma) before they have completed their national service. The total 

duration of the national service (Hagerawi Agelglot) in Eritrea is 18 months; this is inclusive of six 

months military training plus one year of community service (in civilian/military capacity). 

Most young people complete these 18 months right after graduating from Sawa. The main difference 

for university students is that they sometimes complete their six months of military training before 

they enter university and then complete the remaining 12 months of national service during or they 

have completed all academic courses at the university. However, the six months of military training 

can also be taken during university or after they have completed all academic courses. If a student 

does not complete the national service, he or she will only receive a transcript from the university with 

a note saying that the “The student has completed all the academic requirements, but could not 

graduate because he has failed to do his university service, which is one of the requirements for 

graduation” (example from a transcript from the University of Asmara).  
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3 Ethiopia 

 
Ethiopia is a landlocked nation on the Horn of Africa. It is the only nation on the continent that can 

point to never having been a colony. Historical records for the various dynastic lines in the country 

date back to biblical times. The last dynasty - that of Emperor Haile Selassie - ended in a revolution in 

1975. Over the next 15 years, the country was wracked by a civil war, while political unrest lasted 

until the first elections in 1995. The population is currently at around 84 million. Drought has been a 

recurring problem for the country, but the economy is still heavily reliant on agriculture. Ethiopia has 

also been one of the most rapidly growing economies in Africa with around 7% GDP growth.  

The first Higher Educational Institution (HEI) in the country was established in 1950. Originally 

named the University College of Addis Ababa, the institution went under the name Haile Selassie 

University between 1962 and 1975, before being renamed Addis Ababa University in 1975. 

Over the last 20 years, enrolment in higher education in the country has gone from being extremely 

low to something that is at least within the grasp of a larger fraction of the population. The World 

Bank put attendance in tertiary institutions for 2008 at a mere 2.4 % of the appropriate age cohort. 

After 2008, enrolment has increased by approximately 120% for both higher education institutions and 

vocational institutions.  
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1. Old system of education 
 

The old system of education: 

 

 

3.1.1 Primary and secondary education 

Until 2001, Ethiopia had a 12-year system consisting of primary education (grades 1-6) lasting six 

years, followed by junior secondary school (grades 7-8) lasting two years and then finally four years 

of senior secondary school (grades 9-12). This 12 year structure, leading to the Ethiopian School 

Leaving Certificate Examination (ESLCE), was then the basis of admission to higher education. 

3.1.2 Higher education 

Once you had passed the ESLCE, and by that securing admission to higher education, you chose 

whether you wanted to do a diploma course (two to three years) or start on a four-year bachelor. It was 

not uncommon for pupils who scored high on the ESLCE to take a diploma course for reasons of 

financial difficulty or family obligation, rather than to start directly on a bachelor degree. Crediting 

from the diploma to the bachelor degree was common as a number of the courses during the first (and 

sometimes, second) year was interchangeable. This gave those with diplomas a possibility of returning 

to universities at a later date. 

While diploma programs were offered in almost all subjects given at the universities, they were also 

given in a number of subjects most would consider technical education, rather than higher education.  

In many ways, the diplomas were a mix of both higher and non-higher education, but by virtue of 

being offered at a university, all diplomas were considered higher education documents. The number 
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of diploma students far outnumbered those taking the bachelor degree, even though some moved on to 

the degree courses at a later date.  

The undergraduate, bachelor degrees, were with few exceptions 4-year courses. As in many countries, 

a few degree courses – including engineering, medicine and pharmacy - were considered more 

important and therefore had longer normative period of studies, usually five or six years. 

Master degrees were provided only at a few public universities, with the flagship institution of Addis 

Ababa University providing most of them. From 1987, the university also had 3-year Ph.D. degrees. 

All higher education was public. The universities were open by parliamentary decree and fully funded 

by the government. The number of institutions was low, 13 in 1995, and the number of students 

admitted was therefore also extremely low when compared to the potential age group in the country. 

Only 35 000 students were enrolled in higher education in the academic year 1995/1996. There existed 

no private HEIs and at the public universities the diploma could only facilitate a small number of those 

eligible.  

 

2. Reforms 
 

The reforms of the educational system of Ethiopia took shape in the late 1990’s. The reforms were 

wide ranging with the stated goal of “massifying” the educational system of Ethiopia as a way to 

reduce poverty and “develop the nation”. While this report mainly deals with the changes in the higher 

educational sector and increase in both accredited HEIs and degrees, it should be noted that there are 

several offices related to quality in education which have been established. The National Pedagogical 

Resource Centre (NPRC) was established in 2000 as a joint effort by public and private HEIs to 

improve “teaching and learning processes in higher learning institutions in the country”. The Higher 

Education Strategy Centre (HESC) was set up after the Higher Education Proclamation in 2003 to 

formulate strategies for higher education in Ethiopia. 

With the first government approved private HEIs in 1997/1998, Ethiopia saw the first major steps in a 

massive growth in the numbers of both institutions and (subsequently) programs offered. At first, 

accreditation of private HEIs (both institutions and program curriculum) was done by a department of 

the Ministry of Education. From 2003, the Higher Education Relevance and Quality Agency 

(HERQA) was established to “help ensure a high quality and relevant higher education system in the 

country” while ensuring “relevance and quality standards” in the new system. 

3.2.1 Secondary education 

It is impossible to understand the reforms in higher education in the country without first speaking of 

the changes in the senior secondary educational system. Up until 2001, the system was a 12+-system 

consisting of primary education, followed by lower secondary education and then finally senior 

secondary education. This 12+ (6 + 2 + 4) structure was then changed into a 10+-system with the first 

pupils graduating in 2006. 
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Illustration of the old and new system secondary education: 

 

*The “CE” in EGSECE and EHEECE stand for Certificate Examination. 

The new system from 2003 of non-tertiary education is in reality a 4 + 4 + 2 (+ 2) system where every 

step of the educational ladder has been changed, some only in length, others in both length and 

contents.  

1. In the reformed system, primary education is now divided into two 4-year groups (grades 1–4 

and 5-8).  

2. At the end of the grade four, pupils take a national exam and must achieve a score of at least 

50% in order to continue to grade five.  

3. At the end of grade eight, pupils take the National Primary School Certificate exam.  

4. After these eight years, they attend the two-years of general secondary education (grades 9-

10). 

5. At the end of grade 10, pupils take the Ethiopian General Secondary Education Certificate 

(EGSEC).  

This exam is administered by the Ministry of Education’s National Organization for Examinations 

(NOE) and is the same in every part of the country. Based on the exam-scores pupils are channelled 

into one of two educational systems:  

 2-year preparatory (formerly the senior secondary) school, or  
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 Vocational training in the Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) system.  

The new 2-year preparatory-school has a stronger identity as a qualifier to higher education. Making 

the pupils choose so-called “streams” with specific courses which will have impact on what subjects 

they may choose between in the various HEIs. In addition, the 12th grade became a hybrid between 

senior secondary and higher education when the curriculum of the freshman (first) year of higher 

education was “moved down”.  

Officially, the reason for this was a strengthening of the secondary/preparatory education. In our 

meetings the institutions reported that many believed it was so that higher education could be 

shortened and degree holders quicker could go into the workplace. The preparatory school ends with 

the Ethiopian Higher Education Entrance Examination (EHEEE), though on the document issued it is 

called Ethiopian Higher Education Entrance Qualification Certificate. Those pupils who score above 

the cut-off point, which changes annually, go on to public universities. For those who score below the 

cut-off point the choice is between private institutions or no higher education at all. 

3.2.2 Higher education 

As the freshman-year was relegated to preparatory school, the normative length of all higher education 

was shortened by one year. If the degree had been a 4-year bachelor it became a 3-year one. No 

subject or course escaped the change. Engineering went from five to four years, and even medical 

degrees went from six to five years in duration.  

During the first four years following the change in 2003, it was not uncommon to see transcripts from 

HEIs where the first year had simply been removed and the students’ first courses were at a second-

year level. 

The controversy surrounding the reform of the higher education system itself was rooted in the 

government’s assertion that the new, shortened, degrees were of the same quality as the older degrees, 

and that the knowledge imparted in the freshman year would now be given at the 12th grade instead. 

That there was no loss in the amount of information and knowledge, with the “loss” of a year, was for 

some difficult to believe. This belief is, perhaps, supported by HERQAs later statements that the 

“curriculum was shifted downwards”. 

The major impact of the reform was in higher education itself. It started with the expansion of 

institutions, both public and private. It continued with the shortening of the bachelor degrees, and the 

relegation of the diploma to non-higher education. 

Up until this time, the diploma had been shorter programmes given in a multitude of subjects. Most of 

these could be transferred into degrees, but some could not. All had been considered higher education 

as they were given by HEIs, both at public universities and private institutions. This ended. With the 

reforms, the diploma programme was no longer considered higher education though for a time it 

continued to be offered at HEIs. As the diplomas had been given at universities, they were academic in 

nature, while they should have been a practical, hands-on, way of learning. The reform shifted all 

curricula in this direction to the extent that it even renamed the system of education on that level. The 

outcome was the establishment of the Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) sector. 
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3. New system 
The new system of non-tertiary and higher education: 

 

 

3.3.1 Higher education  

After the new shorter bachelor degrees were introduced in the 2003 intake, it quickly became apparent 

that the degrees were not delivering the learning outcomes in the way that was expected. Criticism 

from students, institutions’ staff and employers meant that already after three years most of the first 

degree programmes went back to the 4-year normative study length. Those subjects with a strong 

technical/hands-on character (e.g. nursing, engineering and medical/pharmacology) were the first to go 

back to their pre-reform lengths. HERQA informed us that today there are no more three-year 

bachelors in Ethiopia and that only those who had been enrolled in one between 2003 and 2006/2007 

would be issued with 3-year bachelor degrees. Other sources at the institutions claim that enrolment in 

the 3-year degrees went on for as long as 2011. All agree that bachelor degrees presently are four 

years, as it was before the reforms. 

The differences in grade-requirements for admission to the bachelor degree means that those at private 

institutions cannot transfer to a public institution, as their grades from the EHEECE are not seen as 

adequate for the public institutions.  

As seen in many countries going from a system where higher education was provided for a small elite 

to a system where higher education is becoming more accessible for larger parts of the population, 

Ethiopia lacks faculty and teaching staff. Both in the public and in the private HEIs, everybody we 

spoke to admitted that recruiting teachers was difficult. While the growth in HEIs has been immense, 

the quantity of teaching staff has not followed suit. Government-set requirements for the number of 
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master and Ph.D. degree holders teaching at the various levels of higher education have sent 

institutions working fervently to employ enough staff. The Ministry of Education stated in a meeting 

that the aim was to have 50 000 graduates from master and/or Ph.D. studies by 2015, of which 75% on 

the master level.  

As in Eritrea, the so-called “fast track masters” exist, where students from several disciplines share the 

course-based methodological subjects during the first year of study, before going on to their subject 

specific thesis writing
1
.  

Although a number of universities have functioned for years, Addis Ababa University is still the 

flagship institution with 69 different Ph.D. programs. In addition to in-country programs, there are 

extensive programs in Ethiopia for sending graduates for Ph.D.-studies in India. Currently, there are 

172 students doing a degree there.  

These plans notwithstanding, in most private and public higher educational institutions you will find 

“graduate assistants” doing much of the heavy lifting in teaching on the first cycle degrees. These 

“assistants” are in reality bachelor degree-holders with good grades that have been recruited into 

teaching bachelor level classes. Some may have started their master levels, but from what we were 

told, most have not. In meetings at the Norwegian Embassy, we were informed that there had even 

been cases of bachelor degree holders becoming heads of department in rural HEIs. 

The Ministry of Education stated in a meeting that all master degrees are two years long and have a 

thesis, though HERQA amended this to most degrees following this pattern. NOKUT has seen “non-

thesis option” masters in math and there is all reason to believe that those degrees without thesis are 

clearly marked as such. 

Admission to master programs in the public HEIs are in theory open to bachelor degree graduates 

from the private HEIs as the admission requirement is based on grades. In reality, it is difficult to 

move from one sector to the other as the Ministry of Education tends to “fill up” classes with degree 

holders from the public universities. Most graduates from a private institution will have little choice 

but to continue in the private system of education. 

 

4. Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) education 
 

Vocational education with a focus on practical, hands-on, subjects. 

Technical Vocational Education and Training has today both taken on, and expanded, the role the 

older diplomas had in the Ethiopian educational system. With the diplomas being phased out of HEIs 

with the last intake officially in 2003/2004, the new TVET-institutions began issuing diplomas with 

curriculums focused more on practical skills and industry occupational standards than previously. The 

old diplomas, with their possibility of credit transfers into a degree programme, gave way to a system 

where there is less permeability between vocational and higher education. 

TVET is given at both public and private institutions. It is a government priority to increase the 

number of students in non-agricultural TVET. According to the Ministry of Education’s EMIS from 

                                                      
1 There is disagreement on the figures (with HERQA quoting somewhat lower figures), but the number of students being “pushed” into post-

graduate studies are high. Addis Ababa University, with over 7 000 enrolled in graduate studies in 2009, said they to some extent were 

“producing” master degree holders for all the other institutions in the country. The “Education Statistics Annual Abstract 2010/2011” from 
the Ministry of Education’s “Education Management Information System” (EMIS) claims that 20 000 students were enrolled in master 

degree studies. 
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2010/2011, the number of TVET institutions in 2010 was 505. Enrolment has increased by an average 

of 18% per year and in the 2010/2011 academic year the number was at just over 371 000
2
. Teacher 

Education Colleges are usually not regarded as TVET, although they are organised in much the same 

way, with the number of enrolled at just over 164 000 in 2010/2011. 

The grade point average (GPA) after the 10
th
 grade Ethiopian General Secondary Education Certificate 

(EGSEC) is decisive when it comes to further education. Pupils with grades better than the annually 

set cut-off point have no choice but to go on to preparatory, while those with a GPA under the cut-off 

point are channelled into the TVET-system. There are five levels to TVET (10+1, 10+2, etc.), each 

lasting one year. Based on their results from the EGSEC, pupils are placed into one of the five levels. 

The lowest scorer stays for one year, the highest scorer for four or five. The skills taught follow a 

similar escalation in complexity.   

Accredited TVET-institutions and courses are found in the HERQA database, but it should be noted 

that these accreditations are older, expiring in late 2008/2009, and given to HEIs that today have 

separate departments for TVET. Today, a department in the Ministry of Education accredits TVET 

institutions and programs. 

 

5. Documentation 

3.5.1 Temporary Certificate / Final Degree 

It is common to see the Temporary Certificate when students from Ethiopia apply for studies abroad. 

While there are some differences between the public and the private institutions, the norm is that a 

temporary certificate of graduation (be it from bachelor or master programme) is given immediately. 

One known exception are medical doctors where we have been informed about a three-four year 

mandatory work-period before even the temporary certificate is issued. The final degree certificate 

may however take as much as two years to be issued. The institutions we talked to said it almost never 

happens earlier than one year after graduation. At the public universities, there seems to be a 

requirement that these are received in person. The private HEIs, while taking just as long, seem to be 

somewhat more lenient on this last part. Within Ethiopia, the two documents have equal value for both 

employment purposes and admission to further studies. 

3.5.2 Transcripts 

When viewing transcripts from HEIs, the course-codes located on the left side of the titles of the 

subjects provide useful information. Typically given as a three or four letter abbreviation and three 

digits, i.e. “ENSC 401” or “FOR 321”, the letters are indicative of either the degree specialisation 

itself (here English and Forestry) or of the specific course name. According to HERQA, the first digit 

shows what year the subjects should have been taken in (here fourth or third respectively), the second 

digit what semester, and the third is a code for the subject itself. NOKUT has however seen great 

variation in transcripts from a number of institutions. 

The Ethiopian system is loosely based on the American system. The number of credit-hours shows 

whether a degree has been passed or not. If enrolled in a normal day-time degree course at the 

bachelor level, 15-18 credits per semester is the norm. However, a student can take as much as 21/22 

credits in a semester if the institution itself thinks he or she is capable of it. This is only possible after 

                                                      
2 The number of TVET institutions went up from 17 in 1996/1997 to 199 in 2004/2005, with the Ministry of Education reporting in 2008 that 

only 3% of the relevant age group was covered. Enrolment had grown from 3 000 in 1996 to 106 305 in 2004. 
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applying to an in-house academic commission. Evening, or part-time, degree programs have no more 

than 12 credits per semester as the norm.  

The transcripts are sent directly from the HEI to other institutions upon request. These copies are 

stamped with the words “not valid if transcript is handled by applicant”, though some institutions use 

“student” instead of “applicant”.  

It should be noted that dates sometimes follow the Ethiopian calendar, and sometimes the European 

(Gregorian) Calendar. The difference is 7-8 years depending on time of year. 

 

6. Admission to higher education 
 

Since 2001, admission to higher education has been based on the GPA from the Ethiopian Higher 

Education Entrance Examination (EHEEE) taken after the last year of preparatory school (12
th
 grade). 

Based on the GPA and a cut-out-point set annually by the Ministry of Education an, it will be decided 

who gets into public HEIs and who has to seek admission in the private HEI sector. The public HEIs 

offer education virtually free while the annual fee at a private institution can reach $800 annually. In a 

country where the monthly income might be around $15, the price of education has huge impact.   

Starting from the 2003/04 academic year, students enrolled in public universities where required to 

cover parts of their own education. Such cost includes full expenses related with boarding and lodging 

and minimum 15% of tuition related costs. Repayment was originally meant to start after six months if 

the graduate had a job and after one year otherwise. Interviews at both Addis Ababa University and 

HERQA expressed that the first repayment was after one year. In all, students are contractually bound 

to repay about 15% of the total cost.  

In the admission process, students choose the subjects of study they are interested in and indicate 

which specific institutions they would like to enter. During the two years of preparatory, they have 

taken subject specific “streams” which also play a part in determining what subjects they may apply 

for. The Ministry of Education distributes them according to what is described as “talent distribution”. 

The consequence is that a student may get the field of study he applied for, however not the institution.  

Admission requirements for students wishing to take distance education are similar to those who 

attend campus based education. 

For those who did not do well on the 10th grade Ethiopian General Secondary Education Certificate 

(EGSEC) exam and were therefore sent into the TVET system, there is one more chance to enter 

higher education. After finishing level five of the TVET-system, they must have worked two or more 

years before passing the Centre of Competences (CoC) exams as well as what is described as the 

University entrance exam. The CoC exam tests the knowledge of the specific occupational level, while 

the University Entrance Exam in reality is no more than the more traditionally oriented academic 12th 

grade EHEECE. If these hurdles are passed, the prospective student may enter a public HEI. Sources 

are unclear as to whether the requirements for the post-TVET group are as strict with regards to 

admission to private HEIs.
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7. Credit transfers for older diploma programmes  
 

A credit transfer of older diplomas into degree programmes was fairly usual under the old higher 

education system. Even today, it is acceptable to come with an older diploma and have this credited 

into the first or second year of a bachelor. Crediting is done at the institution itself, but there were, and 

still are, strict national regulations on what can be included. Up to 1/3 of the credits may be transferred 

into the new degree, a so called “core course” cannot be credited and all “support courses” must be 

passed with at least a C.  

 

8. Accreditation 

HERQA 

As the reforms in higher education gained speed in the early 2000s, it was evident that the private 

institutions were multiplying both in number of institutions and programs offered faster than the 

Ministry could respond. In the Government’s 2003 Higher Education Proclamation (351/2003) “the 

establishment of an effective national quality and relevance assurance organization to ensure 

relevance and quality standards in a massified system” was announced and the Higher Education 

Relevance and Quality Agency (HERQA) were established.  

According to one source at the Norwegian Embassy, the announcement of HERQA was bad news for 

a number of institutions. Several private institutions quietly closed down without even trying for a re-

accreditation.  

HERQA is today a member of the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher 

Education (INQAAHE).  

Initially, HERQA gave both pre-accreditation and accreditation to institutions and degrees. The pre-

accreditation was given when an institution had reached the minimum requirements for accreditation, 

and seems to have been most prevalent in institutions with only a few degrees offered. The 

accreditation was only given when the minimal requirements had been met several years in a row. 

HERQA has said that an institution needed to have at least three years of fulfilling all standards before 

an accreditation could be issued. Today only accreditation and re-accreditation are issued. The pre-

accreditation category seems to have been phased out before 2010.   

The HERQA database for accredited institutions and degrees is accessible here: 

http://www.herqa.edu.et/index.php/accreditation/searchaccriditationdb  

Many of the private HEIs in Ethiopia have campuses around the country. A few institutions mentioned 

having campuses in Sudan and Somalia. Each of the campuses is accredited separately by HERQA. 

The accreditation process is the same for both the central campus and its branches. 

 The evaluation is carried out by HERQA staff and one external expert and is based on information 

provided by the institution seeking the accreditation. It also includes site visits. Both HERQA and 

private HEIs say that the process has taken too long in the past, six-nine months were mentioned, but 

that this has been improved over the last year. During talks in October 2012 HERQA said that the 

number of applications for accreditation denied during first-cycle degree applications was around 

50%. With re-accreditation, the number was still as high as 25%. 

As a result of the Higher Education Proclamation in 2009, if a HEI fails to get re-accreditation for a 

degree, two procedures have been put in place to safeguard the students. Students enrolled in a degree 

http://www.herqa.edu.et/index.php/accreditation/searchaccriditationdb
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program which does not get re-accredited may complete the academic year if it is the last year and 

graduation follows no more than one year after re-accreditation has been rejected. For all other 

students enrolled in the program it is now the responsibility of the institution to secure admission for 

students into alternative HEIs to secure that the students graduate. 

Subjects in curriculum 

The 2009 Proclamation introduced a change in government policy regarding what subjects are taught 

in higher education. While the 70/30-policy, as shown under, does put into question institutional 

autonomy, the shift in subject focus is one discussion that is mirrored in many other countries. The 

new policy simply put calls for an emphasis on “engineering, technology and the natural sciences” 

subjects/degrees while “social sciences and humanities” are to be offered to fewer students.  

The 70/30 guidelines suggest distribution in the following ways:  

 

 

All institutions we talked to, both public and private, as well as the Ministry of Education and 

HERQA, said that the redistribution of subjects was progressing according to plan. With the new 

emphasis on natural science programmes, both the private and public HEIs informed us of “needs 

assessments” being important – i.e. asking the question: “does the nation need this subject?” This was 

a question which institutions now had to provide good answers to before applying for accreditation.  

While the private institutions have HERQA to assess educational quality, the newer public universities 

are left more on their own. There are developmental guidelines issued by the Ministry of Education. 

Private institutions should by law have a department working on “academic standards and quality 

enhancement”, but there are gaps between theory and reality. 

Sources at private institutions informed us that as of the academic year 2010/2011 private HEIs were 

no longer allowed to give degrees in Law or Medicine. These degrees were to be issued exclusively at 

public universities. 
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http://www.nuffic.nl/en/diploma-recognition/country-modules/country-modules/?searchterm=ethiopia
http://www.smuc.edu.et/
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10. Appendix 
 

The following are examples of documents issued in Eritrea and Ethiopia: 

 

1-7: Secondary education Eritrea, 1993-2012 

8: Official student record, Eritrea 

9: Temporary Diploma, University of Asmara, Eritrea 

10: Final Diploma, University of Asmara, Eritrea 

11: Temporary Diploma, College of Business and Economics, Eritrea 

 

12: Ethiopian Higher Education Entrance Qualification Certificate, Ethiopia 

13: TVET transcript, Ethiopia 

14: Transcript, Hawassa University, Ethiopia 

15: Temporary Diploma, Public University, Ethiopia 

16: Temporary Diploma, Unity University College, Ethiopia 

17: Final Diploma, Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia 

18: Final Diploma, Unity University College, Ethiopia  
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