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Abstract  

In this thesis I argue that the notion of living rights can play an important role in designing and 

developing educational programmes in emergency settings. When taking children’s and youth’s 

perceptions of certain rights into account, efficient and meaningful programmes can be developed that 

corresponds with the expectations of the intended receivers. I highlight the importance of this issue by 

scrutinizing education, and the right to education as perceived, and claimed by young refugees. My 

focus is on the Eritrean refugees in Northern Ethiopia, and more specifically in Ai Frini1 refugee camp 

in the Tigray region, where many refugees arrive daily. Beside adults who are fleeing the threat of 

prosecution, the national service, or worse, a vast group of unaccompanied children and youth are also 

crossing the border. They left their families and schools behind for a tough life in an Ethiopian refugee 

camp mainly because of peer-pressure and to find better opportunities. My research question is: “How 

do unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children and youth in Ai Frini perceive their right to education and 

to what extent, and in what way do they claim and act upon these rights?”. I conducted in-depth 

interviews, surveys, organised focus groups and workshops, and observed the dynamics regarding the 

subject in the camp extensively. Additionally, I collected quantitative descriptive data regarding the 

influx and outflow of the unaccompanied minors. The data suggest that for most children and youth 

formal institutionalized education is their last priority, even if they understand its importance. The 

respondents’ main interest is twofold. Firstly, they want to learn practical skills that can help them to 

earn money or maintain a household. Secondly, they want to leave to Europe to work and send money 

back to families in Eritrea. NGOs and governments active in the camp offer limited educational 

opportunities in the form of Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses that feed the hope of 

the refugees that by following these courses they are being prepared for life in Europe or the United 

States. But this is not the intention of the providing organizations. They provide the courses to restore 

distorted values and social skills, and they want to prepare them for work in demand on the local 

labour market or in their home country. As a consequence children and youth are crossing the border 

to Ethiopia, take the imagined “Europe-preparation courses”, and leave for the Mediterranean Sea. In 

the thesis I also address the possibilities for digital education, likely to facilitate in children’s and 

youth’s demand for education. My data suggest that for effective and sustainable digital education 

provision the circumstances in Ai Frini are insufficient because hardware, software, and connectivity 

are lacking.  

Key words: Eritrea – Ethiopia – Living rights – Unaccompanied minors – Refugees – Education – 

Refugee camp  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 In order to protect the identities of the respondents and involved organisations Ai Frini is a pseudonym for the 

camp’s original name. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 

The harsh regime in Eritrea has led a vast part of the population to flee the country (Connell, 2016; 

Van Reisen & Mawere, 2017). Eritreans are spread out all over the world and maintain a strongly 

interconnected diaspora (Hepner, 2015). This diaspora is growing; not only with people who are 

leaving the country because they lost all guarantees for a peaceful and safe life, but also with many 

children and youth who are leaving the country on their own or with a group of friends. For most of 

them this was a small step since they lived at a stone throw distance to the Ethiopian border. 

Noticeably is that the older people who fled Eritrea out of fear of persecution, or other direct danger, 

and who came from the more urban, inland regions, experienced most of the time a terrifying and 

dangerous travel to the border. I heard many stories of people who have been shot, arrested, or 

attacked by hyenas, while traveling to Ethiopia. But the children and youth I interviewed simply 

walked between thirty minutes and two hours to cross the border. They assumed that they would be 

picked up by the Ethiopian military and brought to one of the Eritrean refugee camps in Tigray where 

many could reunite with their peers, where they did not have to work in order to support the family, 

and where they were assured to get a daily meal. Upon arrival in Ai Frini, many children and youth 

did not go to school anymore since secondary and higher education opportunities are absent. Only 

primary education was offered and experienced massive amounts of drop-outs. Besides the lacking 

facilities, a lack of motivation among the children seemed prevalent.  

This thesis concerns the vast group of unaccompanied children and youth who are crossing the 

Eritrean-Ethiopian border daily. I approached children between 12 and 18 years old, and youth 

between 18 and 23 years old. These two age groups I divided again, and worked in this way with four 

different age groups who all showed different and unique characteristics. The youngest children who 

arrived in the refugee camp became merely receivers of help and lacked a clear vision or motivation 

for the future. The older children and youth demonstrated a better understanding of the situation, and 

were interested in thinking of a future abroad. What I aimed to highlight in this thesis is that whereas 

many international legal declarations such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 

(Bierwirth, 2005), and enforcing strategies such as the Education for All initiatives (EFA) (Kagawa, 

2005) should assure these children and youth with proper and accessible education, this was not the 

case in Ai Frini. Education is an important institution that can restore psychosocial recovery in 

situations of conflict (Lopes Cardozo & Shah, 2016). Additionally, education represents a formal 

preparation for the labour market (Khisoni, 2016). Several proper, and very popular Vocational 

Education and Training (VET) courses are offered to the residents of Ai Frini, where they can learn 

various practical jobs, such as tailoring, carpentering, or cooking courses. But these did not meet the 



9 
 

expectations of the youngsters. While the humanitarian organizations aim at improving the lives of the 

refugees by providing the opportunities for personal development and learning new skills that they can 

use in the local labour market, the refugees see the offered courses as a gateway for a life in Europe or 

the United States. This thesis seeks to explain the reasons for such a misunderstanding and how it can 

be prevented. Central to the thesis is how the unaccompanied Eritrean children and youth perceive 

their right to education and how they claim this right. I focus on one specific refugee population after 

their first arrival in a new country: Ethiopia. Most unaccompanied children and youth, and all my 

respondents, came from border areas where the people are generally lowly educated and perform 

practical work such as searching for gold, keeping cattle, and maintaining the household.  

The thesis consist out of seven chapters, including this introduction. In the second chapter I 

develop the theoretical framework in which I start with explaining the emergence and development of 

human, and children’s rights. I continue this chapter by highlighting the importance of education in 

emergencies after which I outline the concept of living rights. This is important because the inclusion 

of children’s and youth’s perceptions on rights in policymaking can improve policies and ensure 

accurate educational programmes. In chapter three I describe the context of my research, I describe the 

situation in Ethiopia, in the camp – but also the political tensions between Ethiopia and Eritrea. 

Furthermore, I include an explanation of the educational system in Eritrea, and reasons for people to 

leave the country. Chapter four concerns the methodology in which I provided my research questions, 

and where I explain extensively the different methods I use for collecting and analysing my data. In 

this chapter I also pay special attention to ethical issues, and to the academic and societal relevance of 

the research. Chapter five and six are presenting the results of my research. In chapter five I focus on 

the children’s and youth’s perceptions and claims of educational rights. In chapter six I develop these 

claims further and search for the explanations that go along with the claims. Additionally, in this 

chapter I highlight the misunderstandings about the vocational courses between the NGOs and the 

refugees, and outline the difficulties regarding digital education. In chapter seven, the conclusion, I 

recap all chapters and make theoretical connections. I also pay attention to areas of further research, 

and give academic and societal recommendation.  

This research made a big personal impact, mainly in the sense that what I have seen in the 

refugee camps I visited, cannot be understood by reading popular or academic articles, by watching 

documentaries or hearing stories about it. The inhumane situation where many thousands of people are 

living in is distressing and relatively unknown. The opportunity to live for two months in this 

situation, and really understand how these people are living and being treated has given me a hard time 

in which I eventually felt empowered to write about them. Many people I met demonstrated an 

enormous amount of positivity in spite of their hopeless situation, which made me conscious of their 

individual and collective power to improve their lives.  
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical framework 

 

With this theoretical framework I aim to highlight the theoretical gap between codified rights to 

education and how unaccompanied children and youth in emergencies perceive, claim and act upon 

these rights. Codified rights to education can be seen as a rather utopian, top-down idea of how people 

should receive education, since many children around the world are not receiving any education and if 

they do, the education they receive is far from representing a realization of their rights. This being 

particularly the case in emergencies, how children and youth perceive their rights to education, and 

how they claim and act upon it may help to understand the needs, as well as the motivations of the 

children and youth in emergencies. In my argument, I firstly discuss the legal and written rights of 

refugees and highlight their importance. Secondly, I outline the children’s and youth’s perceptions of 

rights and how they claim and invoke these rights. The interplay of perceptions, claims making, and 

action can be approached as living rights, and its attendant understanding of children’s and youth’s 

agency. Thirdly, since my research focuses on children’s and youth’s claims of the right to education, 

I highlight the psychosocial factors that need attention in the provision of education (Feinstein & 

Symons, 1999; Kidane, 2016). These factors are important to outline since they might have a 

significant effect on the behaviour of the youngsters. In this same section I highlight the importance of 

the educational content. This is crucial since institutional formal education does not necessarily meet  

the needs of many children and youth in emergencies, due to their personal circumstances, and the 

circumstances in refugee camps. Finally, I outline technological developments that can facilitate in 

claiming rights to education via digital devices. I am limiting myself to the living rights approach to 

education of unaccompanied children and youth in emergencies because this is a sensitive and relevant 

group that includes a vast part of the refugee population. Additionally, this problem is not limited to 

only Ethiopia – but encompass a larger problem in many countries (USCRI, 2015). The group is in 

need of proper education which can contribute to their psychosocial well-being, and future 

possibilities. Furthermore, education facilities can provide safe environments in which the children 

and youth can escape from trauma’s and hostile surroundings (Kirk & Winthrop, 2007; Lopes Cardozo 

& Shah, 2016). I expect research on the living right to education in emergencies to fill a lacuna in the 

academic literature since research on living rights in this context is limited. Additionally, the way how 

educational rights are perceived by this specific target group is unknown and reveals insights of the 

ideas and thoughts of a vast refugee population. 
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I. Codified refugee and children’s right to education in emergencies 

 

In this first section, I explain how universal rights emerged, and how – some of them – developed into 

international binding treaties. Subsequently, I highlight how education in emergencies became a point 

of concern in the international community, and how this was translated into universal rights. Here, I 

outline specifically the Education For All (EFA) initiatives which supposedly ensured education for all 

children and youth, no matter the situation in which they abide. 

International tensions arising from decolonization in a post-World War II context, led 

eventually to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 (Morsink, 1999). The 

declaration was proclaimed by the UN General Assembly and all member states recognized the 

document which set new standards of fundamental human rights. The standards include equal and 

equitable rights and freedoms for all people. This milestone document ensured equal treatment for all 

races, sexes, colours, political opinions or personal preferences (United Nations, 1948). The 1951 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol, adopted a few years later, 

extends these rights also to refugees (Gorlick, 2000). Article 1 of the document defines a refugee as: 

 “A person who is outside his/her country of nationality or habitual residence; has a well-

  founded fear of persecution because of his/her race, religion, nationality, membership in a

  particular social group or political opinion; and is unable or unwilling to avail 

 himself/herself  of the protection of that country, or to return there, for fear of persecution” 

 (United Nations  Higher Commissioner for Refugees, 2002).  

The fundamental rights outlined in later conventions, such as the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (CRC), include the right to receive proper and accessible education for all children and youth 

(Bierwirth, 2005). But in spite of significant increases in enrolment rates and recognized 

improvements, many countries are not realising and implementing this right to education and many 

children around the world are still not going to school. Furthermore, the conceptualisation of education 

differs from place to place and from time to time. Because there are no strict universal regulations it is 

difficult for people to recognize or claim their right to education (McCowan, 2010). 

Attention for education in emergencies emerged already since the establishment of the United 

Nations High Commission for Refugees in 1950. In the 1990s, with the Education for All (EFA) 

initiatives that strived for universal access to basic schooling and highlighted the importance of 

delivering education in situations of crisis or in transition, education in emergencies became a major 

consideration (Kagawa, 2005). In situations where people have experienced severe circumstances like 

war, conflict, oppression or other traumatizing impacts, education can provide psychosocial recovery, 

the readjustment of values and social skills, hope and normalcy, and skills to live in peace. 

Additionally, education can reduce existing inequalities, accommodate tolerance and ensure social 
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justice. Especially in emergency education, where individuals from different backgrounds, tribes or 

communities are together, those aspects are of utmost importance (Lopes Cardozo & Shah, 2016). 

Overtime, education in emergencies has become a dominant concern in the international community. 

Besides water and food, shelter and healthcare, education has become the fourth pillar of humanitarian 

aid in conflict-affected areas (Kagawa, 2005). The importance of education is emphasized in the 

Sustainable Development Goals 2015 upon which stakeholders and collaborating countries of the 

United Nations have agreed in order to transform the world in a sustainable and responsible way. The 

goals should strengthen worldwide peace and freedom, and promote a plan of action for people, the 

planet, and prosperity. In order to enforce this new fourth pillar – education – the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Agenda for 2030 states in goal 17 that equitable and inclusive quality 

education must be widely and freely available for all children and youth. The goal includes offering a 

wide assortment of educational possibilities varying from primary education, vocational education and 

training programmes to university careers (UN General Assembly, 2015). To address education in 

emergencies within the 2030 agenda, and to enforce the EFA initiatives, the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) formulated the Education 2030 

Framework for Action: 

“Unlocking education’s power for all will require creating more opportunity everywhere, but 

especially in countries and regions in conflict. Many of the largest education gaps are found 

in conflict and emergency situations. It is, therefore, critical to develop education systems that 

are more resilient and responsive in the face of conflict, social unrest and natural hazards–

and to ensure that education is maintained during emergency, conflict and postconflict 

situations. Better education is also central to preventing and mitigating conflicts and crises 

and to promoting peace” (UNESCO, 2015, p.7). 

In this research I focus especially on the “development of educational systems that are more resilient 

and responsive in the face of conflict.” This is mainly outlined in section IV of this chapter where I 

scrutinize the possibilities for education through digital devices.  

Whereas many universal rights include moral imperatives, the right to education is laid out in 

legally binding treaties, such as UNDHR and the United Nations Convention on the rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), and enforced for refugees by the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 

1967 Protocol (Gorlick, 2000). These high-sounding declarations include ambitious and progressive 

thoughts. Nevertheless, various authors (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013; Liebel 2012) are critical 

about these declarations. They claim that the universal right declarations include merely top-down 

ideas of what rights should be, and how they should be implemented. In the next section I argue for a 

different approach on children and youth rights to education, using the notion of living rights.  
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II. Living rights to education in emergencies  

 

In the previous section I outlined codified rights and universal legal treaties. In this section I argue for 

a living rights approach in the context of education in emergencies. One major difficulty with the right 

to education is that education can mean different things. Formal education can be understood in an 

institutional conventional way, while education also can be understood as merely the process of 

learning. Therefore it is especially important to focus on how the right to education is conceptualised, 

rather than how it is implemented within a system (Bush & Saltarelli, 2000; McCowan, 2010). 

The conceptualisation of the right to education varies in different places and in time, and so do 

perceptions of rights to education. When we are talking about children’s perceptions of certain rights, 

it is important to take into account the complex process that informs this perception. When children 

discover their rights, they will not naturally internalize them as such because they understand them 

from their personal contextual framework they are living in. They will become aware of them in their 

own struggle within their families and communities. This coexisting contextual struggle gives a 

meaning to the daily existence of the child. The engagement with, and interpretation of rights, provide 

certain meaning to the children. This dynamic process reveals a “living rights” approach on how to 

look at children’s rights (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013).  

This notion of living rights cannot be seen without the social practice of the people involved. 

Whereas legal or codified rights are laid down in national or international laws that rely on unstable 

representations of ideas of what is right and what is wrong in the real world, living rights are the rights 

that are interwoven within the perceptions, ideas, and structures of the person pursuing his or her 

rights. As long as the codified rights are not translated into policies and therefore put into practice, the 

right to education remains a hollow phrase. Living rights can be seen as the rights that children engage 

with, the “living” practice shaped by everyday concerns, in other words, as the interplay of codified, 

perceived, and claimed universal human rights. This interplay can result in contradicting consequences 

due to backgrounds and structures children are familiar with. On the one hand it can drive children 

into violent realities or hostile norms, and on the other hand it can pull children out of certain 

situations. In this sense, children can interpret certain rights within a variety of perceptions; from the 

right to beg or to steal, to the right to play, having friends, or receive education. One crucial feature is 

to what extent living rights empower children (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013). 

Some authors are taking another notion of how rights are perceived, and they include the 

cultural reality in which children are living. Those cultural realities differ in each context, and from 

person to person. Universal rights for youth and children, such as UNCRC or the UN Human Rights 

systems, are generally designed by large international bodies that possess different cultural norms and 

values than – most of the time – many of the people who should benefit from certain rights. In the case 

of my research: unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children and youth. This process is critically received 
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as an elite form of “modernising the subaltern”, or as a way of “civilizing the backwards cultures”. 

Thus, it is important to take into account that the real culture were individuals are enjoying certain 

rights should be distinguished from the culture that is presented by external and outside governments 

and realities (Liebel, 2012). 

Whereas Hanson and Nieuwenhuys (2013) aim to reflect on the continuing dynamics between 

codified rights and the praxis of rights, Liebel (2012) highlights the division between rights from 

above, as constructed in universal rights and agreements, such as the UNCRC, and rights from below, 

such as the rights perceived and experienced by children within their different cultural contexts. For 

the author, rights are of symbolic importance because they ensure that “children do not see themselves 

as beggars or objects of good deeds granted to them”. Rights can therefore be seen as a weapon of the 

powerless instead of a weapon of the powerful (Liebel, 2012, p. 24). In this sense the living right to 

education of the children and youth in Ai Frini include a whole new perspective on the living rights 

approach. This perspective helps me to understand the different ways of how rights to education can 

be perceived, and claimed since this is different for every person, or group of persons. The authors fall 

short in their exact description of educational rights. Especially the living right to education for this 

particular group can contribute to the theoretical understanding of living rights to education in 

emergencies because research on this group is generally limited. In the next section I highlight the 

psychosocial factors that are important in this specific research because the target group is a 

vulnerable, and many times damaged group of young people. To understand their manner of 

perceiving, and claiming rights to education it is necessary to draw attention on these issues. 

 

III. Psychosocial factors, and educational content 

 

My research targets unaccompanied children and youth who are in need for psychosocial attention 

within the education provision. Since I aim to understand in what way they claim and act upon their 

perceived rights to education it is important to understand these psychosocial barriers the children and 

youth are dealing with. Additionally, in this section I draw attention on the educational content 

provided in emergencies. The educational content is an important aspect in emergency education 

because of all the psychosocial problems the children and youth dealing with. Furthermore, for young 

people who have lived all their life’s in oppressive and violent environment the educational need 

differs from those who have not.  

Psychosocial barriers include the absence of parental input and peer group input. Feinstein and 

Symons (1999) argue that these two external inputs are of utmost importance for school attainment in 

secondary schools. Robertson, Donald and Symons (1996) already revealed the importance of peer 

group input in primary schools in earlier research. The most important factors in this approach is 
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having a role-model, and the membership of a peer group. Attainment due to a role-model is created 

within a family environment in which a parent or a brother can act as such for the child. The 

membership of a peer group depends on the school environment, and is enforced and stimulated within 

a family environment. The absence of both can affect the school attainment drastically (Feinstein & 

Symons, 1999). Additionally, to these psychosocial predictors for lacking school attainment there is 

the collective trauma which exposes another angle on this issue for children and youth. The 

internalised arousal of fear for something unknown that affects children and youth who are not directly 

exposed to certain dangers pushes them in a situation in which they want to flee and leave everything 

behind (Personal communication with Kidane, July 2017). 

Subsequently, the content of education is equally a crucial feature for effective and supportive 

progress. Since my research include the overall claim on perceptions of the right to education, I will 

now cover the most important aspects of the content of education in emergencies. This content is 

locally determined and include in different situations different aspects. In the case of children and 

youth in emergency, for example, it can include education on survival and cope strategies regarding 

hygiene or STD prevention, or tactics on how not to fall in the hands of smugglers or traffickers. 

These two examples highlight the importance of local adaptation of the content of the educational 

programmes (Kirk & Winthrop, 2007). Additionally, the focus of education can be more on the 

learning of new skills instead of formal education subjects. Such new skills are taught in for example 

in the vocational education and training (VET) programmes. In these programmes practical skills are 

learned to the trainees and will help them to get easily practical jobs. Skills include courses of 

carpentry, tailoring, and, among others cooking courses. When a trainee completes such a programme 

successfully, they are being “able to join the world of work and participate in spinning the wheels of 

the economy (Khisoni, 2016, p. 22).” Khisoni (2016) argues further that beside the learning of new 

skills for future employment or entrepreneurship, learning can restore dignity, confidence, and a sense 

of independence among refugee communities, or other disadvantaged children and youth. These 

opportunities, however, have a focus on practical jobs within the country of residence, or country of 

origin. As such, the courses are not designed to train the children and youth for jobs or other 

opportunities in, for example, Europe. This is a critical point that that may cause confusion among the 

refugee population since the courses are designed, and implemented by European or North American 

governments and organizations.  

Besides the instrumental features of education, the notion of learning for refugee communities 

can be approached in a broader sense. This can include learning about possible routes that lead to other 

destinations, or dangers that might be confronted when the travel continues. It is not just the 

conventional education that improve future prospects for the refugees, but also learning from and 

about others can create better opportunities. These forms of learning, as well as more formal 

institutional education can be – nowadays – facilitated via digital devices such as mobile phones. In 
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the next section I will cover these possibilities for education in emergencies as possible facilitator for 

the claim on education rights.   

 

IV. Digital education in emergencies 

 

Various scholars (Head, van Hoeck & Garson, 2015; Hawkins, 2002; Wright & Plasterer, 2012) have 

outlined possibilities for new technological education in developing countries. Certain possibilities can 

facilitate right claims to education, which is my last point. In this section I highlight some thoughts on 

this issue. In the view of Head, van Hoeck and Garson (2015), the rapid expansion of communication 

technologies, and the increasing availability of information sharing possibilities have contributed to an 

era in which learning can be a lifelong activity (Head, van Hoeck & Garson, 2015). With the help of 

education software, YouTube tutorials, web seminars, and many more, education has become an 

unbounded exercise that can be enjoyed in any place and any time, provided the fact that one has 

access to the hardware, software, and the internet. The latter is unfortunately not widely available and 

forms the biggest obstacle against the spread of online education programmes (Hawkins, 2002; Wright 

& Plasterer, 2012). Nevertheless, online education is a weapon against illiteracy, and it provides 

learning opportunities in outskirt regions. Furthermore, it can evoke self-motivated attitudes in formal, 

as well as in informal settings. Additionally, a space is provided in which purposeful and appropriate 

learning can flourish, due to the wide variety that is offered, and that is accessible through the internet 

(Head, van Hoeck & Garson, 2015). In Sub Saharan Africa digital and distance learning is becoming 

more and more popular. Additionally, some of the largest distance learning institutions of the world 

are located in developing countries such as South Africa, India, and Iran. Both Nelson Mandela and 

Robert Mugabe earned their degrees in this way at the world’s oldest long distance university: the 

University of South Africa (Task Force on Higher Education and Society, 2000). Other successful 

examples that can be emphasized are in refugee camps in Kenya, where in collaboration with 

international universities degree programmes are being provided for refugees. The main problem with 

these distance programmes is the limited connectivity in the camps. The implementing institutions of 

the educational programmes partnered with companies such as Mircosoft, Libco, and Safaricom in 

order to improve the connectivity and to provide high quality hardware (Wright & Plasterer, 2012). 

Overall, digital education opportunities are more often sought after, and are improving in emergency 

situations.  

 

In sum, there exists a gap between the top-down codified rights to universal education, and the 

perceptions of rights to education. Young refugees’ praxis is based on their perceived rights to 

education. However, the literature on the right to education in emergencies falls short of providing 
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insights into how this comes about. The notion of living rights aims to capture this process, and 

highlights the refugee’s, youth’s and children’s agency therein. Where Liebel (2012) claims that 

children’s living rights develop within their own cultural realities, and are imposed by large 

organizations, Hanson and Nieuwenhuys (2013) are centralizing their argument more on the 

continuing dynamics between codified rights, the praxis, and the subsequent children’s rights claims.  

With this research I aim to demonstrate how paying attention to living rights can provide 

valuable insights on how to implement young refugees’ education rights. By scrutinizing the 

children’s and youth’s thoughts and ideas on these topics, and proposing resilient and responsive 

educational opportunities, such as adaptive emergency education via digital devices, I aim to outline 

and understand the children’s and youth’s living rights to education in emergencies. Technological 

developments that can facilitate the claim on rights to education in emergencies in the form of digital 

access to long distance education suggest that education for the target group of my research might be a 

solution for the deprivation of education in the refugee camp. 

In what follows I describe the context of my research – Ai Frini Refugee Camp – and justify 

why I think it is a good choice to research living rights to education. The target group is a group of 

young people who are researched at their first stop after fleeing the oppressive regime in Eritrea where 

they encounter new educational opportunities that should benefit them in the future and discover their 

rights to education, and rights in general.  
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Chapter 3 

Tigray, the Ethiopian-Eritrean border 

 
In this chapter I outline the context in which I investigated the living rights to education. Firstly, I 

discuss some national characteristics of Eritrea, alleged reasons for people to leave the country, and its 

educational system. Secondly, I draw attention on Ethiopia and the issues among refugees and 

highlight the ethnic, and disturbed relations between the two countries and its people. Thirdly, I 

provide an overview of the active NGOs, and the measures they take to support refugees in Ethiopia. 

Finally, I provide an overall overview of the situation in the refugee camp in which I have conducted 

my research and the education that is available there, including possibilities for education provision in 

a digital era context.  

 

I. The Eritrean regime, and its consequences  

 

In the 1950s, after British and Italian rule in Eritrea, Ethiopia annexed the country. This annexation 

resulted in a thirty year war for independence. When the Ethiopian army eventually was defeated by 

the Eritrean People´s Liberation Front (EPLF), it took a few years before a statehood- and recognition- 

referendum was held. Finally, in 1993, the new nation was born. The nation was there, but the 

relations with the surrounding countries were unstable and collapsed rapidly. In 1998, this resulted in a 

five year during border war with Ethiopia and culminated in a slaughter with more than 100.000 

deaths on both sides. In 2002 an external commission was established which rendered both countries 

in a state of ‘no-peace-no-war’. While the peace negotiations resulted in concrete measures that were 

officially accepted, they were never implemented (Connell, 2016). 

Eritrea is a breath-taking place with high mountains, a long coast with incredible islands in the 

Red Sea, and the Sahel’s marvellous far-reaching landscapes of sand and camels. Furthermore, it has 

some great assets for a flourishing economy; many natural resources and raw materials, as well as two 

highly strategic located harbours in the red sea (van Reisen & Mawere, 2017). Nevertheless, since 

Eritrea gained independence from Ethiopia in 1993, the country has developed her political system 

into an obsessive culture of secrecy, intolerance of dissent, and absolute control. Eritrea’s sitting 

president Isaias Afwerki is in control since the state’s official recognition. Under this president, all 

political parties but the one in control, are illegal. Student unions, trade unions and all other kind of 

unions are prohibited. These and other oppressive methods and state functions are applied in order to 

gain full control over the population (Connell, 2016).  
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A lack of fundamental freedoms and long-lasting wars, are some of the main reasons for 

people to leave the country. Additionally, there is the undefined and open-ended national service. This 

compulsory service is practically an indefinitely labour intensive and unpaid service. Furthermore, it is 

one of the main reasons for the disintegration of Eritrean families, which leaves children without their 

fathers (Connell, 2016; Van Reisen & Mawere, 2017). People leave the country sometimes for 

economic reasons, but the majority flees political oppression or prosecution. Thus, the reasons for 

refugees to leave, derive predominantly from push factors, rather than pull factors. This is also 

recognizable in the fact that when citizens – even state officials – leave the country for conferences or 

specific events, many times, they refuse to return to Eritrea (Connell, 2016). Van Reisen and Mawere 

(2017) claim that many unaccompanied minors leave Eritrea to reunite with relatives who already left 

the country. Additionally, I found out that many children and youth leave Eritrea in order to work and 

earn money in Europe. These two reasons for leaving Eritrea highlight certain pull factors among the 

specific target group of my research. 

The Eritrean activist and psychotherapist Selam Kidane argued during a conference on human 

trafficking and mixed migration on 15th September 2017 that the reason that the people flee Eritrea is 

more complex than the pull and push factors, and she used collective trauma as starting point. This 

collective trauma is inflicted by the hostile state method against its inhabitants, and affects all citizens 

and layers of the population. Besides the Eritreans in Eritrea, it affects the Eritrean diaspora, and even 

the culture. Kidane studied many cases of Eritrean refugees and found it inconceivable that people 

with young children, or women who are pregnant for eight months step in a small rubber boat to Italy, 

and she aimed to explain the underlying rationale of these people. In order to explain the collective 

trauma she used Erikson’s (1976, p. 153-154) distinction between individual and collective trauma:  

“By individual trauma I mean a blow to the psyche that breaks through one’s defences so 

suddenly and with such a brutal force that one cannot react to it effectively. Collective trauma 

on the other hand is a blow to the basic tissue of societal life that damages the bonds attaching 

people together and impairs the prevailing sense of community.” 

As such, collective trauma can be seen as a shock. This shock results in a situation in which there 

emerges a gradual realisation of the community that they no longer exist as an effective source of 

support. Additionally, in this process an important part of the “self” has disappeared which results in a 

partly unconscious arousal (Kidane & van Reisen, 2017). Thus, the collective trauma puts the society 

in a fight/ flight mode, in which individuals experience “fear for something”. This exact something 

might be unknown, but include the realistic possibility to be, for example, arrested or prosecuted 

without a clear reason. The fact that there is no reason that someone will arrest you contradicts with 

the reality. People around you – who are just like you – are being arrested all the time without any 
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charge. Certain dynamics brings people in this arousal of collective trauma and urge to flee (Kidane, 

2017).  

Besides the oppression and strict rule, Eritrea has also introduced various methods in order to 

reconcile different ethnic groups. According to Woldemikael (2003) and Asfaha (2014) several 

inclusive strategies were implemented by the Eritrean government, after the country’s independence in 

1993. Strategies included the aim to harmonize the country and to connect the vast amount of religious 

and ethnic groups. For example with the enforcement of the right to speak and learn indigenous 

languages. With this new implementation, all Eritrean inhabitants enjoyed the right to education in 

their mother tongue. Additionally, since Eritrea experienced a fierce economic crisis, and a vast 

illiterate population, the creation of an educated society was necessary, and thus the development of 

the educational system. Education in Eritrea is organised as follows: children receive five years of 

elementary education, three years of middle school, and four years of secondary education. There are 

1279 schools in Eritrea of which 1170 are public, and officially free of charge. However, all my 

respondents stated that fees were payed for school attendance. The first eight years are officially 

compulsory. The 12th grade include one year of Sawa national military service, this military training 

was introduced in 2003 and is mandatory for all people before they will be redirected to national 

service or to one of the colleges. Only the very best students can attend one of the nine colleges in 

Eritrea. These colleges appeared after the closure of Asmara University in 2007. Officially the 

university was closed in order to decentralise the institution and build capacity, but it may also have 

been to prevent student uprisings. Whenever one finishes college he can only graduate when he 

completes the indefinite national service, which results in the fact that students practically never 

graduate (EASO, 2015). 

In this section I have highlighted the geographic and economic possibilities of Eritrea, the 

nation’s educational system, and the well-intended educational reforms. However, I also aimed to 

emphasize the deficiencies within the state system, and the subsequent disrupted society in Eritrea 

itself, as well as the disrupted diaspora spread out over the world. I have coined the term of collective 

trauma in order to explain the huge outflow of Eritrea, and the people’s disturbing persistence to reach 

Europe – no matter what danger they will encounter. 
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II. The Eritrean refugee crisis in Ethiopia 

 

The landlocked Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia is with a population of about 80 million the 

second most populous country in Africa. The country borders with Kenya in the South, Djibouti and 

Somalia in the East, Sudan and South-Sudan in the West, and with Eritrea in the North. The country 

recognizes over 70 ethnic groups that are all characterized by their own cultural, linguistic, and 

religious components (Berhanu & Poulton, 2014). 

The biggest ethnic groups are the Oromo, who are 

predominantly located in the South, the Amhara in 

the centre of the country, and in the North the 

Tigrayans. These dominant ethnic groups have a 

history of political tensions between one another, 

in which political power shifted from the North to 

the South (Abbay, 2004). 

At the border in the North, we find Eritrea 

(Map 1). Thousands of refugees are continuously 

leaving this former region of Ethiopia and leave 

their life’s in the hands of others. In 2016 an 

estimated amount of 60.000 people left 

Eritrea with the help of smugglers or 

human traffickers. This is a vast amount 

when taken into account that the current 

estimated population of Eritrea is between 

the three and six million. Which is sparsely 

populated for a country that is as big as 

about three times the size of Belgium (Van 

Reisen & Mawere, 2017). Because many 

Eritreans have left their country, there exists a vast diaspora spread out over the world. This group is 

highly interconnected with one another, and with their relatives back in Eritrea (Hepner, 2015).  

I conducted my research in the Northern region of Ethiopia, Tigray. This area experiences a 

vast influx of Eritrean refugees (Map 2). The capital of Tigray is Mekelle. Shire is the administrative 

centre of North-Western part of the region. Around this city are four major refugee camps. The four 

camps provide shelter to a total of 57.800 refugees (Oct. 2016). I conducted my research in Ai Frini 

refugee camp. Ai Frini was also the camp where I was based during most part of the research. The 

opportunity to stay inside the camp provided me with valuable insights regarding the daily lives of the 

participants of my research. 

Map 1: North Ethiopia and Eritrea (Source: 

https://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/eritrea.html) 

Map 2: Influx Eritrean refugees (Source: https://www.iom.int) 



22 
 

Ethiopia was, unlike its Sub-Saharan counterparts, never a colonial artefact. Before 

colonialization in the continent brought Western modernization traditions, which destabilized 

flourishing African cultures, Ethiopia knew a long history of monarchic power. Furthermore, the 

dominant Orthodox Church always played an important role in the country as a connecting institution 

between different ethnic groups and communities. The interlinkages between ethnic groups evolved 

subsequently in commercial links, and consolidated in communities with common allies, as well as 

enemies. Especially in the Tigray region the Orthodox church is dominant, and even in Ai Frini 

refugee camp it can been seen as one of the most powerful institutions. The religious pluralistic 

composition of Eritrea and Ethiopia explains the relation between both state and society. Beside the 

Orthodox Church, Islam is the predominant religious belief system. However, these mainstream 

religions include a variety of sub religions. There are nine recognized denominations in both countries  

under the Christian category: Orthodox Christianity, Pentecostalism, Jehovah’s Witness, Catholicism, 

and other Protestant denominations. The Islamic category include predominantly performances of the 

Islamic Sunni rite. The dominance of the Orthodox Church derived during the mid-1800s, when the 

Orthodox Church formally aligned with the nation’s imperial monarchy. This collusion entrenched the 

political, cultural, and religious dominance of highland peoples, who were surrounded by a vast and 

feared Muslim periphery. During the collusion the Orthodox Church was ranked as an elevated 

religion compared to other religions. It was the denominated “state-religion” that was exercised by the 

ruling-class (Mekonnen & Kidane, 2014). 

The refugees from Eritrea in Northern Ethiopia arrive in a tense situation. Struggles between 

Eritreans and Tigrayans revolve around nationality, land identity, and destiny, as well as mutual 

misunderstanding of each other’s mental outlook. These struggles are understandable since various 

wars have been fought between the two groups, groups who are comprised of ethnically the same 

people. The tensions have resulted in an ongoing hostile relationship between the two regions (Reid, 

2003). The tense relationship between Eritreans and Ethiopians reaches far into the country, up to the 

capital Addis Ababa. Since the Ethiopian government announced its state of emergency on 8 October 

2016, weekly meetings are held for the thousands Eritrean refugees that live in the urban areas. During 

these meetings the Ethiopian authorities explicitly call on Ethiopian civilians to keep an eye on the 

Eritreans who are labelled as agents of the Asmara Government (van Reisen & Mawere, 2017). 

Furthermore, there are issues among the Eritreans themselves. Trust issues among the people 

arise because safe havens around the country are rare to reach. At any moment, and at any time, the 

Eritreans can fall in the hands of traffickers who have connections with the Eritrean government. 

When this happens, huge ransoms are demanded that most people and their families cannot pay for. 

An unknown number of people ends up in torture camps or is tortured along their route. The people 

cannot easily trust anyone on their way; traffickers and smugglers are tough, and might include agents 

of the Asmara regime. Especially unaccompanied minors may have developed a strong sense of 
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distrust because of traumas inflicted by certain traffickers. These traumas include – besides the 

problems with trust – sleep irregularities, detachment, and high levels of anxiety. The psychological 

and physical impact on the youth and children, caused by their trafficking experiences, is enormous. 

These experiences arise when the unaccompanied minors fall in the hands of the traffickers who are 

torturing them and force them to torture, or rape others. At their arrival in relative safe spaces they feel 

responsible for their actions (van Reisen & Mawere, 2017). 

Many refugees arrive with lots of emotional luggage in the Eritrean refugee camps in Ethiopia. 

The regime they came from in combination with above mentioned struggles between the two nations 

and among themselves results in a fragile and sensitive group of people seeking refuge in a place 

where proper support is not available. However, as I found during my research, there is also a vast 

group of unaccompanied Eritrean children and youth who left their country because all their friends 

left or in order to earn money in Europe that they can send back to their families in Eritrea. This 

combination of the place where they come from, the people that surround them – physically and 

spatially, in terms of the big interconnected diaspora – makes them into a population destined to flee. 

 

III. Government and NGOs interventions in Tigray 

 

All refugees, and all the refugee camps in Ethiopia fall under the authority and supervision of the 

Administration for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA). This is the governmental refugee and 

intelligence agency that coordinates the camps and registers the newcomers. Additionally, they are 

supposed to guarantee the security of all residents of the camps. In Ai Frini, the camp were I 

conducted my research, they run a field clinic where people can get medical emergency assistance. 

The UNHCR is in charge of the registration for resettlement and the monthly food distribution 

facilitated by the World Food Program (WFP). Additionally, the UNHCR is the principal funder of the 

NGOs who are active in the camps. There are various active NGOs2 in Ai Frini taking the 

responsibility for the following issues: clean drinking water and shelter, education and livelihood 

programmes, security issues, and medical and psychological assistance. Since malaria is epidemic in 

the camp, the responsible organization for medical services established several malaria field clinics. 

There are also NGOs that specifically focus on unaccompanied minors. Additionally, some of the 

organizations put special attention on sustainable energy source provision. 

The education facilities in all four Eritrean refugee camps located in Tigray are pitiful, but 

some of them include primary and secondary education, and limited vocational education (USCRI, 

2015). They use essentially the same curricula as those of  national schools, especially in the upper 

                                                           
2 In order to protect identities and reputations; the official names of the NGOs are not mentioned. 
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primary and secondary level. In line with the Ministry of Education’s (MoE) Education and Training 

Policy established in 1994, in the lower level, children are taught in their mother tongue (UNICEF, 

2015). Earlier research in one of the camps in the Tigray region reveals the highly unskilled teacher 

involvement in education provision. Most teachers have no former training, and are most of the time 

selected among the camp residents (Kirk & Winthrop, 2007).  

In Ai Frini only primary education is offered. The primary education structure include two 

educative cycles: grade 1 to 4 (from age 7 to 10), and grade 5 to 8 (from age 11 to 14). In the camp 

there are eight national teachers including the director. In three different buildings there are a total of 

four classrooms; the class distribution is according to the children’s educational cycle. The older the 

children per grade are, the less are attending the classes (Personal communication with education 

director, 3 July 2017). The fact that there is no secondary education opportunity leaves a vast group of 

the unaccompanied children and youth without possibilities for education, and creates a large gap in 

their development. With a weekly influx of about 100 unaccompanied minors who are in need of 

education an insecure situation emerges for the future of those children. Between January 2014 and 

July 2017 the Ai Frini camp received 4030 unaccompanied minors who have also already left the 

camp, where they went are allegations or is completely unknown (Confidential dataset held by author, 

2017). Whether proper education can solve these problems is uncertain, but insights in the children’s 

and youth’s perceptions and thoughts about education can certainly contribute to a better 

understanding of the children’s and youth’s movements within or outside the camp. 

 

IV. Camp situation and digital education in low connectivity contexts 

 

The city of Shire is the administrative city of the Tigray region. There are four major Eritrean refugee 

camps in its surrounding. Before the refugees are redirected to one of these camps, they will pass 

through the Regional Screening and Reception Centre3. The UNHCR and ARRA are involved in the 

administration and coordination of the camps and the refugees (USCRI, 2015). According to the 

experiences of my respondents the people stay on average one week in the centre. However, stories 

arose of people who have been in the centre for more than one month. During an interview with a 

resident of one of the refugee camps (Interview in private house in Shire, 30 July 2017) he mentioned 

that the centre was an important location for corruption and fraud among the officials. The respondent 

mentioned that in the reception centre many Ethiopian citizens were registered as refugee. 

Subsequently, these registered people are waiting in their own houses for replacement opportunities in 

the United States of America. This story was confirmed by more residents. Officials on the other hand, 

                                                           
3 In order to protect identities and reputations; the official name of the screening and reception centre is not 

mentioned. 
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told me that various Ethiopian citizens indeed registered themselves as refugees at the centre, but that 

this was inevitable, and impossible to monitor.  

        

Photo 1: Daily arrivals at reception centre            Photo 2: The reception centre (Photo: Author) 

(Photo: Author) 

Ai Frini Refugee Camp is one of the four camps and is the camp where I have conducted the 

biggest part of my research. Ai Frini is a – relatively – well established camp with various services 

such as microloan provision in order to start little businesses. Furthermore, there is primary education, 

and vocational education and training (VET) programmes. This is the first thing one will notice when 

arriving in the camp; in the principal street one will pass by four beauty salons, three barbershops, four 

mobile-phone repair shops, and several little grocery stores, all established with microloans, and 

vocational training programs offered by the NGOs. Some of the stores are always closed which raises 

question marks about the functionality of the microloan and the VET programmes. The biggest issues 

in the camp include shelter, electricity, firewood, water, hygiene, malaria, and the absence of 

secondary education. Additionally, it is very hot in the camp, especially from January to May 

temperatures can rise to 42 degrees Celsius. During these months the lack of water is the principal 

problem. The shelters are made of mudbricks and seemed well established. The camp is organized in 

zones (A, B, C, and D), blocks, and communities. In this organized structure team leaders of the zones, 

blocks, and communities are democratically elected by the people themselves. Even if the shelters 

seemed well established, most of them are overcrowded and give shelter to on average eight people on 

ten square meter. In the camps people are allowed to visit the host community until 21.00. After 21.00 

they should stay in the camp, and after 22.00 the generators should be switched off. This means that 

after 22.00 there is no more electricity in the camp. Generators can be turned on between 9.30-12.00, 

and between 17.00-22.00. The food distribution is once a month. Spread out over one week people can 

pick up their rations that consist of 10kg of wheat and 60 Ethiopian Birr per person (about 2,50 euro). 

With this amount of money people can buy six bottles (1 litre) of water or four personal bottles of soft 

drinks. Once a day jerry cans can be filled with water on set times per community.  

As I argued before, secondary education is absent in the camp. Besides that, many children do 

not attend any conventional school, but go to church school instead where they learn about the bible. 
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The church has an important function in the camp. Whereas the predominant part of the camp 

population is Orthodox, other Christian and Islamic denominations live harmoniously together. 

The absence of parental authority or supervision among the unaccompanied children and 

youth in Ai Frini, contributes to children staying inside the houses the whole day. As they say 

themselves they “stay in their houses and sleep”. Many children are not attending schools or VET 

programmes because these are not widely available, and because many prefer to go to the church or to 

stay at home. This, in combination with the complete absence of secondary education prompted me to 

look into possibilities for education on mobile phones. With the digital environment that we are living 

in, in mind, I scrutinized the mobile phone architecture in the camp. 

For refugees, the learning experiences that are necessary go often beyond conventional, or 

school-based learning. Internet platforms can provide a public space in which refugees can exchange 

experiences and learn from each other about travel routes, smugglers, or resettlement (Siapera, 2004). 

As outlined by Kirk and Winthrop (2007), it is of utmost importance that the content of education is 

locally determined and case specific, with the use of internet as public learning environment, this 

adaptive educational situation can become more feasible and appropriate. New developments in 

information and communication technologies provide a new context with new possibilities. Certain 

possibilities may be a solution for the lack of educational facilities in the refugee camps in Tigray.  

Latter developments and possibilities seems fruitful, however, the situation in Ai Frini refugee 

camp is not suited for these options. One problem include that most people who arrive in the camp 

have nothing in terms of materials or money. Especially the unaccompanied children and youth 

generally arrive in the camp with nothing on them, and not much possibilities to get something.  

 

In conclusion the unaccompanied children and youth live in a context with various facilities lacking, 

and difficulties regarding psychosocial wellbeing. The magnitude of group of young people in Ai Frini 

who are in need of attachment, education, and care is alarming. The collective trauma that this group is 

dealing with makes the next step, secondary migration to Sudan, Libya, and Italy, seem a small one. 

The context in which these young people are living is in need for development and progress, and a 

good context to do research that should answer my theoretical question. In the next chapter I outline 

the methodology of my research, and draw attention on techniques that I used in order to collect my 

data. 
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Chapter 4 

Research methods 

 
In this chapter I reflect on my research techniques and methodology. The chapter is organized as 

follows: firstly, I discuss my research question and sub questions in which the principal issues of the 

research are highlighted. Secondly, I discuss my epistemological and ontological stance, in this section 

I also highlight my research sample. Thirdly, I outline the methodology and techniques that I used for 

conducting the research. This section include the description of my data collection. Subsequently, in 

section four, I highlight the methods and programmes I used for data analysis. In section five I outline 

the ethical considerations which can be seen as of utmost importance because of the highly sensitive 

target group of my research; unaccompanied children and youth. In section six, I reflect on the scope 

and limitations of my research. Finally, I summarize the chapter while reflecting the reliability, the 

relevance and the representativeness of my research. 

 

I. Research question and sub questions 

 

In order to investigate the situation of the target group – the Eritrean unaccompanied children and 

youth – in Ai Frini Eritrean refugee camp in the Northern region of Ethiopia, and in order to scrutinize 

the group’s perceived rights on education, and what they do to practice, and claim these rights the 

research question is: 

“How do unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children and youth in Ai Frini Eritrean Refugee Camp 

perceive their right to education and to what extent, and in what way do they claim and act upon these 

rights?” 

The sub questions aim to formulate a thorough answer to the main question and comprise of 

descriptive, analytical and explanatory questions (Bryman, 2012). The first analytical question 

concerns the general ideas and thoughts of children and youth regarding rights, and rights to 

education: 

Sub question 1: What are the unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children’s and youth’s perceptions of 

their rights (to education)? 

In the second, descriptive question I zoom in on the right claim. While looking at this question I also 

scrutinize the more general visions of the respondents about education: 

Sub question 2: How do the unaccompanied Eritrean children and youth claim their rights (to 

education)?  
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With the third and four, explanatory sub questions I aim to highlight the internal motivations for 

education abroad, and I investigate how the active NGOs in the camp try to facilitate in the right 

claims: 

Sub question 3: What are the underlying thoughts and aspirations of the Eritrean children and youth 

regarding education abroad? 

Sub question 4: How do NGOs accommodate right claims to education?  

With the descriptive fifth, and last question I look more profound in the issue of education on mobile 

phones, and the manner of how the children and youth cope with situations of low connectivity: 

Sub question 5: How do children and youth cope with digital education possibilities in situations of 

low connectivity?  

The questions are addressed in the analytical chapters of this thesis. In order to formulate valid and 

reliable answers to the questions, the background and the framework need to be further explained. In 

the next section I outline my epistemological and ontological stance. Additionally, I address the 

composition of my research sample. 

 

II. Epistemological stance, and research sample 

 

In this section I present my research strategies. Firstly, I outline my ontological and epistemological 

stance. Secondly, in the unit of analysis, I describe the research sample. Additionally, I justify why the 

particular target group is included in my research, and how I have approached them.  

This study derived from my aim to understand the perception of unaccompanied Eritrean 

refugee youth and children regarding their rights to education within the scope of living rights and 

their agency in that context (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013; Berridge, 2017; Bradley, 2013; Lopes 

Cardozo et al., 2015; Jeffrey, 2012). In order to analyse and understand the social context of the youth 

and children, and in order to internalise and constantly revise the latter social phenomena, a 

constructivist ontological approach is appropriate. This approach omits to work with taken for granted 

and established characteristics but rather emerge out of socially constructed components and 

phenomena (Bryman, 2012). 

In this research I am not working with fixed ideas or factual assumptions, but rely on an 

iterative process that continuously shapes its approach in terms of methodology as well as 

understanding. This understanding includes my awareness that I interpret different features of my 

research in a specific way because of my personal background and contexts in which I have lived and 
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learned. This awareness also includes that I worked in an area of cultural diversity, and sensitivity. 

Cultures cannot be seen as fixed, but are changing and adapting throughout time and space. In an 

emergency situation people cope with tools that are reached out to them or that they claim themselves. 

Due to the latter, an objectivist ontology in which cultures are seen as organizational structures or 

objects would not be appropriate. Following the objectivist pathway, cultures are seen as objects 

where beliefs and values are equally shared, and solely can be approached by external social entities. 

Rather, in this research, I included myself in the different cultures, with different beliefs and values, 

and aimed to deeply understand and approach them as “negotiated social order” or as “continuous 

states of construction and reconstruction” (Bryman, 2012). 

Acknowledging my personal interpretation of culture, and perceptions of rights means that my 

epistemological perspective includes an interpretivist stance. With this stance I refuse taken for 

granted – or positivistic – perspectives on what acceptable knowledge is (Bryman, 2012).  

Regarding the unit of analysis, my research includes the perspectives of different actors and 

organizational representatives. However, the principal target group in my research can be indicated as 

micro-scale actors, and include Eritrean unaccompanied refugee youth and children. I scrutinized the 

perceptions and ideas of this group, and subsequently reflect theoretically on their thoughts and 

perceptions. In order to work with the unaccompanied children and youth, I needed consent from the 

NGO who was responsible for the unaccompanied minors. They required a clear outline my research 

plan and list of criteria for my required respondents. Therefore, I distributed my sample in four 

subgroups: group one included under aged children between 12 and 14, group two included under 

aged children between 15 and 17, group three included over aged youth between 18 and 20, and group 

four included over aged youth between 21 and 23. All groups comprised of eight respondents. Half of 

them male, and half of them female. Thus, in total I conducted 32 in-depth interviews (Appendix 1). 

For the focus groups and workshops I aimed to include the same sample as in the interviews because 

this would contribute making the sessions more natural due to the fact that we knew each other 

already. However, some respondents that I had interviewed were hard to find – or had already left the 

camp to Sudan. Therefore, I included five other respondents in my focus groups and workshops that 

did not participated in the interview sessions. All respondents were selected through purposive 

criterion sampling by the responsible NGO representatives. This sample strategy made it possible to 

include respondents from different backgrounds and with different personalities, but simultaneously 

complying with the criteria necessary for my research. These respondents represented the micro-actors 

in the field of refugee children’s rights (Bryman, 2012).  

The organizational representatives that I included in my research can be indicated as meso-

actors and include NGO personnel, and social workers of which the ideas regarding education, and 

rights to education were investigated. Their ideas highlighted the perspectives of children’s and 
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youth’s rights, and rights to education from a different angle. This angle revealed a professional and 

close relationship with the children and youth who received – or not received – education. Because I 

worked closely together with the NGO representatives I have observed and noted down relevant 

thoughts and ideas throughout the whole data collection period. Furthermore, I have attended meetings 

with the regional managers of the active NGOs which provided insights in the plans of prioritization, 

implementation, strategies, and working methods. I also conducted interviews with the camp manager, 

child protection officer, and case manager of the NGO that is responsible for the unaccompanied 

minors. Additionally, we have discussed the research topics extensively.  

Finally, I approached macro-actors such as UNHCR representatives, and ARRA officials. 

From the UNHCR I have met with the regional manager who is responsible for all registered refugees 

in Tigray. Furthermore, I discussed issues with the UNHCR camp manager. During the meetings we 

mainly discussed general camp dynamics and issues. This provided me with valuable insight of how 

the influx and outflow figures are established, and about the work of the UNHCR. Furthermore, I had 

weekly meetings with the protection officer of ARRA, from who I gained information about camp 

dynamics and policies, and with whom I discussed the progress of my research. Additionally, I 

attended two extensive meetings with high officials, and national managers of ARRA where topics 

regarding the difficulties in the country and the region were discussed from a higher political level, 

road maps were outlined for future progress, and possibilities for refugees were emphasized. These 

meetings also included issues regarding national and international policies, lack of budgets, and 

national problems regarding refugees.  

The main sample that I took was selected using a purposive criterion sampling strategy. The 

sample included respondents in different age groups. These age groups comprised of school going 

children (12-17), and youth (18-23) in the age category in which they have the age to start with a 

study. Other criteria included whether they arrived in the camp unaccompanied by a guardian or parent 

(Bryman, 2012). The camp officials, NGO officials, and social workers also exemplified certain 

dimensions of my interest. Such as educational representatives or team leaders in communities for 

unaccompanied children and youth. Latter respondents were approached via snowball sampling. Due 

to the use of this method I was able to reach a wide range of people from different levels of 

importance within the different institutions that are active in the region (Bryman, 2012). 

 

III. Data collection; methods and techniques  

 

In order to gain a comprehensive and thorough understanding of the Eritrean refugee children and 

youth in the Ai Frini refugee camp, I used a mixed methods research design. Mixed methods include 

qualitative, as well as quantitative data collection and analysis. Applying multiple methods helped me 
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to achieve triangulation, which ensured cross-checks of the social phenomena that were researched 

(Bryman, 2012). This is an advantage because my use of complex concepts, as well as the linguistic 

differences that I encountered. Additionally, I worked with an interpreter which led to loss of 

information. My choice of methods aimed to limit these losses or ambiguities and include 

unstructured, and semi-structured in-depth interviews with Eritrean unaccompanied children and 

youth, and with the officials involved. Additionally, I organised focus groups, drawing sessions, and 

workshops in which the different topics of my research were discussed. The quantitative data I 

collected included figures and numbers from NGOs, and from the UNHCR. Below I outlined all 

applied research methods. 

During the first phase of data collection I conducted on average four semi-structured 

interviews a day, which equals two days per age group. In total, this phase lasted for two weeks. I 

started the interviews with a demographic survey (Appendix 2) that provided me with basic 

information and backgrounds of the respondents. After the demographic scale I did the Impact of 

Event Scale (IES) (Appendix 3). Latter scale measures whether the respondents had trauma or not. The 

reason for measuring this was mainly to collect data for my colleague who did research on trauma, but 

it helped me to gain an extensive overview of the personal situation of the respondents. Additionally, 

because the scale measures sensitive topics there emerged a more trusted environment as soon as we 

started to discuss the topics around education. Subsequently I started with the interviews guided by my 

research instrument. The instrument (Appendix 4) that I had designed relied on concepts from the 

literature but left enough space for new aspects and topics which appeared as points of interest or 

concern of the respondents. Especially after the first interviews I adapted my instrument to these 

outcomes. 

The structure of the interviews was as follows. Firstly, I discussed the respondents history of 

education, this included the received education in Eritrea, current education in Ai Frini, and future 

aspirations regarding education. We discussed curricula issues, types of education, and how long 

people received education. Additionally, we discussed alternative learning methods, and self-study 

variants (Task Force on Higher Education and Society, 2000; Wright & Plasterer, 2012). Secondly, I 

analysed the living rights of the respondents (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013; Liebel, 2012). I asked 

them about their knowledge on written and legal rights, their perceptions of certain rights, and 

subsequently their rights claims. This was a complicated topic because the majority of the participants 

did not know what I was talking about. This had to do with the way of how I had conceptualised 

rights, and with the fact that my respondents came from regions were issues such as rights were not 

common. Furthermore, the youngest age groups did not have the age to fully understand the meaning 

of rights. The older the respondents were, the better their understanding about rights. As soon as I 

discussed this issue with my local supervisor we operationalised the concepts into more easily 

understandable ones. I operationalized “rights” to “things” that the respondents “may” and “must” do. 
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After the operationalization the outcomes revealed more valuable information. In the next phase I 

looked closer into these rights claims by looking at agency among the youngsters in the context of 

being a “refugee” or a “youngster”. The last phase of my interview included the issue of digital 

adaption regarding education. I analysed the accessibility and use of mobile phones as a possible tool 

for education.  

After the interviews I organized drawing sessions and focus groups in which I aimed for eight 

respondents per session, divided in under aged (12-17) and over aged groups (18-23). In order to 

locate their perceived positions within the system in which they live, regarding rights, learning, and 

rights to education, I designed the sessions in such a way that the children had to discuss their own 

perceptions with each other. During the first session I asked the children to draw thoughts and ideas on 

the topics on a large sheet of paper. It appeared to be difficult because most respondents – especially 

from the youngest age groups – showed little interest in education. Due to that, I focussed more on 

learning with the youngest groups. I made the participants draw animals and asked them what the 

mother of the animal will learn them, and then what they will learn them. Subsequently, I asked them 

to draw a person of their own age. I asked them to draw what the mother would learn the person, what 

they would learn the person, and what the person would learn himself. With the respondents from the 

older age groups I designed a focus group in a more advanced way regarding education. I asked the 

respondents to write down questions about what they hope to achieve within ten years, how they are 

planning to do that, and why, or how they can make this happen. Subsequently, I asked them to answer 

the questions for themselves. We discussed the answers together afterwards.  

After the workshops on education I did workshops on living rights, and digital education 

possibilities. As during the first session, for the youngest group the concepts appeared to be too 

difficult. Therefore, I operationalized the concepts in the same way as I did during the interviews. 

With the older respondents I aimed to emphasize injustices in regards to their educational background. 

With both age groups I paid attention in the second sessions to the respondents claim to education 

within the digital era. We outlined the mobile phone architecture in the low connectivity environment 

and searched together for possibilities for learning on mobile phones.  

In line with latter method on the mobile phone architecture, I conducted action based research 

around the introduction of the application 24COMS among the children and youth which they can use 

as platform of trusted communication, information sharing, and learning possibilities. This application 

is designed by a Dutch app developer and ensures these secured environments because the data-

reception-centre is located in the Netherlands and impermeable for foreign governments or hackers. 

The application may serve as a useful tool regarding “learning” about the situation in the camps, or for 

their future destination or routes, as well as a possible educational platforms which offers more 
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conventional educational programmes. The introduction of this app revealed valuable information, and 

important insights on the mobile phone use and functionality in the camp. 

Furthermore, I gathered a larger amount of descriptive quantitative data from the NGOs. They 

provided me with all data regarding the unaccompanied under aged children’s dates of arrival, missing 

dates, alleged location of further travels, and names of the places where the children come from in 

Eritrea. The dataset also outlined the different care arrangements per child, as offered by the specific 

NGO. The data include all under aged children since November 2014. 

Finally, during the whole research period I took field notes which I used as secondary source 

of data and as a way of reflecting on the research process. The observations I have written down 

include insights regarding learning, and living rights to education in people their private environments 

like inside their houses or in situations where people were gathering together with friends, such as 

birthdays or other special occasions. In the next section I outline the methods I used to analyse my 

data. 

 

IV. Data analysis 

 

The data consists of transcripts of interviews, notes of workshops and focus groups, and observations. 

Additionally, the drawings and sketches of the participants reveal interesting insights in their thoughts, 

and ways of working. I analysed the transcripts and field notes by using the qualitative research 

analysis programme Atlas.Ti. With this programme I analysed my data in a consistent and effective 

manner that allowed me to design relational concept trees, and hierarchical structure overviews. The 

first step included open coding sessions which I conducted while I was in the field. This contributed to 

improve the external validity because I was aware of the contextual situation and emotions that were 

expressed during the interviews and the other research sessions. The next step included thematic 

coding, which I also performed while in the field. Doing these steps in the field provided me with the 

possibility to shape and alter certain research strategies and techniques that contributed to more 

valuable data (Bryman, 2012).  

Beside all the qualitative data, I analysed the quantitative data that I received from the NGOs 

in Excel. The datasets include significant data of where the children come from, and about the care 

arrangements that holds the children for the longest periods in the camp. Additionally, I used 

descriptive quantitative data of the UNHCR regarding the general influx and outflow of Ai Frini 

refugee camp.  
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V. Ethical considerations 

 

Parental consent is often seen as key criterion when talking about ethics in research among children 

(Morrow & Richards, 1996, p. 90). A first ethical difficulty already reveals because of my focus, 

which is on unaccompanied children and youth, who cannot be given parental consent due to the 

absence of their parents. Furthermore, the unaccompanied Eritrean children and youth in the refugee 

camps in Ethiopia concerns an often traumatized, and vulnerable group that should be approached 

carefully and ethically conscious (van Reisen & Mawere, 2017). Ethics can be seen as broad and 

important concept in social science research. By ethics we mean: “a set of moral principles and rules 

of conduct”. Ethics relate a system of moral principles to prevent harming or wrongdoing against 

others. This system should be respectful to everyone, be fair, and promote the good (Morrow & 

Richards, 1996).  

In my research I paid special attention to the following ethical codes; firstly, I carefully 

considered the favourable risk/ benefit ratio. Especially because my research is conducted among this 

vulnerable group, I had to find the right balance between protecting the respondents from harm, and 

developing empirical knowledge that might be helpful to the group. This ethical consideration 

included the awareness that I raised concerning education for the refugees, specifically the lacking 

conditions in Ai Frini. Additionally, I consider the recommendations that I made to the active NGOs in 

the camp regarding education, taking ethical responsibility. Secondly, I carefully incorporated 

informed consent, through this ethical tool I respected the autonomy of the individual, and ensured 

that the participants were fully aware of what they are participating in. Difficulties appeared regarding 

this ethical consideration because of cultural and linguistic differences, therefore it was important that 

the purpose and approach of the research methods were outlined very clearly before participation. I 

ensured this ethical consideration by discussing the issues extensively with my interpreter. By making 

him fully aware of the importance of the ethical considerations, I believe that the participants were 

informed properly. Thirdly, a fair selection of the group of respondents was important, thus, I left no 

one structurally out due to convenience or other ungrounded reasons. The NGO that was responsible 

for the unaccompanied children randomly elected participants from different communities who 

fulfilled the criteria as outlined before. Fourthly, I took the social and scientific value into account, this 

included my aim to increase valuable knowledge, and subsequent knowledge that could be used in 

order to improve the situations of the Eritrean refugees. Fifthly, and lastly, I respected the potential, 

and enrolled participants. Since there exists a fundamental power difference between the researcher 

and the participants in this context, I took the code into account in every phase of the research (Ellis, 

Kia-Keating, Yusuf, Lincoln & Nur, 2007). 
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VI. Scope of research and limitations 

 

In this section I define the scope of my research and subsequently the limitations. Firstly, I limited 

myself to one specific ethnic group. Despite the fact that the region and the context are suitable for 

research on other ethnic refugee groups, my focus is exclusively on Eritreans. Additionally, my 

geographical scope in order to research this group is the Tigray region, and principally Ai Frini 

refugee camp. Both considerations include my awareness of the limited time and money that was set, 

and available for my research. The people I researched included a group of unaccompanied children 

and youth which influenced the results in a way that outcomes revealed to be homogeneous. The 

children and youth came all from border regions and where education was limited and modern 

technologies were not predominant. I focussed on specific age groups which left out a vast part of the 

Eritrean refugee population. During the fieldwork I spoke with many more people who did not fit into 

my sample but who revealed interesting insights regarding education, and rights to education of the 

whole population. Beside that I used the information in my thesis, I reported all additional outcomes 

that can be of relevance for future research to the European advisory group: European External Policy 

Advisors (EEPA). 

Since my fieldwork included education possibilities on mobile devices, another limitation is 

that Ai Frini is a refugee camp with low connectivity which made it complex to download the 

application 24COMS, and complicated other mobile phone functions. Whereas latter issues provided 

me with interesting insights and creative solutions regarding the mobile phone use of the residents of 

Ai Frini, the frustrations and difficulties around the functionality were prevalent.  

Lastly, I am a white man. This made it difficult to establish a trusted relationship with the 

participants. Especially at the beginning of my data collection period it was difficult to earn the trust of 

the young people. This was the most difficult with the girls of the youngest age groups (12-14). They 

seemed insecure and distrustful. Additionally, most white people who arrive in Ai Frini are high 

officials of UNHCR, this led to the idea of many people that they had to present themselves as suitable 

candidates for resettlement in a European country. This idea decreased as I spent time in the camp, and 

my relationships with the participants became more trusted and stronger. 

 

VII. Reliability, relevance and representativeness 

 

In this chapter I emphasized the structure and rationale of my research and highlighted the research 

criteria set to conduct valid and reliable research. Besides the different techniques that I used for 

triangulation, I paid special attention to methods to analyse and interpret my data. The ethical 

considerations include an important part of this chapter since I worked with a highly sensitive and 
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vulnerable group of young people. The emergency context, and the absence of parents or guardians, 

required special attention to ethical issues.  

Besides the validity and reliability, Guba and Lincoln (1994, in Bryman; 2012) argue that one 

should include the degree of trustworthiness and authenticity in social science research. They also 

argue in favour of profound research criteria since there does not exist one single social reality, which 

makes it complex to conduct valid and reliable social science research. Within trustworthiness one 

should include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The first three criteria, 

correspond to internal and external validity, and reliability. However, creditability also entails if the 

researcher understood the social world by correctly conducting research. I conducted my research 

following the written guidelines, and I discussed everything I did with my supervisors Dr. Olga 

Nieuwenhuys, Prof. Dr. Mirjam van Reisen, Mrs. Selam Kidane and research colleagues in Ethiopia. 

This improved the degree of creditability of my research. Guba and Lincoln (1994, in Bryman; 2012) 

also outlined the criteria of objectivity. There appear some issues in my research regarding this 

criteria. Since I worked with refugees who all fled their country, the attitudes and ideas against Eritrea 

were subjective, and predominantly negative. Additionally, my research colleagues include activists 

against the Eritrean regime which made the environment in which I was conducting my research not 

completely objective. I tried to remain as objective as possible, but am aware that my research 

environment influenced me to a certain degree. This appeared mainly when I discussed aspects of the 

Eritrean regime with my older respondents. I found it difficult to stay completely neutral during these 

discussions. 

Authenticity is the other suggested criteria by Lincoln and Guba (1994, in Bryman; 2012) 

which raises issues concerning the wider political impact of the research. One of authenticity’s criteria 

is fairness in representing different viewpoints. I included viewpoints of refugees from different age 

groups and different communities in the camp. I also discussed outcomes with various professionals in 

the camp who also provided their reflections and thoughts. I also discussed many issues extensively 

with my respondents and other members of the community. Additionally, it helped the members 

understand the different perspectives of their peers. I believe therefore that the data I have collected 

are sufficiently strong to support the analysis which is the objective of the next two chapters.  
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Chapter 5 

Children’s and youth’s perceptions and claims of education rights 

 

“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 

for all.”(UN General Assembly, 2015, p.17) 

I start this chapter with highlighting goal number four of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

As this goal aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all, it appears to be a good 

starting point for reflection on my research outcomes. In this chapter I present the first part of the 

results of my research, that include insights in the lives of the respondents, and their thoughts and 

ideas of rights, and rights to education. First, I zoom in into the perceptions of children and youth of 

rights in general. Secondly, I focus on the perceptions of the right to education. Thirdly, I highlight the 

actual right claim of education of the unaccompanied children and youth. Throughout my analysis I 

emphasize the most significant differences between the different age groups and between male and 

female respondents. Additionally, I present the outcomes of my different research methods per section, 

highlighting the degree of triangulation in my research (Bryman, 2012). All names in the result 

chapters are pseudonyms in order to protect the respondents’ identities. The age of the children and 

youth, place where the respondents came from and their gender is written in parentheses.   

 

I. Children’s and youth’s perceptions of children’s and human rights 

 

The general knowledge of children’s and human rights in Ai Frini appeared to be basic whenever I 

asked the children and youth direct questions regarding those issues. Especially the respondents from 

the youngest age groups (12-14 years old) had none or little understanding of the concepts as I had 

formulated and addressed them. Because of this issue I operationalized the concept further, and asked 

the respondents about rules that were set by countries, by people, or in Ai Frini itself. Due to the latter, 

answers revealed the respondent’s basic understanding of rules set by Eritrea and Ethiopia, and in Ai 

Frini. The 14 year old Rafael (Senafe, male) answered to questions about rules in Eritrea for example 

that the inhabitants of the country have to pay taxes. By asking certain questions, I gained more 

understanding of their thoughts, perceptions, and positions on the topic. Respondents from older age 

groups showed a better understanding of human and children’s rights. Especially the respondents who 

are active in the Ai Frini youth parliament4 showed profounder knowledge on what these rights are. 

Abraham (17 years old, Tsorona, male), who is a member of the parliament, explained that the 

                                                           
4 The unaccompanied minors section in Ai Frini organized weekly parliament meetings in which minors came 

together and discussed issues regarding education, housing, food, and other activities. The discussions were led 

by NGOs. 
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members of the parliament received courses on human rights. Responses such as Rafael’s and 

Abraham’s were limited, the predominant part of respondents did not know what children’s or human 

rights are. Several respondents said that they know the concept, but that they cannot explain what it 

means. Other respondents gave their own meaning to the concept, revealing the children’s and youth’s 

own ideas of rights. A clear example of this came forward during the interview with Fitsum (21 years 

old, Mai Menne, male):  

Interviewer: “[…] and do you know what rights are?” 

Fitsum: “I know.” 

Interviewer: “What do you know about it?” 

Fitsum: “My right is whatever I choose.” 

However, as soon as I asked more questions about rights, rights in Ethiopia, or rights as refugee, 

Fitsum responded as follows: “I am the whole day in the church, I don’t know any rights”. This 

highlighted that whereas he knew what rights are, he could not clearly outline what kind of rights he 

was familiar with. The few respondents that told me during the interviews that they knew what rights 

are, but who had difficulties explaining the concept, emphasized that back in Eritrea there were no 

rights at all. Another notable appearance was that there was not one female respondent who could tell 

me about any rights during the interviews. But during the focus group and workshops, some female 

respondents demonstrated a better understanding about rights. This was interesting because during 

these focus group the females agreed and discussed upon the meaning of certain rights (Photos 1 & 2).  

         

Photos 3 & 4: Workshop 1 on rights to education, age-group 1 (12-14 years old), 26 July, 2017 (Photos: Author) 

During the focus groups on rights and education, knowledge and understanding of rights 

became more visible. Especially the respondents of the older age groups seemed to agree with one 

another on what rights are. The respondents from age group four (21-23 years old) argued that they 

had the right to get food and shelter. Additionally, one respondent stated that as soon as he will arrive 

in another country, in Europe or America, the government there has to help them with money or work. 

Similar answers appeared during different focus groups. The answers that the respondents gave about 

why these countries has to help them with work or money included the fact that the respondents will 

do “anything that country asks for”. Additionally, they stated that the UNHCR agreed upon these kind 

of issues. Whereas the respondents could not refer to the exact rights or conventions – they knew and 
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understood several universal rights as outlined in for example in the Convention and Protocol relating 

to the Status of Refugees (UNHCR, 2010).  

Though various respondents got specific ideas regarding rights, or rules in the different 

countries, but far reaching explanations or exemplifications remained absent. Reasons why my group 

of respondents did not had deeper knowledge on these issues were possibly that all respondents came 

from poor border regions where information, and information sharing possibilities are highly limited. 

This results in a state of affairs in which all information goes from mouth to mouth within the context 

of small villages without access to modern media or other information sharing platforms. All 

respondents answered in the same way to my questions on how they gathered information back in 

Eritrea. Information on rights, information about the country, or information in general was all 

received via comparable methods. They received information from friends or simply from “people”. 

Some respondents with little understanding of the issue, became familiar with rights as soon as they 

arrived in Ai Frini. Additionally, the method of gathering information in Ai Frini changed slightly. 

Whereas most information was gathered via mouth to mouth, and via camp officials who drive around 

in vehicles with speakers on the roof, various respondents emphasized that information from outside 

Ai Frini, and about the world in general, was received via Facebook. This was interesting because 

back in Eritrea most children and youth were not familiar with social media. Upon their arrival they 

became familiar with the social media and started to use it as source of information. Wilia (18 years 

old, Mai Menne, female) for example stated the following: 

Interviewer: “[…] and how do you access news and information?” 

Wilia: “From Facebook, there I can access any news, and anything else I want to know.” 

[…] 

Interviewer: “Do you use your phone to learn new skills? Language or something else?” 

Wilia: “Yes.” 

Interviewer: “What kind of skills?” 

Wilia: “I see… on Facebook for example… I see new things, and then I can answer the questions 

that people ask.” 

Interviewer: “Questions? What kind of questions?”  

Wilia: “Any questions. I can give comments [on Facebook] to everything.” 

Thus, Facebook was a valuable source of information about the world. This become even more 

evident for me when my translator told me that I should be careful with eating eggs when I return to 

the Netherlands. He told me this because of the fipronil problems (NOS, 2017) that occurred in the 

Netherlands, and which was widely spread among the Eritrean diaspora. Whereas relevant – and less 

relevant – information was reachable for the people in Ai Frini, the use of Facebook as information 

source can also be dangerous due to fake news and misinformation, for example on secondary 

migration routes, or about human traffickers.  

Where I took a close look on the respondents perceptions of human and children’s rights in the 

latter section – in what follows I discuss the perceptions of the right to education. I start with analysing 
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the general ideas and perceptions of education in order to give a clear and thorough understanding of 

the subject. 

 

II. Children’s and youth’s perceptions of right to education 

 

In order to outline the perceptions of the right to education of the unaccompanied children and youth 

in Ai Frini, I first tried to map the respondent’s general perspectives on education. This was important 

because quickly it appeared that my conceptualisation of education did not coincided with the ideas of 

education from the children and youth in Ai Frini. Furthermore, all the respondents in my research had 

never received higher education, and only few finalized secondary education. Since there were no 

secondary education opportunities in Ai Frini, many respondents were also excluded from education in 

the camp itself. Latter might have affected the respondents perceptions of education, and of rights to 

education. Whereas in the first instance education was emphasized as important, later on in the 

interviews, and during the focus groups on education, it appeared frequently to be a last priority for the 

respondents. Therefore, I sought to understand what kind of learning the respondents prioritized in 

general. By looking more closely at the issue of learning, it became clearer how the children and youth 

perceive their right to education, or their right to learn. Whenever I asked the respondents directly 

whether education is important, everybody classified it as very important. All respondents replied to 

the question about the importance of education, that if they want to achieve something, or if they want 

to communicate with others, they need to receive proper education. The respondents also said during 

the interviews that the schools in Eritrea provided good quality education.  

However, various children of the two youngest age groups (12-14, and 15-17 years old), for 

whom educational possibilities were available in the camp, did not attend the school. They preferred to 

stay in their homes, or attend the church school. Regarding the latter, the church school included 

religious focussed educational programmes offered by the Orthodox Church (Photos 3 & 4). The 

programmes basically include lectures in which the bible was discussed, and where was preached. 

Additionally, singing classes were provided by the institution. It remained vague why the church 

school going children did not attend the conventional primary school, but some children said that it 

was because of medical problems, or because they could not wake up in the morning. Latter finding 

raised suspicion that it may also due to a missing parental authority, and a lack of motivation. 

Feinstein and Symons (1999) highlighted the problem of lacking parental involvement, and 

emphasized the negative effect on school attendance and attainment.  
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Photos 5 & 6: The influential Orthodox Church in Ai Frini where religious classes are offered (Photos: Author) 

The importance and quality of education were discussed during the focus groups with the 

youth from the two oldest age groups (18-20, and 21-23 years old). Whereas during the interviews 

they all agreed upon the importance of education, and praised the quality of the schools in Eritrea, 

there were contradicting statements: 

Interviewer: “What happened in the last weeks, you all told me the schools were good in 

Eritrea?” 

Participant: “The school was good in Eritrea – but we noticed this when we came here. In Eritrea 

we did not care about education – now we are here and we remember the schools in Eritrea – and 

we realized that it was good.” 

This quote reveals discontent regarding education in Ai Frini. This is understandable because, as said, 

there are no conventional education possibilities for everybody available in the camp. The discussion 

continued with insights about why the people did not care about education back in Eritrea:  

Participant 1: “In Eritrea everybody goes to Sawa, the military training, so why should we go to 

school or learn other languages? We would never be able to use this.” 

Participant 2: “We prefer to get married and have children rather than going to school, then we 

do not have to go to Sawa or the military training.” 

Sawa is the military training year that all people have to attend and finish. After the 11th grade, 

everyone will continue to grade 12, which is Sawa military training (EASO, 2015). After finishing this 

year one enters the compulsory national service, or will be redirected to one of the nine colleges. 

Those who are redirected to one of these colleges included only extraordinary good students, only a 

very little percentage of the population. When women get married and give birth, they are expelled 

from the national service and will be in charge of the care and breed of the children, while the husband 

may be sent to perform the national service far from home. Nevertheless, contradicting stories arose 

regarding Sawa. Whereas most respondents from the older age groups (18-20, and 21-23 years old) 

highlighted that they did not want to attend the Sawa, and even left the country in order to omit this, 

some respondents told me that they missed the opportunity to attend it when they lived in Eritrea. 

Yodiel (20 years old, Shilalo, female) said that she would have liked to attend the Sawa, and that she 

“really missed it”. When I asked her about the reason for her flight to Ethiopia the answer was that 

she “just went with her friends”. She highlighted that she was enjoying everything in Eritrea and did 
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not like to be in the camp. However, she did not want to go back to Eritrea because since she arrived 

here she has heard many good stories about Europe, which has become her new objective.  

In Ai Frini different vocational education and training (VET) courses are offered by the 

NGOs. All participants who are taking classes at the VET programmes were positive about the 

different courses, they all emphasized that they enjoyed the programmes, and that they were learning 

many new skills. These programmes aim to ensure a holistic transformation of the lives of the 

refugees, and empower the youth in order to establish peace, and social and political stability (Khisoni, 

2016). Besides the positive experiences of the participants of the courses, issues regarding the VET 

courses arose. Frehwini (16 years old, Sheshewit, female) explained that she dropped out of the 

regular school because she could not enter the VET programme from the current school grade. Her 

subsequent reaction was to drop out the regular school, and attend the church classes. Also during the 

workshops other insights appeared regarding the VET programmes, one participant stated: “The NGO 

gives shoes or clothes when people go to school, so we tell them [other Ai Frini residents] that, and 

then the people will go to school as well [to the VET programmes]”. These outcomes are in 

contradiction with the good intentions of the VET programmes; in the case of Frehwini the VET 

programme was seen as a legitimate reason to drop out of the normal school, and the second statement 

highlights an undesirable negative side effect of the programme.   

Because conventional education appeared not to be prioritized by various respondents, I 

scrutinized what the respondents considered as important to learn. I did this by asking the children and 

youth if they had their own methods to learn new things or skills. Questions included if they read 

books, or watched documentaries. During the interviews there were no respondents who read books or 

watched documentaries at all, neither they had their own methods or techniques for learning new 

things or skills. However, during the workshops we did exercises in which I asked the respondents to 

draw animals and people, and to write or draw things that the respondents saw as important to learn 

(Photo 7 & 8). Outcomes revealed that the main objective of learning new things or skills, centralized 

around learning (house)work, or skills in order to earn money directly. This include how to search for 

gold, and how to train animals to stay in the herd. Beside this, moral and religious skills were 

considered as important. These skills included that whenever a priest comes to your house you must 

give him water and wash his legs. Another important moral lessons was that the father of the house is 

the one who will eat at first and subsequently distribute the food among the people in the house. 

Notable was that during the different workshops and focus groups people focussed extensively on the 

skills of animals, and how to work with animals, this included the fact that for each animal different 

words and demands are used. When someone want to say “go” to an animal they use the following 

words per animal: 

 



43 
 

Cat = Dum! 

Chicken = Cut! 

Donkey = Cha! 

Dog = Whutsa! 

Ox = Hies! 

Some of these words also appeared in the drawings of the children from age group two (15-17 years 

old): 

  

Photo 7 & 8: Workshop 1, age-group 2 (15-17 years old), 25 July 2017 

The photos above highlight where the respondents put their priority. Since they focus on how to work 

in the household, and how to train their animals, the children’s and youth’s main aim is to be 

independent. Conventional educational aspects in the drawings of the children remained highly limited 

which coincides with the earlier outcomes regarding perceptions of formal, institutionalised education. 

This trend became clearer with each research technique, and was also consolidated in the perspectives 

on rights to education. These outcomes highlighted that for the youngsters education is not only about 

formal schooling. Rather, the children and youth in Ai Frini were learning utmost important skills in 

order to survive and to collaborate with the household members – which is a central and important 

aspect of the Eritrean children’s and youth’s lives. 

Thus, the perceived rights of formal education where not predominant. Most respondents 

could not outline what I meant with rights in general. Therefore, I omitted direct questions regarding 

rights to education with these respondents. However, the respondents who knew about rights stressed 

out some thoughts on rights to education back in Eritrea. Abraham (17 years old, Tsorona, male) 

highlighted the lack of rights to education back in Eritrea, but at the same time he outlined the 

difference with the education in Ethiopia:  

Interviewer: “[…] and in Eritrea, what kind of rights to education did you have?” 

Abraham: “There is no right at all. If you don’t come to the class you pay, like 500 Nakfa. All 

children has the right to learn, but when you are absent from class, the problems are for you, they 

will punish you.”  

[…] 
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Interviewer: “[…] and here in Ethiopia, how is it here with the right to education?” 

Abraham: “Here if you go to school it’s better, if you don’t want, there is no pressure from 

outside, so they give you the chance to get other skills. Like computer class, they give you other 

chances.” 

The reaction on the right to education is not in line with the findings that I have outlined before, where 

the absence of pressure appeared to be a problem for young children that are not at school. Abraham is 

seeing this differently and approached the absence of pressure as an opportunity to learn other, 

different skills. Additionally, the positive perspective of Abraham on the education provision in the 

camp does not correspond with the outcomes of the focus groups in which it was highlighted that 

education in Eritrea was considered as good, and in Ai Frini as poor.  

 

III. Claim on right to education  

 

As the respondents’ ideas of rights, of formal education, and of rights to formal education appeared to 

be disparate and basic, the actual claim on the rights to formal education varied and was limited. 

Individual right claims to education appeared a few times, but the predominant part of the respondents 

perceived formal education as something that has to be offered, and presented to them as such. Most 

individual right claims to education were outlined by the respondents as follows: they ask the team 

leaders, or teachers “politely” to educate them, or they ask the teachers to let them enter the classes. 

Regarding the fact that education is perceived as something that actively has to be offered to the 

children and youth, it appeared to be important that respondents are stimulated and motivated by 

peers, team leaders, and professionals. On questions if the children and youth motivate each other to 

go to school, almost all respondents who attended regular education replied that they do motivate each 

other. Every morning they tell each other to wake up, and to go to school. In various cases the 

respondents brought forward that they tell each other to skip breakfast if it seemed that they would be 

late for school. Rafael (14 years old, Senafe, male), who has no family in Eritrea or anywhere else in 

the world replied to the question if there was anything he would like to have or possess: “I would like 

to have a brother abroad who buys me a mobile phone and who is motivating me to go to school.” 

This quote highlights that the wish to be motivated, and preferably by a family member, was 

considered important. Regarding claims on rights to education, one participant in the focus group with 

the oldest respondents revealed a clear claim. He said that his grandfather forbid him to go to school, 

but that he disobeyed and went anyway5. The discussion in this focus group continued and highlighted 

insights in family dynamics of the respondents. The group concluded that the reason why they did not 

receive a proper education, or why they are not very interested in receiving education, is due to their 

parents who are not educated themselves. Because their parents always forced them to work, and did 

                                                           
5 Focus group 2, age-group 4 (21-23 years old), 5 August 2017. 



45 
 

not show them the importance of education, the youth themselves never felt the real importance of 

education. In this outcome, the sharp difference between the perceptions of the children in the different 

age groups also appeared. Where the youngest children claim that learning how to survive, help their 

families, and work is a rather a normal and positive element of learning – the youth from the older age 

groups highlighted that the deprivation of formal education by their parents resulted in the fact that 

they don’t have any academic skills at the moment. They outlined the negative dynamic instead of the 

positive dynamics as outlined by the youngest children.   

 

In sum, as I have argued in this chapter; the concepts of human and children’s rights, and especially 

rights to education, is mainly unfamiliar to the children and youth in Ai Frini. The ideas of the 

respondents regarding these rights, as I had conceptualised them, are limited. The few respondents 

who had some knowledge of the rights as I addressed them, gained this knowledge during their stay in 

Ai Frini. Surprisingly, even if the female respondents during the interviews did not have any 

knowledge of the topic, they took a clearer, and more knowledgeable position during the focus groups. 

Also formal education as I had conceptualised and addressed it, seemed not to be the main 

preoccupation for the children and youth in Ai Frini. In order to find out what is important for the 

children and youth in the camp I adjusted my focus to learning experiences instead of formal 

education. This revealed that respondents had limited knowledge of formal educational possibilities. 

This is understandable since these children and youth lived in regions where modern information 

sharing and retrieving possibilities were not available. The answers to questions regarding learning 

and education demonstrated that the focus of the respondents was on learning skills in order to work, 

or in order to maintain the house well organised. Additionally, the work-focussed, and highly practical 

answers regarding learning centralised around animals; how to take care of them, and how to train 

them so that they can help making an income. Furthermore, the missing authority who should 

stimulate children and youth to attend the school substantiate Feinstein and Symons’ (1999) claim that 

this has a negative effect on school attendance. Additionally, the perceptions of the right to education 

revealed interesting visions that links with the theory on missing authority; education was seen as 

something that had to be externally offered, and actively provided by third parties. To return to goal 

number four of the Sustainable Development Goals: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”(UN General Assembly, 2015, p.17) – 

in the context of living rights to education – my data suggest that this goal is not pivotal for the 

children and youth in Ai Frini, and that they rather aim for an improvement of their knowledge on 

skills, work, and ways of earning money. As such, another conceptualisation of education than the 

institutionalised formal education as I was looking for, seemed necessary. The education, as well as 

the children’s and youth’s conceptualisation of rights to education revealed a complete different 

perspective on issues that are of relevance and importance in the context of Ai Frini and Eritrea. In 
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what follows I present my results regarding the future aspirations of the children and youth in Ai Frini. 

In this chapter I also highlight the misunderstanding between the NGO’s strategies to help the refugees 

in the context of education. The results in the following chapter reveal how claims to education rights 

are realized. 
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Chapter 6 

Children’s and youth’s claims on the right to education 

 
In the previous chapter I outlined children’s and youth’s perceptions of rights, rights to education, and 

how they claim their rights, and argued that the children and youth in Ai Frini aim for improving their 

skills for earning money which they subsequently can use upon arrival in Europe. In this chapter I 

firstly take a closer look on the aspirations and desires regarding education abroad of the 

unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children and youth in Ai Frini. Secondly, I discuss misunderstandings 

between the NGOs and the children and youth regarding education. Thirdly, since education provision 

on digital devices is developing and becoming more common in Africa, as well as in emergency 

situations (Lewis & Thacker, 2016), I decided to research how digital education possibly could 

facilitate in claims to education rights. I outline the actual situation and coping mechanisms of the 

children and youth in this context. 

 

I. Underlying thoughts and aspirations for education abroad 

 

The picture below shows a young girl who crossed the Eritrean border to Ethiopia the night before, in 

her hands she holds a note with the phone number of her father in Europe which will be her end 

station: 

 

Photo 9: New arrival in Ai Frini. (Photo: Author) 

The principal aim of the children and youth in Ai Frini is mainly centralised around the same 

objective: go to Europe or the United Stated of America. Whenever I asked the children and youth 

about educational desires or their aspirations for the future, they all gave similar answers. These 

answers included the desire to work, and generally to have practical jobs such as tailoring, working as 



48 
 

a cook, carpenter or metal-worker. But before starting to work, the majority of the respondents wanted 

to “finish their education”. The youngsters’ ideas about education rely mainly on the vocational 

education (VET) programmes as they are offered in Ai Frini. They include, as said, training in exactly 

the jobs mentioned by the youngsters. These ideas betray their very limited exposure to possibilities 

regarding education abroad. When I asked the children (12-14, and 15-17 years old) more specifically 

what would be their dream job or biggest wish when they are grown-up and resettled, most of the 

youngest children mentioned that they wanted to be teacher or a doctor – not mentioning anything that 

relates to studies in these areas. One respondent said that he would like to be a car driving instructor. 

In the youngest age groups (12-14, and 15-17 years old) two children wanted to become a professional 

football player. The limited knowledge of the possibilities of what kind of studies or jobs are available 

abroad was highlighted during the interview with Maria (13 years old, Meleksoyto, female):  

Interviewer: “[…] and what kind of job do you like to have?” 

Maria: “I don’t know… do you have a manual? […] what kind of work is there available in the 

United States?” 

[job examples are given…] 

Maria: “I like to be a doctor.” 

The fact that the children in the youngest age group did not have a clear idea about what they wanted 

to do when they are grown up, is mainly linked with their age, and social and economic backgrounds 

(Gottfredson, 1981). The interview with Maria also revealed that she had left Eritrea relatively 

unprepared. This appeared also in various other interviews in which the respondents highlighted that 

they had no plan or strategy when they decided to cross the border. Maria said: 

Interviewer: “[…] and why did you leave Eritrea?” 

Maria: “I had no plan to come here. I was going to collect fruits […] while I was busy collecting 

them my friend took me by the arm, and together we crossed the border. I didn´t have any 

plan…” 

Whereas unplanned behaviour was dominant among the youngest age group (12-14 years old), some 

children did plan their travel to Ethiopia ahead. Some children even had clear wishes about where they 

were going to and what they wanted to do. Alejandra (14 years old, Shambuko, female) claimed that 

she wanted to go to Germany to go to school there because the schools in Eritrea were not good. 

However, when I asked Alejandra more precisely why she exactly wanted to go to Europe she gave 

two different reasons. The first reason was that her brother in Germany told her to come. Her brother 

was at the moment of the interview trying to gather money to pay for her travel across the 

Mediterranean Sea. Alejandra was waiting for her brother to collect enough money to pay for the 

travel, or until he gives her green light to go by herself. The other reason she gave about why she 

wanted to go to Europe was that they [the children in Ai Frini] “hear about it [Europe]”. To my 

question about what they hear about Europe, she responded that when you arrive in Europe you can 

send money back to your family in Eritrea. This hearsay is the main ingredient of the children’s 
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imagined lives abroad. Youth in the older age groups (18-20, and 21-23 years old) had more explicit 

desires and ideas about education abroad as they seemed more aware of educational possibilities 

abroad than the younger children. Nguse (18 years old, Adi Quala, male) was clear on this: 

Interviewer: “If we could change anything in Eritrea or in your life. What would it be? 

What change would make you go back to Eritrea?” 

Nguse: “If I learn electronics.” 

Interviewer: “Why?” 

Nguse: “Because I want to work in Eritrea as an electrician.”  

Interviewer: “Is it possible to learn electronics here?” 

Nguse: “Yes.” 

Interviewer: “Are you planning to do so?” 

Nguse: “Yes, I am planning it.” 

This answer suggests that the youth were aware of the limited educational possibilities in Eritrea, and 

the wider assortment of possibilities in Ethiopia. However, when I asked Nguse more specifically if he 

wanted to go back to Eritrea after qualifying as an electrician, he laughed and added: “[…] and the 

government has to change.” Yowel (18 years old, Mai Menne, male) also said that he wants to work 

in Eritrea eventually. He said that he liked his life in Eritrea better than in Ai Frini, and so did his 

friends who have all returned to Eritrea. When I asked him why he has not returned with his friends he 

told me that he wanted to “[…] improve my mind”. In Ai Frini he could take different courses that will 

give him more skills in order to earn money. Nevertheless, his main goal was to go to Europe and 

work there. If that was impossible due to financial reasons he planned to take all the “free” courses in 

Ai Frini, and then return to Eritrea. Rozina (13 years old, Shambuko, female) emphasized that she also 

wanted to return to Eritrea and fulfil a specific wish. She was the only respondent from the youngest 

age group who had this wish: 

Interviewer: “[…] and what is your goal?” 

Rozina: “To be a teacher.” 

Interviewer: “You want to be a teacher. What kind of teacher?” 

Rozina: I want to teach zegaduamy [similar to political science]… actually, I just want to give 

different subjects in some place in Eritrea.” 

But the children and youth with whom I spoke and who wanted to return eventually to Eritrea was 

limited. Most other respondents were clear that they wanted to go to Europe or America, and never 

return to live in their home country, even if some told me that they would go back to visit family. 

Notable was that some of the children and youth had detailed information about the process regarding 

visits to Eritrea after illegally arriving in Europe. They carefully outlined that they had to wait for five 

years until they were naturalized, and from that moment onwards they could save money and buy a 

ticket to Eritrea to visit family.  

 In sum, the educational aspirations and underlying thoughts of the children and youth in Ai 

Frini is mainly centralized around the VET courses, as offered by the NGOs. Whereas some children 
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had more ambitious wishes about future jobs, most respondents wanted to work in one of the sectors 

for which the VET courses prepared them. In the section that follows, I argue that these ideas were 

based on how the NGOs and the Ethiopian government interpreted refugee children’s right to 

education.  

 

II. Misunderstanding in Ai Frini: The educational gate to Europe? 

 

In this section I highlight the gap between the desires and aspirations of the children and youth, and 

the policies of the NGOs and the Ethiopian governmental refugee organization ARRA. As outlined in 

the former section; the children and youth mainly want to go to Europe. They aim to arrive in Europe 

with their newly learned skills from the VET programmes. The NGO and ARRA staff in Ai Frini are 

generally aware of these desires. The educational coordinator of ARRA, responsible for primary 

education in the camp, stated during an interview: 

“The main objective of the children here is not education, but to go abroad. The interest in 

education is very low and there are many dropouts.”  

He claimed that of the 1238 students this year (August 2017) 700 had dropped out. In such an 

environment, in which education is received with little interest by the children, the provision of quality 

education is difficult. But there was at the same time also little motivation or visible effort from the 

government’s side to change this situation, or improve the educational opportunities in order to keep 

the children and youth in school. This stance was confirmed by a high camp official6: 

“They are right to leave! How can they stay here? We need to give them alternatives if we 

want them to stay.” 

Alternatives were not given or available, and thus the people left. This is in contrast to the official 

policy that aims at providing sustainable and progressive development inside the camps. While the 

policy includes road maps for the future, and ambitious plans for the refugees7, the execution of the 

plans leaves much to be desired, and this becomes evident as soon as you arrive in Ai Frini. The main 

problem is that, as argued by the governmental camp officials, there is not enough money to improve 

the situation.  

NGOs inside the camp are aware that many people were leaving. They aim to provide 

qualitative courses, and intend to keep the children and youth inside the camp. They are searching for 

                                                           
6 In order to protect the respondent’s anonymity, I do not reveal his name, nor his function. 
7 These plans were extensively discussed during the meetings I attended with regional managers of ARRA, and 

with the deputy director in Addis Ababa. 
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sustainable solutions, and for incentives that make the children and youth stay. They have established 

for example factories and stores in the camp where the youth can work after completing a VET course. 

Upon completion of the three or six month courses, the responsible NGOs organize big graduation 

ceremonies were all NGOs and high UN officials are invited. I attended the graduation of the end of 

the semester when I was in the camp (July 2017) and was surprised about the good organization and 

the commotion around the event. All friends and family of the graduates were invited, free food and 

drinks were available for everyone, big cameras were installed to record the whole event, and at the 

end of the official part of the ceremony the Ai Frini camp-band played some songs (see photos 10 & 

11 below).  

 

Photos 10 & 11: Vocational Education and Training Graduation ceremony on 13 July 2017 (Photos: Author) 

During the distribution of the certificates speeches were given by a high official of the issuing NGO. 

This official was together with me and one other humanitarian worker the only white person attending 

the ceremony. During the speeches some notable words were expressed: 

“[…] this is just the beginning, now you are graduates, this was only the first step, you will 

achieve so much more from now on!” 

The words are not only remarkable because there are no follow-up courses or further study 

possibilities in Ai Frini, but also because the choice of words and symbols suggest that the students 

have achieved an internationally recognized degree. This is not the case; the certificate merely express 

the achievement of completion of one of the VET courses – but is not an official document to be used 

as legal diploma or entrance qualification for any follow up courses abroad. Whereas the courses are 

provided with the best intentions and received with enthusiasm, they create the illusion that after 

graduation the students are ready and well-prepared for life abroad. This became clear during one 

focus group with the youth from age group three (18-20 years old). They also betrayed being poorly 

informed about job opportunities abroad:  

Participant: “I am graduated here [VET programme] as a cook, so I will work as a cook there.” 

Interviewer: “But what if they don’t need a cook?” 

Participant: “If there is no work as a cook I will do anything else they have for me; like carrying 

things from one place to another.” 

Interviewer: “[…] how will you get money to learn the language?” 
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Participant: “First I will work with my graduate certificate.” 

Interviewer: “But how will you work there without knowing the language?” 

Participant: “First I must learn the language. If not, I need an interpreter who has to live together 

with me.”  

Interviewer: “Who will pay for an interpreter?” 

Participant: “All countries have agreed together that they will pay for an interpreter [for 

refugees].”  

One notable aspect here is that the participant in the focus group seemed to be rather well informed 

about certain refugee rights. The way of how the participant perceived codified refugee rights, and 

how he is planning to act upon these rights whenever he arrives in another country, reveals interesting 

insights about their ideas of certain rights.  

 In sum, this section highlighted the ambiguities exiting between the NGOs provision of-, and 

the children’s and youth’s perception of education in Ai Frini. The NGOs are offering quality courses 

that intend to keep the refugees in the camp and to improve their self-esteem, and possibilities to be 

independent in the future. On the other hand, the youngsters in Ai Frini are taking the courses 

believing that they are qualifying for jobs in Europe. The VET courses were mainly for the youth and 

adults in Ai Frini. Many children did not have any opportunity for learning since there is no secondary 

education provision available. To scrutinize whether possibilities for education provision on digital 

devices are possible, I mapped out the mobile phone architecture of the camp. In the next section I 

outline to what extent education on mobile phones can facilitate in right claims to education. 

  

III. Digital education in low connectivity environments  

 

Since the world is becoming more and more digitalized, I went to Ai Frini assuming that digital 

education might have been a possible facilitator for claims to the right of education (Head, van Hoeck 

& Garson, 2015). Although almost everyone has a cell phone nowadays, my assumption was wrong. 

In the former sections the focus was on future aspirations, and on the education currently provided in 

the camp which leads to misunderstanding between the NGOs and the refugees. In this section I 

highlight that youngsters have no other alternatives. Whereas digital education is becoming more 

popular – also in emergencies situations (Lewis & Thacker, 2016) – this appeared to be problematic in 

Ai Frini. To provide an overview of the situation in Ai Frini, I first outline the mobile phone 

architecture, and then I highlight the coping mechanisms of the children and youth with the low 

connectivity. Whereas most respondents from the youngest age group (12-14 years old) did not have a 

cell phone, almost all respondents of the oldest three age groups (15-17, 18-20, and 21-23 years old) 

had a mobile phone. The possession of the digital devices in Ai Frini did not appeared an issue, the 

main issue in the camp was the connectivity.  
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Photo 12: Discovering 24COMS in Ai Frini. (Photo: M. van Reisen) 

The connectivity in the camp was poor. The moments in which the connection could be 

qualified as good was between midnight, and seven o’clock in the morning. During these hours one 

could easily access the internet and make phone calls. Especially during the day it was hard to get even 

a weak signal. The people in Ai Frini used tricks in order to get connection. The principal trick was to 

dial 112 – the emergency number. By dialling this number continuously the mobile phones could 

grasp a weak signal in which the people could use the internet for a short time. Some people used the 

application Psiphon8, designed for people in oppressive regimes and ensuring a free space to surf on 

the internet. In Ai Frini the application was used because it enforced the internet connection and 

maintained the signal for a short time. Once the weak connection was established, the people could 

open their principal Facebook page, or send a message via Viber or Messenger. All people that I spoke 

with in Ai Frini – respondents of my research, and non-respondents – used their mobile phones mainly 

for entertainment and communication within the camp and with family abroad. Entertainment included 

the use of Facebook, games, music, and applications that produced jokes and poems. Communication 

applications were mainly Viber, IMO, and Messenger. Communication with Eritrea via normal phone 

calls or internet is not possible because the governments of Eritrea and Ethiopia closed all regular 

communication possibilities. In order to communicate with family in Eritrea some of the respondents 

used the applications “Tango9” or “Nymgo10”. These applications can establish a connection between 

Ethiopia and Eritrea – via the US. Thus, in order to use these applications one needs to put US dollars 

on their account which for most people was not possible due to a lack of money. I tried to download 

the application 24COMS on the children and youth there cell phones, which should accommodate 

educational programmes. The application 24COMS is an app that works on low connectivity and 

ensured a secured digital environment. 24COMS could display for example basic language courses. 

However, since the connectivity was too weak to download this application, and phone-credit was too 

                                                           
8 See https://psiphon.ca/ for more information on this application. 
9 See https://www.tango.me/ for more information on this application. 
10 See https://www.nymgo.com/ for more information on this application. 

https://psiphon.ca/
https://www.tango.me/download/
https://www.nymgo.com/
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valuable to spend on this programme, people did not want to download the application form the 

internet. In order to get the application on their phones the respondents used share-applications which 

converted the phones in mobile hotspots that could connect with other phones. Once the phones were 

connected people could share applications, documents, or other files for free. Subsequently, these 

applications were also used to get 24COMS on the phones. Beside the practical difficulties with 

getting the application on the phones of the respondents, I explored whether the respondents were 

interested in education on mobile phones, and if so – what kind of education. Most respondents told 

me that they were interested in having such programmes on their phones. I told the children and youth 

to send me a message via the application with ideas for programmes or functions that they would like 

to have on their phones – I emphasized that it could be anything they would like to have. Of all 

respondents there was not one who sent me a message via the application. When I asked them why 

they did not send me anything they told me that they would do that later. Apparently, the idea that I 

had regarding these possibilities did not match with the ideas and thoughts of my respondents. The 

respondents’ ideas about education were merely based around the VET programmes as offered in the 

camp. Other learning opportunities that were recognized by my respondents include dictionaries and 

bibles which could be accessed via the mobile phone. Especially dictionaries or other language 

application appeared to be popular, when I asked Makelet (16 years old, Tsorona, female) about what 

she would like to have on her phone she replied to me “language software”. The wish to use the 

phone to learn new things or access information by the internet appeared a few times. Kume (20 years 

old, Adi Quala, male) would like to access the internet in order to find new things: 

Interviewer: “Is there anything you would like to have on your phone?” 

Respondent: “I want a touch mobile phone [smart phone], I want Viber, Facebook, and I want to 

search whatever I want on Google. I also want to send pictures to my parents and friends, 

wherever they are.” 

But answers such as Kume’s were rare, for most respondents the mobile phone was for entertainment 

and contact with family. I asked all respondents to scale the importance of the phones for them in “not 

important”, “relatively important”, or “very important”. Only one respondents replied the question 

with “relatively important” – all others scaled the mobile as “very important”.  

As such, it appeared to be difficult to introduce the mobile phone as facilitator for claims to 

rights to education. The children’s and youth’s level of interest in Western ideas of education was too 

minimal to trigger them to use their mobile phones as learning environment. Additionally, because of 

the low connectivity in Ai Frini, the actions that needed to be conducted by the people themselves for 

a good functional education programme on the phone, were too complex for a too little gain in respect 

to the interest of the participants.  

 



55 
 

In sum, in this chapter I outlined the future aspirations and desires of the children and youth in Ai 

Frini. The principal wish of the children and youth is to go to Europe and work. The money that they 

subsequently earn, will be sent to their families in Eritrea. Education in this sense appeared as a last 

priority. Beside that education is not prioritized it appeared that the respondents did not know much 

about education or work possibilities abroad. More in general, they seem to think only about the short-

term and to rarely plan things in advance. This active flight-mode cannot not be explained by any  

direct danger that would threaten them, but relies rather on the collective trauma the children and 

youth are suffering from (Kidane & Van Reisen, 2017). Furthermore, I discussed the coexisting 

misunderstanding between the children and youth, and the NGOs in Ai Frini regarding education, and 

future possibilities. Almost all people in Ai Frini have the wish to work in European countries while 

the NGOs do their utmost best to offer an environment in which the people want to stay, and in which 

they can develop themselves by – for example – the different VET courses. This misunderstanding is 

enforced during big graduation ceremonies where a white person – who are scarce in this region – is 

distributing the diplomas and telling the people that they are ready for the future. Whereas all 

respondents of my research, and all people I spoke with are enthusiastic and positive about the VET 

programmes, I argue that the courses, as they are organised and promoted at the moment, are going 

beyond the intentions of the NGOs. These intentions include the empowerment of the youth in order to 

establish peace, and social stability (Khisoni, 2016). In Ai Frini the refugees believe that the 

programmes are a professional preparation for their travel to, and future in Europe. The opposite is 

true since the certificates and diplomas do not have a legal or professional value in any European 

country – neither in the US. Finally, in this chapter I outlined the attitudes and thoughts of children 

and youth regarding digital education. I assumed that education on mobile phones could serve as a tool 

to facilitate the claim to the right to education. This claim, I believed, could be realized if the 

youngsters took the matter of education in their own hands. Notwithstanding the fact that all 

respondents reacted initially positively, they actually failed to take-up or underrate the issue of digital 

education. Admittedly this was also due to the practical difficulties regarding connectivity. Whereas 

various scholars (Head, van Hoeck & Garson, 2015; Lewis & Thacker, 2016) advocate for digital 

education and digital education in emergencies, my research results suggest that these opportunities 

cannot be functional as such anywhere because it depends on the group of people that one is working 

with, and on the situation. In the case of my research; a vulnerable low educated group of people with 

a focus on work upon their arrival in Europe, and thus – not on education. Additionally, this group 

resides in a camp with societal, personal, environmental, and economic hardship, which makes 

unknown, and complex tools for education undesirable.   
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Conclusion 

To adaptive and inclusive education provision 

 

With this study I tried to understand and analyse the living rights to education in emergencies of  

unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children and youth. I examined the children’s and youth’s perceptions 

of rights to education and their subsequent rights claims. In this final chapter I draw attention to the 

main findings and recap all previous chapters. In the first section I summarize per chapter the main 

issues that were discussed. In section two I return to the theoretical discussion in chapter two and 

formulate an answer to the research question. Finally, in section three I outline the academic and 

societal relevance of my study and I attempt to provide academic and societal recommendations.  

 

I. Chapter summaries 

 

In the first chapter I introduce my research, and provide a short overview of the main issues and 

current situation in Ethiopia and Eritrea. I also describe briefly the most important concepts I use, and 

conclude with a personal note and motivation for this thesis. 

In chapter two I provide the theoretical framework of my research. I start with describing how 

refugee and children’s right to education in emergencies emerged and developed. I highlight several 

UN declarations that enforced governments to implement and adhere to these rights for refugees, 

children, and youth. I then introduce my argument in the living rights approach in which I include in 

the understanding of rights not only codified rights but also perceptions of children and youth 

themselves of rights and especially rights to education (Hanson & Nieuwenhuys, 2013). The 

subsequent rights claims that result from the meeting between codified rights and these claims 

encompasses a broader spectrum than only rights from below as described by Liebel (2012). 

Additionally, in this chapter I include psychosocial factors that influence children’s and youth’s 

behaviour related to claims making. I also highlight the importance of specific educational content for 

this vulnerable group that is low educated, and have never put education as a priority in their lives. 

Since the right claims in this context are difficult because of lacking motivation and facilities, I 

researched the possibilities for digital education within a low connectivity context. I aim in this 

chapter to demonstrate that paying attention to living rights helps gain valuable insights into the 

implementation of young refugees’ rights.  

In chapter three I describe the context in which I conducted my fieldwork. I outline the 

characteristics of Ethiopia, the Tigray region, but also the political difficulties between Eritrea and 

Ethiopia. These difficulties rely mainly on the tight tensions between the countries, and especially at 
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the border region. In this chapter I also outline the Ethiopian refugee crisis which include a massive 

influx of refugees from all surrounding countries. The strategies and interventions of the government 

and NGOs are scrutinized in this chapter. Because my research is dedicated to the children and youth 

of Ai Frini, I highlight in the last section the situation of the camp, and the connectivity problems the 

camp is dealing with. To provide a clear idea of how the situation is, I discuss the daily life in Ai Frini, 

and all camp characteristics.  

Chapter four outlines the methodology. The chapter is distributed in seven sections in which 

the research questions are explained. The main question is “How do unaccompanied Eritrean refugee 

children and youth in Ai Frini Eritrean Refugee Camp perceive their right to education and to what 

extent, and in what way do they claim and act upon these rights?”. This question is broken down in 

five sub questions. In section two I highlight why a constructivist ontological approach combined with 

an interpretivist perspective are the most appropriate for my research. Additionally, in this section I 

pay attention to the research sample. I carefully describe the group of respondents I interviewed and 

researched, and include their main characteristics. The sample consists mainly of refugee children and 

youth, but I also describe meso- and macro- actors such as the NGO personnel and government 

officials, which are important influencers of the results and outcomes. Afterwards, the different 

methods are outlined, and the subsequent data analysis. This section continues with the ethical 

considerations I had to consider. This is an important section since the research include a vulnerable 

and sensitive group of youngsters. Additionally, ethical considerations should always be taken into 

account when doing social science research since the contribution to social theories is a process in 

which the protection of the research subjects can be considered as of utmost importance. In the last 

two sections of this chapter I provide an overview of the scope and limitations, and I highlight the 

reliability, the relevance, and the representativeness of this research. 

In chapter five and six I present the research results. Chapter five focus on the children’s and 

youth’s perceptions, and on claims of education rights. I start the chapter with highlighting their 

perceptions of human and children’s rights, and continue with educational rights. It appeared that my 

Western idea, and conceptualisation of rights and education differed substantially from how the 

children and youth approached these concepts. In the last section I pay attention to their claims on the 

right to education. In this chapter it becomes clearer that the children and youth had difficulties with 

understanding rights in the way that I had presented to them. As well as my conceptualisation of 

education which appeared to be different from education as they are familiar with. Education for the 

children and youth is more based on learning experiences and practical learning in order to sustain the 

household and to earn money, while I was looking for more formal education. Furthermore, it became 

clear that the children and youth had little interest in formal education, which resulted in many 

children failing school attendance. Latter was enhanced by a missing authority that stimulated the 

children to go to school.  
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In chapter six I scrutinize the claim on educational rights further, and highlight how these 

claims coexist by analysing the children’s and youth’s future aspirations. Subsequently, I outline the 

misunderstanding that exists between the refugee children and youth on the one hand, and on the other 

the policies of the NGOs and the government. This misunderstanding is about refugees wanting 

primarily to go to Europe while the organizations design their policies to prepare them to remain in the 

camps in Ethiopia, and eventually return to Eritrea. Furthermore, it became clear that digital education 

is not a fruitful solution in the case of Ai Frini due to the lack of interest in formal education, as well 

as because the camp circumstances did not comply with the necessities for digital education – such as 

connectivity, and the availability of both software and hardware.  

 

II. Theoretical connection  

 

In this section I aim to connect my findings to theories. Additionally, I contribute to the analytical 

concept of living rights in terms of education in emergencies. Regarding the latter, one should first ask  

if the living rights approach can contribute to improve the implementation of children’s and youth’s 

rights in this context.  

The provision of formal institutionalized educational in Ai Frini is badly missing. Primary 

education is lacking, and secondary and higher education possibilities are absent. These facts do not 

comply with what is written – and agreed upon by most countries – in universal declarations such as 

the Convention on the Right of the Child, which states that proper and accessible education should be 

available for all children (Bierwirth, 2005), nor with the strategies of the Education for All initiatives 

that strived for basic education for all and highlighted the importance of education in emergency 

situations (Kagawa, 2005). What is offered in the camp are the VET courses – which are very popular. 

These courses exemplify the children’s and youth’s principal idea about education. Most children (12-

18 years old) are not familiar with other forms of education, but primary education and the VET 

courses. The youth (18-23 years old) in the camp demonstrated a broader understanding of formal 

education than the children – but deep knowledge remained absent. My conceptualisation of education 

was too Western orientated and narrow to make the children’s and youth’s perception fit within this. I 

based my concepts on institutionalised formal education, while the ideas of the children and youth 

where based on practical knowledge, such as running a household and breeding cattle in difficult 

circumstances. They had only little information about formal education which was mainly received 

while in Ai Frini, and by friends and family members in the widely spread diaspora. The youth 

received the “new knowledge” in the VET courses with enthusiasm, and felt that they had qualified for 

a job in Europe. The younger children, by contrast, looked to me as unconscious victims of the 

Eritrean regime who left the country without clear reason or motivation. Upon their arrival in Ai Frini 

they became receivers of help from outside and lost their attitudes to work or learn. They preferred to 
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stay in their houses and sleep, or to go to the church. Besides looking as if they missed authority 

figures (Feinstein & Symons, 1999), they gave me the impression to be depressed and distressed by 

the situation. Even if they admitted that life was better in Eritrea, they did not plan to return, 

unwittingly becoming an appeal for other children in Eritrea to leave. These dynamics can partly be 

explained by the collective trauma of the destabilized Eritrean society in which people flee the country 

without considering real dangers, disadvantages, or any losses when leaving (Kidane, 2017). 

Additionally, there is the peer pressure (Brown, Eicher, & Petrie, 1986) among all children and youth. 

Though most respondents said that they left to work and earn money to send home, they mainly left 

because friends had asked them to come with them, or after meeting peers returned to Eritrea telling 

them to leave for Ethiopia. Additionally, various respondents told me that all young people have left 

their villages and therefore they went as well. It seemed as if a young person had to leave the country 

to become someone in Eritrea.  

Let me return to the question whether the living rights approach can contribute to the 

implementation of children and youth rights. I think this is the case particularly with respect to the 

existing misunderstanding between NGO- and government- policies regarding education in the camp 

and the perceptions of children and youth. Taking youngsters’ perceptions into consideration has 

helped me highlight this misunderstanding. What appeared is a clash between rights from above, and 

rights from below (Liebel, 2012). The perceptions of children and youth regarding rights to education 

in Ai Frini include a complete different view than the implemented educational rights that derived 

from universal conventions. These rights and interventions designed by the United Nations, and 

Western NGOs aim for the provision of education and courses that the refugees can use in the camp or 

when they return to Eritrea – not to prepare them for life in Europe or the United States. While the 

perceived rights to education of the children and youth rather include the latter. An answer to the main 

question of this research: “How do unaccompanied Eritrean refugee children and youth in Ai Frini 

Eritrean Refugee Camp perceive their right to education and to what extent, and in what way do they 

claim and act upon these rights?” can contribute to policy implementation. The unaccompanied 

Eritrean children and youth perceive education in a practical, and basic way. As soon as they arrive in 

Ai Frini this perception expands, and provide the children with the idea that the VET courses represent 

what Western education is about, and thus prepare them for Europe or the United States. Children’s 

(12-18 years old) formal education rights claims remain merely absent in Ai Frini; children do not 

attend school, and many stay in their houses the whole day. The youth (18-23 years old) showed more 

active claims and highlighted for example that they are taking as much “free” VET courses as they 

can in order to access the much-coveted paid jobs in Europe.  
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III. Academic and societal relevance, and recommendations 

 

The geographical scope of my research is limited and centralised in Northern Ethiopia. However, the 

results of my research include recommendations that cover many areas of conflict, in which 

emergency education is provided or where policy concerning children and youth has to be made. 

Furthermore, the relevance of my research covers a varied scope of academic and societal issues. The 

academic relevance of my research include the contribution to the notion of living rights in which I 

focussed on education in emergencies. This focus in this context is underrepresented in the literature. 

Additionally, I revealed that where young children (12-18 years old) act in a fatalistic way as soon as 

they arrived in situations as in Ai Frini, the youth (18-23 years old) are becoming agents who are 

empowered by the situation and actively preparing for a better life somewhere else. The societal 

relevance of this research is highlighted by the findings regarding the misunderstanding between NGO 

policies and refugees. One of the undesirable effects thereof is attracting even more unaccompanied 

children and youth from the border regions who initially do not have a clear reason to leave Eritrea. 

The other, is the sizeable movement of unaccompanied children and youth away from the camp on 

uncertain journeys to Europe or the United States.  

In terms of further research I suggest that more work can be done on living rights to education 

in emergencies. For example, further research that includes children and youth in the process of 

designing and developing educational programmes can reveal interesting insights in the desires of the 

young people, and can possibly contribute to a decrease in camp outflow. Furthermore, the analytical 

concept of living rights can be further explained in terms of education in emergencies with outcomes 

from similar situations but with a different refugee population in order to find out if the Eritrean case 

is a unique case.   

Recommendations for policymaking include awareness raising about the aim of the VET 

courses provided in the camp – and mainly about the opportunities that the courses provide. The 

unaccompanied children and youth arrive in a context in which they are powerless and merely seen as 

receivers of help. Within this context they hear positive and hopeful stories about Europe, and are 

learning about the different ways to arrive there. The biggest problem is that these youngsters do not 

have sufficient information to think outside of their own framework of experiences, which rely on 

basic pursuits such as searching for gold and rearing cattle. With this lack of information, the step to 

leave is small. Also the influence of the vast interconnected diaspora should be taken into account. 

Friends and family of the young refugees are spread out over the world and are stimulating and 

helping the children and youth in crossing the Mediterranean. Thus, awareness raising should not 

centralize in Ai Frini, or other focal refugee areas, but it should also include awareness raising among 

the diaspora who are motivating and stimulating the children and youth to make the dangerous journey 
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in order to arrive at imagined heavenly places, where they will actually encounter many difficulties in 

adapting to the new society.  

I scrutinized the possibilities for digital education provision in the camp and encountered 

various difficulties which had mainly to do with the connectivity, software, and hardware. I 

recommend to approach connectivity from a different angle. Since the world is becoming flat 

(Friedman, 2005), and connections, technology, and knowledge hubs are driving on connectivity, 

improving the connectivity can also contribute to better circumstances in Ai Frini. For example by 

ensuring a good and freely available internet connection throughout the camp. Such a connection can 

be the basis for creating a “Smart Community” (Nathan, 2017). Refugee communities as in Ai Frini 

revolve partly on remittances and micro loans in order to establish small businesses and to sustain 

themselves. If internet is available, and educational courses focus on new technologies, and basic 

business development, the community can grow financially, and accumulate means and knowledge in 

order to create a sustainable environment in which people decide to stay because of the opportunities 

offered to them. The deprivation of such opportunities, or as Sen (2001) described capabilities, which 

is currently the case in Ai Frini, can be seen as a principal reason for people to leave, or to get stuck in 

personal and collective development. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Overview respondents  

 

 

 

                                                           
11 Name of building in Ai Frini; to protect identities and involved organizations the used name is not the real 

name. 

Number 
Date of 
method 

Name 
(psuedonym) 

   
Age Sex Birthplace 

Interview 
location Method used 

G1_1_F_3.7 3 July 2017 Rosa 12 Female N/A House Interview 

G1_2_M_5.7 5 July 2017 Amir 14 Male Bihat House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_3_M_5-7 5 July 2017 Faisel 12 Male Tsorona House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_4_F_6-7 6 July 2017 Maria 13 Female Meleksoyto House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_5_F_6-7 6 July 2017 Alejandra 14 Female Shambuko House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_6_M_7-7 7 July 2017 Yassin 12 Male Endagergis House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_7_M_7-7 7 July 2017 Rafael 14 Male Senafe House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_8_F_7-7 7 July 2017 Rozina 13 Female Shambuko House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G1_9_F_7-7 7 July 2017 Eyeruzalem 14 Female Senafe House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_1_F_4-7 4 July 2017 Melat 16 Female N/A House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_2_M_4.7 4 July 2017 Abraham 17 Male Tsorona House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_3_M_4.7 4 July 2017 Ali 15 Male Mai Menne House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_4_F_4.7 4 July 2017 Makana 15 Female Sheshewit House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_5_M_5.7 5 July 2017 Agrhim 16 Male Mai Menne House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_6_M_5-7 5 July 2017 Makonen 15 Male Adi Quala House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_7_F_6-7 6 July 2017 Makelet 16 Female Tsorona House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G2_8_F_6-7 6 July 2017 Frehwini 16 Female Sheshewit House Interview/ focusgroup/ WS 

G3_1_F_11-7 11 July 2017 Wilia 18 Female Asmara YOP11 Interview/ focusgroup 

G3_2_M_11-7 11 July 2017 Nguse 18 Male Adi Quala YOP Interview 

G3_3_F_11-7 11 July 2017 Yodiel 20 Female Shilalo YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G3_4_M_11-7 11 July 2017 Woldemicheal 20 Male Mendefarat YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G3_5_M_13-7 13 July 2017 Welditt 18 Male Shilalo YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G3_6_M_14-7 14 July 2017 Yowel 18 Male Mai Menne YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G3_7_F_14-7 14 July 2017 Terza 18 Female Shilalo YOP Interview 

G3_8_M_14-7 14 July 2017 Kume 20 Male Adi Quala YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G4_1_M_12-7 12 July 2017 Fitsum 21 Male Mai Menne YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G4_2_M_12-7 12 July 2017 Soufyan 21 Male Adi Behailag YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G4_3_F_12-7 12 July 2017 Melawit 22 Female Shilalo YOP Interview/ focusgroup 

G4_4_F_12-7 12 July 2017 Showa 22 Female Mai Menne YOP Interview 

G4_5_F_13-7 13 July 2017 Shewani 21 Female Merkeja YOP Interview 

G4_6_M_13-7 13 July 2017 Germai 22 Male Molki YOP Interview 

G4_7_F_14-7 14 July 2017 Armania 21 Female Mandefara YOP Interview/ focusgroup 
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Appendix 2: Demographic survey 

 

Name   Who do you 
live with? 

With 
peers 

With host 
family 

With a social 
worker 

Other  

Age 12 - 
14 

15 - 
17 

18 - 
20 

21 - 
23 

Level of 
education  

Never 
been 
to 
school 

Number of 
years of 
primary 
education 

Number of 
years in 
secondary 
education  

Number of 
years in 
higher 
education  

Gender Male  Female     

How long ago 
did you leave 
Eritrea? 

 

Have you ever 
experienced a 
very difficult 
event that you 
thought was 
life 
threatening? 

Yes No 

Do you own a 
smart phone? 

Yes How important is 
your mobile phone? 

Very important  Relatively 
important  

Not at all important  

No 

What do you 
use your 
phone for?  

To stay 
in touch 
with 
friends 
and 
family 
on 
social 
media 

To access 
news and 
information  

For 
entertainment  

To learn new 
skills  

To stay in touch 
with friends and 
family via voice 
calls 

To stay in 
touch with 
friends and 
family via short 
text messages 

Do you expect 
to be at this 
location six 
months from 
now? 

Yes  No Alternative contact details  (Facebook, viber, whatsAPP 
etc.) 
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Appendix 3: Impact of Event Scale (IES) 

 

CHILDREN AND WAR FOUNDATION 

THE CHILDREN'S IMPACT OF EVENT SCALE (13) 

CRIES-13 

The Impact of Event Scale (IES) was originally developed by Horowitz et al (1979) to monitor the 

main phenomena of re-experiencing the traumatic event and of avoidance of that event and the 

feelings to which it gave rise.  Hence, this 15 item, four-point scale, has two subscales of Intrusion and 

Avoidance. 

It was not originally designed to be used with children, but it has been successfully used in a number 

of studies with children aged 8 years and older.  However, two separate large scale studies (Yule's of 

334 adolescent survivors of a shipping disaster, and Dyregrov's of children in Croatia) found that a 

number of items are misinterpreted by children.  These separate studies identified identical factor 

structures of the IES and these were used to select eight items that best reflected the underlying factor 

structure and so produced a shortened version – the IES-8 for children. 

With the dominance of DSM-IV, Weiss and Marmar (1997), working with adults, added items to 

reflect symptoms of increased physiological arousal, although Horowitz had found that these did not 

form a separate factor.   We also decided to develop 5 items that were designed to reflect the 5 DSM-

IV Cluster D symptoms of arousal.   Thus the present version is designed for use with children aged 8 

years and above who are able to read independently.  It consists of 4 items measuring Intrusion, 4 

items measuring Avoidance and 5 items measuring Arousal – hence it is called the CRIES-13. 

The development of this instrument has been largely undertaken by colleagues working under the 

auspices of the Children and War Foundation which was established to support good quality research 

studies into the effects of war and disasters on children.  Good studies require good, accessible 

measures.  We are most grateful to Dr Mardi Horowitz for agreeing to allow us to make this version 

freely available to clinicians and researchers through this web-site. 

In making this children’s IES-13 freely available, all we ask is that those who use it send us copies 

of their results so that we can continue to improve the measure for the benefit of children. 

We will make available copies of the instrument in different languages as the scale is properly 

translated and back-translated.  Any clinician or researcher wishing to make such a translation 

should get in touch with us first in case a translation is already underway. 

 

Administration 

The IES is self completed and can therefore be administered in groups.   

Scoring 

There are 8 items that are scored on a four-point scale: 

Not at all   = 0 

Rarely       = 1 
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Sometimes    = 3 

Often        = 5 

There are three sub-scales: 

Intrusion = sum of items  1+4+8+9 

Avoidance = sum of items 2+6+7+10 

 Arousal = sum of items 3+5+11+12+13 

The layout has been designed so that scoring can be easily done in the three columns on the right hand 

side.  The total for each sub-scale can be entered at the bottom of each column. 

Evaluation and psychometric status 

At this point in time (June 2003), only one published study has used the 13-item version.  

Psychometric data relevant to the reliability and validity of the 8-item version were presented in Yule 

(1997).  There, it was reported that the total score on the 8-item IES correlated highly with the total 

score on the 15-item version of which it was part (r = +.95, P <. 001).   

The two versions of IES correlated with a symptom count based on the number of DSM symptoms 

present in adolescents following an acute trauma as follows: 15-IES = 0.7551; 8-IES, r = 0.6970.  

Thus, on this relatively independent measure, the short form still correlates very highly and there is not 

too much attrition with the shorter scale. 

In an analysis of the scores of 87 survivors of the sinking of the Jupiter, it was found that the 62 

children who received a DSM diagnosis of PTSD scored 26.0 on the 8-item version while the 25 who 

did not reach DSM criteria for a diagnosis of PTSD only scored 7.8 (P < 0.001).   Using these data, it 

was found that a combined score (Intrusion + Avoidance) of 17 or more misclassified fewer than 10% 

of the children. 

The 13-item version was used in a survey of 2,976 children aged 9-14 years who had experienced the 

war in Mostar, Bosnia (Smith, Perrin, Dyregrov and Yule, 2002).  The scale was translated into 

Bosnian and back-translated by a separate Bosnian speaker to establish its accuracy.  No major 

differences were found between boys and girls in respect of the factors identified and so only the total 

results are presented here. 

The Scales had satisfactory internal consistency.  Cronbach alphas were as follows: 

 Intrusion = 0.70; Avoidance = 0.73; Arousal = 0.60; Total = 0.80 

The analysis revealed a three-factor solution corresponding to the three hypothesised sub-scales.  The 

solution accounted for 49.3% of the total variance. 

Despite the theoretical criticisms often made against using such self-completed scales in different 

cultures, the IES has now been applied in a variety of cultures, including studies with children.   It is 

now clear that posttraumatic stress symptoms in children are more similar across cultures than they are 

different.  Indeed, Intrusion and Arousal are robust factors of the Impact of Event Scale in children 

from different cultures. 
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We remind people using the scales that one cannot make a clinical diagnosis from scores on the self-

completed scales alone.   A proper clinical diagnosis relies on much more detailed information 

obtained from a structured interview that assesses not only the presence and severity of stress 

symptoms, but also the impact on the child’s overall social functioning. 

At present, there are no studies that have used the IES-13 and validated it against an independent 

clinical diagnosis.  Therefore, for screening purposes we recommend that people use the results from 

the Intrusion and Avoidance scales only.  If the sum of the scores on these two scales is 17 or more, 

then the probability is very high that that child will obtain a diagnosis of PTSD. 
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CRIES-13 

Revised Child Impact of Event Scale 

Below is a list of comments made by people after stressful life Event. Please tick each item showing 

how frequently these comments were true for you during the past seven days. If they did not occur 

during that time please tick the ‘not at all’ box. 

 

 

Name: ……………………………………………  Date: ………  
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         Office use 

only 

   Not 

at all 

Rarely Some-

times 

Often  In Av Ar 

1. 
Do you think about it even when you 

don’t mean to? 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

2. 
Do you try to remove it from your 

memory 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

3. 
Do you have difficulties paying 

attention or concentrating 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

4. 
Do you have waves of strong feelings 

about it 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

5. 

Do you startle more easily or feel more 

nervous than you did before it 

happened? 

 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

6. 
Do you stay away from reminders of it 

(e.g. places or situations) 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

7. Do you try not talk about it  [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

8. 
Do pictures about it pop into your 

mind? 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

9. 
Do other things keep making you think 

about it? 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

10. Do you try not to think about it?  [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

11. Do you get easily irritable  [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

12. 
Are you alert and watchful even when 

there is no obvious need to be? 
 [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

13. Do you have sleep problems?  [   ] [   ] [   ] [   ]     

 

© Children and War Foundation, 1998 
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Appendix 4: Research instrument 

 

 

Concepts Dimensions  Variables Indicators  

Education 

(learning)  

 

 

 

Curricula Content  Challenging 

Appropriate 

Language National language 

Mother tongue 

International 

languages 

Teachers Skills 

Experience 

Material Appropriate 

Up to date 

Sufficient 

Type of education 

provision 

Formal Public 

Private 

Provided by 

NGOs 

Informal Rural settings 

Provided by 

churches 

Improvised 

Self-education Experiences 

Materials/ objects 

Others 

Period/ time of 

education 

Years of education  
Hours a day 

Living rights Written/ legal/ 

codified rights 

International/ 

universal 

UNDHR 

UNCRC 

CRSR 1967 

Protocol  

National Eritrea 

Ethiopia 

Local Camp 

Unwritten 

Perceptions on 

rights  

Knowledge Legal 

Individual 

External 

Recognition  

Representation 

Claims on rights Behaviour Internally 

motivated 

Externally 

motivated 
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Thoughts Internally 

motivated 

Externally 

motivated 

Agency Refugee Empowerment  
Claim education 

Revolutionary 

Youth  Empowerment 

Claim education 

Digital capital  Access to 

technological 

devices  

Money   To buy device 

To use device 

Accessibility  To buy data 

Connectivity 

Assets   

Use of 

technological 

devices  

Meaning Personal 

Collective 

Importance Social 

Beneficial 

Applications Use 

Access 

 


