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Abstract

Investigating the strengths and weaknesses of the internship programme in the

Asmara Commercial College in Eritrea.

Asmeret Negash Seqaur

M. Phil, Mini thesis, Department of Management, Faculty of Economic &

Management Science, University of Western Cape.

It is evident that internship programmes are essential in the contemporary business
climate. Many business organizations use the programme to reach talented students in
order to alleviate their professional problems. Similarly, teaching institutions also
employ internship programmes in order to evaluate and update their school

curriculum so that they could prepare their students to satisfy the needs of the existing

labor market.

ACC offers an internship programme with a purpose of assisting its students to
develop managerial skills by exposing them to different financial and governmental
organizations during summer vacation. This is to satisfy the very shortage of skilled
manpower in the business enterprises in Eritrea. The internship programme could
assist the students in their professional development as future business professionals.

The aim of the research is therefore to investigate what strengths and weaknesses the
programme has. It was also aimed at providing some useful suggestions and
recommendations to the internship developers of the ACC for better utilization of the
programme in particular and other interested parties who further study on the
programme. The participants of the study were the academic staff and students of

ACC as well as the officials of the host businesses.
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Both a literature review and empirical data were employed to achieve the desired

aims. In the literature review section, the situation of internship programmes in
business climate, internship definitions, purposes and objectives, the benefits and
challenges encountered in the internship programme as well as the responsibilities and
roles the stakeholders have in the implementation of the programme had been
reviewed. The review also indicated the research findings on the views and responses
of the concerned stakeholders on the programme. These issues supported the study

with its theoretical background.

The necessary empirical data were collected through qualitative and quantitative
methods namely, interviews and questionnaires were used. The data gathered through
interviews and questionnaires have been coded according to themes, which emerged.
The themes developed have been organized into different aspects of such topics as:
the relevance and sustainability of the aims and objectives of the programme; the
responsibilities of the Asmara Commercial College and the roles of the business
organizations during the programme; the expectations of the students from the
programme; the outcome of the programme; and the stakeholders’ overall evaluation

of the internship programme were discussed.

In general, the researcher argues for the need of strong support for the Asmara
Commercial College’s internship programme in allocating a separate budget as well
as in assigning skilled personnel who would be responsible in the administration of
the programme. In addition, the involvement of all stakeholders in setting the
objectives, guidelines and assessment of the programme will be the accomplishment

of a rewarding internship experience.
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Chapter One

Background to the study

1.1 Overview

This chapter introduces the context of the study and the background problem to the
internship programme at Asmara Commercial College (hereafter ACC) in Eritrea.
Eritrea is described in terms of its geographical location, its size, population, and its
educational system. The strategic and geographical location of the country made it
attractive to various colonizers. During the colonization era, the colonizers were able
to introduce their own educational system, ignoring the significance of local context
and interest. It is believed that this is where Business Education can play a major role

in Eritrea’s economic development process.

In addition, the status of education in Eritrea along with the concept of Business
Education is described. The major objective of the Ministry of Education (hereafter
MOE) of the State of Eritrea is to reduce the shortage of sufficient skilled human
resources by developing the youth. Also discussed, is the motive for the establishment

of the ACC, its internship programme and its specific aims.

Finally, the rationale of the study, the statement of the problem, research questions,
purpose of the study and significance, are included in the chapter. The chapter

concludes with the scope, limitations and structure of the study.

1.2 The context of the study

Eritrea is located north of the Horn of Africa. Sudan bounds it in the west, Ethiopia
the south, and the southeast by Djibouti. The Red Sea lies to the east of Eritrea,
bordering the eastern part of the country. According to the 1994 census, the

population of Eritrea was 3.6 million. The country covers an area of 124,300 square

kilometers (MOE: 2001).



Eritrea came into existence at the time of the Italian colonization in 1889. However, in
1952, according to a United Nations resolution (UN), Eritrea was federated as part of
Ethiopia. When Ethiopia forcefully annexed her to its territory, the armed struggle for
independence begun in 1961. After 30 years of war, Eritrea obtained its de facto

independence in May 1991 and in May 1993, its official independence was declared

after a United Nations supervised referendum.

Eritrea is a relatively new nation with a strategic geographic location. It has a
potential for development. Economists and planners are convinced that its economic
growth should improve the living conditions of its citizens. It has 1200 kms coastline
and has two deep-water ports, namely Assab and Massawa. These favourable
conditions could help Eritrea to facilitate regional as well as international business
activities. The access to regional and international markets has a great impact on the
economic development of a country. However, because of the prolonged war and the
policies of the colonial regimes which lasted for almost a century, the basic social and
physical development as well as the institutional infrastructures of the country, have

been severely affected.

Currently, the Eritrean economy is undergoing reconstruction and development with
the long-term objective being the creation of a modern, technologically advanced and
internationally competitive economy. According to the MOE (MOE: 1997), the
national effort is directly in tune with the realization of a developed and competitive
economy by putting more emphasis on the development of:

a) increased capital and knowledge and export-oriented industries and services;

b) a competitive international financial centre;

¢) an upgraded and technologically improved formal sector; and

d) an extensive human resources base

It is imperative that MOE has to invest more in the development of the education

sector so that human resources are available in the country.



1.2.1 The status of education in Eritrea

Eritrean education can be traced back to the Italian colonial period. During
colonization, the curriculum was mainly geared towards the training of a few elite
citizens who worked as interpreter and communicators in the administration of the

country (MOE, 1987).

The British Government, in power from 1941-1951, laid the foundation for the
modern education system. During the British era, the number of schools in the
country doubled. It was also during the British era that educational institutions, such
as the University of Asmara, a Teachers’ Training Institution and Asmara Technical
School, were established. The University of Asmara provided programmes at tertiary
and degree level, and the other two institutions developed a skilled workforce to
supplement the increased human resource requirements for the industrial and

educational growth of the economy (Fessehasion, 2001).

Though the Eritrean educational system was shaped under Italian rule and then
expanded under British rule, the war after independence severely disrupted the
system. As a result, the majority of Eritrean children have not received much formal
education. After independence, the new Government of Eritrea provided educational
guidelines, which aim at promoting equal opportunities in terms of access, equity,

relevance and the continuity of education for all (MOE, 1998).

Currently, education in Eritrea is free for all citizens on all levels of education, as long
as the student is competitive. The activities of the MOE aim at increasing human
resources as a critical factor for the development of the economy of the country. It is
believed that this is where Business Education can play a major role in Eritrea’s

economic development process.
1.2.2 The status of Business Education

It is obvious that all the aims of education at any level of learning has as its primary

objective, the preparation of students for entrance to a business career, or once




students have started such a career, rendering them more efficient and helping them to

advance to higher levels of employment. According to Tonne and Nanassy (1970: 44),
Business Education has two purposes:
1. To provide training for specific jobs and

2. To develop the ability to use these skills in the environment of business.

Popham ef al. (1975: 7) define Business Education in relation to a student with a
career objective. According to the authors, Business Education is “a vocational
education to enter or advance in a particular job. It includes the development of
technical competencies and also acquires an understanding of the business system
with the level of instruction required for business standards.” As Popham et al,
states, the component of Business Education includes adjustments to the work
environment by using business skills; how workers relate to each other and to
supervisors; how work is assigned and controlled; how jobs are interrelated; what
time, quality and standards are adhered to; and how responsibility relates to job
success. This aspect of job training starts in elementary business courses through
businesslike organisation of the classroom, organisation and management, organising

work assignments and developing standards of business behavior and performance.

It is important for Business Education to be offered at the primary level of education
in Eritrea in order that students have a general understanding of the concept of the
business environment. However, formal Business Education starts at the upper
secondary level. The business modules taught are General Business, Typing,
Bookkeeping and Commercial Mathematics in Grades Eight and Nine but in Grades

Ten and Eleven, General Business has been replaced with Economics.

Further, Business Education is also offered at university and college level to science
students who are specializing in Social Science in the Faculty of Commerce and
Economics. Diversification begins at the upper secondary level where various
subjects such as Commerce, Art, Science, Agriculture and technical or vocational
courses are offered. Students who are in the commerce stream and intend joining the
social science stream when they enroll at college or university, have a better chance of
being selected. All students can join, even those from other streams, provided that

they obtain a pass mark in the matriculation examination. However, it is believed that



students from disciplines other than the commerce stream, have difficulty in
understanding the concepts related to commerce when they join the Social Science
department. Such students have to work harder to compete with the others in order to

make a success of their college or university studies.

Compared to the upper secondary schools, the college or university offers major
business courses in detail. The teacher’s qualifications are higher and textbooks and
other teaching materials more readily available. These institutions play a significant
role in the area of business and commerce by supplying qualified personnel to the
public and private sectors. These institutions are able to increase the availability of

skilled human resources capital.

1.3 Background of the problem

It is believed that economic and political factors will contribute effectively to the
development of a country if a conducive climate for the development of human
resources does not prevail. Niemi (1994: 2688), discussed different issues relative to
human resource development in a country. These issues emerged from:
e the changing nature of the work force - the emergence of a large number of
women,
* employees as well as immigrants and other minorities have led to
organisations having to deal with different expectations and demands:
e literacy, which involves equipping workers with the minimum basic skills
required for the pursuit of further training;
e the impact of technology in the work place - whereas some workers adapt
easily to this fast-growing, ever-changing phenomenon, others fear it; and
* the international business arena in which joint ventures are becoming
common place, forces countries to understand other cultures and

languages, and also to draw upon their strengths.

Human resource capital is a critical factor for the development of the Eritrean
economy. A strong human resources capital leads to a skilled, knowledgeable and

self-reliant population, able to cope with the requirements of the modern economy. A




large skilled human resource base could supplement the increased demand for human
resource capital in order to manage the emergence of new and distinct types of

business enterprises.

The problem of non-availability of sufficient skilled people in the newly emerging
industrial, business and commercial environment, seems magnified in Eritrea.
Matching skills and competent people for the available job opportunities, continue to
be one of the most pressing and persistent problems in the country. In the years
ahead, unemployment may be serious despite the many job opportunities available
and business might be forced to employ unskilled labour with undesirable
consequences. This problem will also cause a hindrance to the accomplishment of the

nation’s vision for a competitive and free market economy.

The problem could be solved by assessing the human resource requirements in each
sector of the economy in technical and management terms, and to train people in
accordance with the desired level of technical and managerial competency. The
training programme could improve confidence and encourage an entrepreneurial
spirit. It will also increase the managerial skills of the youth and upgrade their talents
in order to supplement the human resources required for the industrial and

commercial growth of the economy.

In order to start this process, in 1996 the MOE established ACC (Asmara Commercial
and Business College), under direct control of the Department of Technical and Adult
Education in Asmara. The objective was to produce mid-level skilled human resource
capital to enhance the growth of the country’s economy. The college had a limited
intake of trainees and staff offering initially only certificate programmes in
Accounting and Secretarial Science. Based on the September 1997 results, it was
decided to expand and upgrade the college to operate at diploma level in Accounting,
Banking and Finance, Secretariat Science and Office Management by increasing the

number of expatriate teachers (ACC, 2001).

The college is now offering four different programmes. From 1996 — 2002, 388
students graduated from the college. This success led to an increase in applications.

Despite the fact that the college can cater for only 90 students, 402 candidates applied




at the beginning of the 1997/98 academic years. ACC is a unique Business institute in

Eritrea, excelling in Business Education and training (ACC, 2002).

The training has two phases. During the first phase, the training is focused on theory
and practice, with the aim of developing the managerial skills of the students and
preparing them to be confident during their time in the internship programme. In an

effort to improve the computer literacy skills of the students, a fully functional

computer labouratory was set up.

Although the students might acquire the necessary skills and knowledge, it is
unrealistic to expect that job experience will be similar to the class experience. It is
believed that many students are frustrated, as they became impatient during their trial
period at their jobs. Nicholson and Amnold (1989); Smith, et al., (1989); and Spurling
(1993) as cited by Bennett e al., (2000) who researched findings on the emotions
exhibited by graduates on their transition from higher education to employment, assert
that graduates experience a culture shock, because they are seldom prepared for the
change from working competitively as an individual to working as a member of the
team. Consequently, they find it hard to adapt, and do not understand the company

culture and structure because the way each organisation functions is different from the
other. In addition, it seems that employers actively seek recent graduates who have
completed internships because these individuals have acquired preliminary training

and demonstrated initiative.

Thus, assuming that students are prepared for the work environment, and easily
absorbed into the job market, the ACC provides an internship programme as the
second phase of the training. Further, it is hypothesized that through the internship
programme, the college could produce the best-trained students who are in high

demand in the job market and who also could update its curriculum.

1.4 The internship programme at ACC

An observation of today’s business environment reveals that it is characterized by

change and intensive competition; industries, commerce and businesses have



expanded and diversified immensely, and they have undergone a technical
transformation. The improved technology of these new industries created jobs with
improved skills, thus raising the demand for skilled human resource capital. As the
technology advances, skills become all-important, leaving fewer opportunities for

unskilled people.

The aforementioned points seem to have forced various institutions to include work-
based internship programmes in their curriculum so that students can have a better
understanding of the work environment. In addition, exposure to the workplace could
also help them to be familiar with new technology and give them an opportunity to be

equipped with new skills and better job opportunity prospects.

Stretch and Harp (1991: 67) defined internship as:

a controlled experiential learning where a student receives
academic credit while being employed by an organisation in a
chosen area of interest. The control exercised puts the emphasis
on “clear learning objectives™ therefore the experience is focused
on what the student learns not what the student does.

Internship programmes are not new in Eritrea. It is my belief that in addition to ACC,
the University of Asmara and the Ministry of Health also provide a similar
programme as an integral part of their curriculum requirements. The students at the
University of Asmara are placed in different business organisations and the medical
students are also placed in various hospitals and medical centers. However, since the

study focuses on the internship programme at ACC, the discussion is limited to this

programme.

The ACC’s internship programme is a two-month on-the-job training programme held
at public and private organisations. According to MOE (1997), the ACC’s internship
programme has the following aims:
e assess the acceptability and adaptability of the existing syllabus;
e receive feedback on the trainee’s performance from the different
organisations;
e provide a conducive atmosphere for trainees seeking job opportunities;

e establish a close relationship between the institute and private, public and



