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In June of 2017 I was invited to Provo, Utah to 
meet with Bill Graff, founder of ET Learns.  
Bill is also a Returned Peace Corps Volunteer, 
having served in Wolaita Sodo from 1963-65.  
He has invested heavily in a number of 
literacy-related projects and has been 
successful in using Chromebook technology 
coupled with the RACHEL server distributed 
by World Possible.  He asked me to visit his 
office in Provo to see if this newest project 
would be a good fit for the Axumite Heritage 
Foundation Library.  Currently he has eleven 
installations in schools in Wolaita, but thus 
far not in a community library such as ours.   

In past projects to Ethiopia, we have both 
seen evidence of “book dumping,” sending 
books that were ill-fitted to belong on the 
shelves in Ethiopian libraries and went 
unused either because of age or topic.  
Shipping books via container is expensive, 
made more so if not utilized by students.  I 
was duly impressed with the RACHEL server 
and its wide array of databases.  

Students will have access to the Ethiopian 
curriculum, accompanying plasma videos, 
open access textbooks, power typing, and 
many science, technology, and 
mathematics resources. Because these 
resources are housed on a server, there is no 
dependence on access to the internet.  
Current data from the eleven schools in 

Wolaita Sodo indicate that students who 
have had access to the lab have fared better 
on the national exams than those who have 
not. 

Bill said he would match the number of 
Chromebooks up to 15 if I would commit to 
the project and he would also contribute the 
server.  By this time, I knew that I would be 
coming to Ethiopia on the Fulbright Scholar 
award.  After consulting with Dr. Tsehaye of 
the Ethiopian Community Development 
Council, Bill and I struck a deal. 

Separately we each shipped 15 Chromebooks 
to ECDC for addition to an existing container 
and I hand carried the server to Ethiopia in 
August.  The container arrived in October 
with other items for the library. 

  

Arefeine, Dr. Tsehaye, and Bill Graff inspect 
the recently delivered Chromebooks. 

Construction projects and collection 
maintenance took precedence and the 
library experienced some delays, but soon it 
was time to set up the lab and prepare for the 
opening of the library.  We dusted off the 
boxes (literally) and began the preparation 
for installation.  My new friend with both 
Regis University and Denver Sister City 
connections, Fekadu Gebregziabher 
purchased laptop locks in Addis Ababa, 
necessary because the lab would be in a 
relatively open area. In the meantime, I had 
written and was awarded the first American 
Library Association, International Relations 
Round Table, Mission Enhancement grant for 
the Chromebook lab 
<http://www.ala.org/news/press-
releases/2018/02/ethiopia-library-wins-first-
international-relations-round-table-irrt-
mission>. 

It was time to call in the local expert, 
Ashenafi Kebede, the Technical Expert with 
ET Learns from Wolaita Sodo.  We had 
already unboxed the Chromebooks and 
locked them to the tables.  The first thing he 
did was call for the cleaning crew to clean 
and he demonstrated to the cleaners how he 
wanted it done.  They looked at me as if to 
say, “Is he serious?”  It was so good to have 
him here. 

Chromebook Lab 
by Janet Lee  
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Once the area was cleaned to his 
satisfaction, he went shopping to purchase a 
UPS, additional dividers (power strips), and a 
few stabilizers.  We configured and 
reconfigured the layout of the furniture until 
it met our needs. 

  

 

The next day, he set about giving instruction 
to the librarians on how to log in to the server 
and how each of the databases is used.  

 

Then we pulled willing visitor participants 
from the existing library to test the system.  
They were enthusiastic about the databases 
and did not want to leave at the end of the 
day.   

 

  

Currently, I am serving as the administrator 
and have configured the server as to which 
databases will display and in which order.  
Once we hire an IT specialist, those duties 
will go to him or her.  I have made a couple of 
promotional signs and have designed a paper 
bookmark to distribute as need arises. 

  

We hope to open the main floor of the library 
(great reading room and the Chromebook 
lab) in a week. 

Ashenafi has invited me to Wolaita Sodo to 
get a firsthand view of the ET Learns centers 
in the eleven schools.  Watch for it in the next 
issue of this newsletter.   

Holidays: Battle of Adwa (አድዋ) 

March 2 commemorated the historic Battle 
of Adwa (አድዋ) where Ethiopia defeated the 
Italians in a decisive battle in 1896. Adwa is 
about 20 km from Axum and it only seemed 
right to join in on the celebration since I was 
so very near.  

A group of current Peace Corps Volunteers, 
Ex-Pat faculty and a couple of others traveled 
to Adwa where there were many dignitaries, 
including the President of Ethiopia.  Many of 
these dignitaries stayed at hotels in Axum.   

There was a grand celebration with much 
pomp and many speeches.  Many visitors 
climb the mountain when the ceremonies 
conclude.  We decided to skip the 
ceremonies and just climb the mountain.  
Mid-way up the mountain, we came upon 
this old Russian-made tank.  It was a great 
day for getting outdoors and getting out of 
town.   

 

 

Aksum University (አክሱም ዩኒቨርሲተ) Updates  

Eyerusalem Dagnew has been named the 
new Director of the Aksum University 
Library.  She was previously the chair of the 
College of Computer and Information 
Science.  She will oversee the library and ICT, 
which have both been restructured to report 
to the Academic side of the university.  
Library staff are pleased with this move. 

 

Axumite Heritage Foundation Library (ቤት 
መጻሕፍት) 

A significant development at the Axumite 
Heritage Library was the installation of WiFi 
and internet connectivity.  This has 
dramatically affected my workflow and 
workload as I am able to connect directly to 
significant databases to obtain call numbers 
for books.  When the protests happened in 
November, the government disabled all data 
plans.  A data plan allowed me to use my 
IPhone as a WiFi hotspot and connect to the 
internet on my laptop.  With the data plan 
gone, I was forced to write down 
bibliographic information and then use the 
hotel or the university WiFi to gather call 
number information.  My output has risen 
enormously with the current access to the 
Internet.  And it is so fast!  
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Shelving has been installed in the Great 
Reading Room, and shelving from the old 
library will be transferred to the Ethiopia 
room next week.  Carrels have been set up 
and varnished, giving them a newly finished 
look.  

  

The grand tables that have been placed 
throughout the library have received a touch 
up coat of varnish as well, much to my 
delight.  I firmly believe that if you give 
students a quality environment, they will 
take care of it, but if the furniture is 
unsightly, what is one more scratch or mark? 

 

The circulation desk from the old library has 
been moved, necessarily in three different 
sections because of its weight and girth.  It 
needed a touch up of paint as well.  

 

 

 

Speakers have been added to the 
auditorium, completing the sound system. 

 

Much of the IT preparation work was done 
during the construction of the building.  
Dedicated ports were installed in every room 
in the building and cables pulled to two 
server installations, one in the computer lab 
and one in the server room.  A team of two 
from the University of Aksum, Haftom and 
Solomon, was tapped for the design and 
installation, mapping the ports in the rooms 
to the server. 

   

 

But much of the focus this past month has 
been on landscaping and exterior buildings.  
A grand stone entrance is nearing 

completion.  Stones have been carefully 
chosen, hand-chiseled, and painstakingly put 
in place.  Using simple tools, and twine for 
guide lines, the skilled craftsmen have 
created a masterpiece for the walkway. It still 
needs to be compacted, washed down, and 
grouted, but all evidence points to a dramatic 
entrance.  Once the stone entrance is 
completed, the side walkways can be 
connected to finish off the paths. 

 

  

Ever on the lookout for revenue 
development, Dr. Tsehaye has approved the 
building of a café. It is round as in the shape 
of a gazebo or a typical round house.  It has 
been fascinating watching this grow with 
cement hand mixed and poured into wooden 
forms to create the pillars that will serve as 
the foundation for the walls and upper story.   
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Although the library is not officially open, the 
library has hosted two major events, an open 
house during St. Mary’s festival in November 
and the recent graduation of the Tigray 
Region Axum Graduation & Project Closing, 
which helped train 1500 women and girls in 
the arts of basket making and stone carving, 
both items of interest in the tourist industry.  
The graduation was successful and quite 
colorful.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visitors  

Rick Stoner and his wife Elsa arrived at the 
end of February and journeyed on to Adwa 
where they are working on a historical 
building project.  They popped in and out 
picking up supplies.   

Dr. Tsehaye and Fantahun both traveled 
from the U.S. to work on the building project.  
Things really started to move when they 
were around.  

 

Dr. Tsehaye has a soft spot for the monkeys 

 

Fantahun rendering a drawing of the café  

Dwight Sullivan returned to finish installing 
the sound system in the auditorium and to 
work with the IT installation.   

Ashenafi Kebede traveled from Wolaita Sodo 
to help with the Chromebook lab. He is 
featured heavily in the lead article. 

  

Guenet Abraham was passing through town 
and visited the library and had an 
opportunity to meet Dr. Tsehaye.  She is a 
fellow Fullbrighter assigned to Addis Ababa 
University and is interested in holding design 
workshops at the library. 

 

Ginger Hajoglou (Returned Peace Corps 
Volunteer Ethiopia from Colorado) and Brian 
Landers (son of fellow Fulbrighter Tim 
Landers) met each other on the Sabean 
Hotel shuttle having both flown on the same 
plane from Gondar.  Each said, “I am meeting 
Janet and visiting Axum and the Heritage 
Library.” Ginger had been traveling around 
Ethiopia and Brian was here to interview me 
for an article and video (soon to be released).  
Below is a photo of Brian and me from a prior 
trip. 

 

Professional Activities 

The first of two articles about my Fulbright 
experience has been published in 
International Leads, the newsletter of the 
International Relations Round Table of the 
American Library Association.  The issue can 
be found at:  

http://www.ala.org/rt/sites/ala.org.rt/files
/content/intlleads/leadsarchive/201803.
pdf 

 

Recommended Facebook pages 

https://www.facebook.com/AxumHeritageLi
brary/ 
https://www.facebook.com/ToursSelam/ 

 

http://www.ala.org/rt/sites/ala.org.rt/files/content/intlleads/leadsarchive/201803.pdf
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