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Fulbright Specialist Program – Film Studies in Addis Abeba, Ethiopia 
October – December 2016 
 

In October 2015, I received a Fulbright award for a specialist program to teach Film Studies 
in Addis Abeba, Ethiopia.  The program was to be delivered at the Rift Valley University, 
Bole campus, one of the largest private universities in Ethiopia.   
 
Program objectives: 
 
1.  consult on the development of a film curriculum.  
2.  deliver lectures in the creative as well as in the critical studies area of Film Studies to 

undergraduate students. 
3. deliver a “from Script to Screen” practical workshop 
4. faculty training – train the trainer  
 
Program delivery: 
 
1. consult on the development of a film curriculum: 
 
I consulted administrators on the development of a film degree curriculum.  I also assisted in 
the area of courses content development in Film History, Theory, Criticism and Analysis as 
well as in production courses: Screenwriting and Directing. I strongly recommended that 
the institution also devotes resources in the area of faculty development in order to build a 
strong film curriculum. 
 
2. deliver lectures in the creative as well as the critical studies area of Film 
Studies to undergraduate students: 
 
This component of the program, was to deliver parallel to the creative component 
(mentioned below), a short course module teaching film in the creative as well as the critical 
studies areas: screenwriting, film directing, acting for the camera, film history, theory, 
criticism and analysis. The critical studies area included studying American Cinema and its 
contribution to the craft, history of African-American cinema, and the various European, 
African and Latin American film movements. This gave students a solid knowledge base in 
film studies. 
 
3. deliver a “from Script to Screen” workshop: 
 
The first 2 weeks were devoted to lecturing on the various aspects of the film making 
process, specifically in screenwriting, film directing, and acting for the camera, in order to 
prepare students for the practicum that followed. Students then moved to the “from script 
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to screen” practical filmmaking training workshop.  Due to the high number of students 
enrolled in this program (55 day students & 72 students who attend the night classes I 
offered twice a week), students in the class were divided in 4 production groups. Each 
group consisted of students interested in various roles in the production: Screenwriters, 
Directors, Cinematographers, Editors and Producers.  Each student group came up with a 
script idea, developed the script and went through the various stages of the filmmaking 
process; thus putting the theory they learned in class, the first 2 weeks of the program, into 
practice. The result was the production and exhibition of 4 short films. 
 
Once the films were finalized, I asked a group called ALATINOS - Young Ethiopian 
Filmmakers Association, to host the screening and exhibition of the students’ films. The 
films were screened to a full house. Students got the chance to experience an audience 
reacting to the films and getting direct feedback and critique from an audience. 
 
4. faculty training and development: 
 
I trained a faculty member who has been running the film initiative (for Sandscribe 
Communication, a partner organization in the film initiative with Rift Valley University) and 
devoted a significant amount of time on knowledge transfer and resources sharing. This 
included sharing all my power point lectures, research materials, online resources and all 
my references on the various topics I covered. I also advised University administrators on 
professional development of faculty. 
 
Other activities, during my Fulbright program: 
 
I was asked by the US Embassy in Ethiopia to give a presentation at the Addis Abeba 
University, for a program sponsored by the embassy. Two American documentary 
filmmakers were in country on a program called “American Film Show Case”.  They were 
giving a presentation co-sponsored by US Embassy and Addis Abeba University. I was asked 
to also give a screening lecture with my film “At The Second Traffic Light” to university 
students. I facilitated for all my students from Rift Valley University to attend the 
presentations.   
 
Outside of the initially discussed training areas, I also facilitated for my students to be 
invited to 2 film presentations sponsored by the US Embassy in Addis Abeba. And had them 
invited to attend the closing ceremony of the Ethiopian International Film Festival. These 
were opportunities that they would not have ordinarily gotten.  
 
The workshop with the American filmmakers gave students a glimpse into the making of a 
documentary film by young filmmakers who shared their filmmaking process – an American 
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perspective; the full day presentations/workshop they attended, also organized by the US 
Embassy gave them a full day interaction with Americans as well as Ethiopian filmmakers 
who discussed challenges the industry faces in both countries.  
 
Finally, the closing ceremony of the Addis International Film Festival was a treat as they 
attended an event along with Ethiopian film celebrities and filmmakers who received awards 
for their craft. 
 
Most valuable contribution: 
 
Ethiopia has a growing film industry. However due to lack of formal education in this field, 
films are made without proper training. This has established what is referred to as a video 
film industry. While this industry has become a viable business, it is producing low-brow 
video dramas that go counter to the art of cinema. I believe there were sevral valuable 
contributions: 
 
1.  re-conditioning these young film students to think of cinema as an art form; to cultivate 
in them the notion that cinema is an academic field of study that requires both theory as well 
as practice. Through the delivery of the following lecture topics, students were exposed to 
the history, theory and criticism of cinema, as well as the creative aspects: The 5 stages of the 
filmmaking process; Screenwriting phases; The 3-Act structure; The basic 9 elements used to critique a 
film; Auteur Theory & French New Wave; German Expressionism; Italian Neo-Realism; Film Genres 
Silent, Sound & Modern Cinemas Hollywood; Film Sound; Third Cinema; African Cinema & American 
& African-American Cinema; Cinematography & Lighting; Montage Theory; Mise-en-Scene. Each 
lecture was accompanied by a related film to watch. My home institution’s (Northern 
Virginia Community College-NOVA) library allowed me to take with me all the necessary 
films for my lectures. Students got to watch films they would never had a chance to watch. 
A total of 30 DVD’s that supplemented each lecture were made available to students at the 
university. 
 
One of my students was an established filmmaker in Addis Abeba, who indicated that 
initially he thought that one can be a filmmaker by simply practicing the medium, he stated 
by the end of the program, he felt that the critical studies component he learned in this 
program, made him a much better filmmaker. He echoed most of the students’ sentiments 
that studying film as an academic field of study is as important as practicing it. 
 
2.  Another accomplishment is taking students who have never made films before nor 
learned about film, and walking them through the various stages of the filmmaking process 
in theory and later in actual practice: resulting in students making short films and actually 
screening them to the public. This is truly the ultimate accomplishment as a film teacher. 
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Through this process, I identified what each student wants to specialize in within the 
filmmaking process (e.g. cinematographer, sound recorder/mixer, director, screenwriter 
etc.) and assigning them the task within their respective group.   
 
3.  Once we completed the program, I organized students as a film group in order for them 
to continue to work together and support each other’s productions. I named them the 
“Ethiopian New Wave Filmmakers” and committed to help them produce short films by 
putting in place a community support system that helps them through mentoring, financial 
support as well as identifying and negotiating for them to have a venue where they can 
screen their short films. 
 
From my past experience in development work, I found that it was not enough just to 
deliver much needed educational training but it is as important to also help students set up 
means through which they apply in practical terms what they learn in the training courses. In 
filmmaking, this includes, setting up means of production, making resources available, 
galvanize community support of these young filmmakers and venues where they can screen 
films made.  
 
While the program delivery was a success and a valuable contribution, I believe that setting 
up the means through which these students can make films and screen them in the coming 
future was the valuable contribution. For it is one thing to teach someone in theory how to 
make films, but another to ensure that students apply into practice what they learn in theory 
in the classroom. For having been able to accomplish this, I am grateful! 
 
4.  Gender equity and balance: I worked hard before the program start date to ensure that 
extra efforts were made in recruiting female students for the program. As is the case in 
many developing countries, male students have a tendency to be larger in numbers in film 
classes and tend to dominate the discussion in class.  I made this as a top priority in talks 
with the host institution. A good number of female students were recruited and when the 
program started, their participation in class discussion was minimal, in spite of my efforts to 
bring them into the dialogue. However, as the program went on, my female students started 
to take leadership roles and became more active in class discussions as well as on production 

sets. I feel that accomplishment is closest to my heart! 
 
Challenges: 
 
Internet connectivity issues: internet connection is not a given in Ethiopia. Connection is 
often slow to non-existent. This made delivering some of the lectures who were 
supplemented by short videos a challenge to deliver. However, this challenge forced me to 
think outside the box and come up with alternative solutions to relying on connectivity in 
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the classroom: I downloaded the videos prior to class time, by asking the help of friends who 
worked in established international institutions that have better connectivity.   
 
Power outage: that is a reality. There is power outage at least 2-4 times in the course of a 
day. This meant that while delivering my lecture using my power point presentations, I 
would have to stop and rely on my knowledge and continue delivering the lecture without 
the aid of the power point presentation nor videos that illustrate the lecture.   
 
Lack of resources: There was no screen in the auditorium where I lectured. The school had 
projectors but no screens. We came up with a creative alternative – place a white board on 
2 chairs that were placed on a table against the wall, and project video on it. It was not ideal 
projection but it did the trick. Actually my students came up with that alternative. This is 
only one example of how creative these students are in the midst of all the challenges they 
face daily in terms of lack of resources. 
 
Bureaucracy: It took a lot of time to get anything cleared. It gets done eventually but it took 
a longer time; and when one is on a tight program, this could impede ones work. 
 
What I learned from my experience: 
 
In spite of the various challenges they face in terms of filmmaking, in spite of the lack of 
traditional education in filmmaking, students were committed, innovative in their approach 
to overcoming obstacles, such as lack of access to equipment, text books, etc. and 
determined to apply what they learned in class in their productions. My students’ 
enthusiasm and determination inspired me as a human being as well as a teacher. Having the 
dual perspective of teaching in a classroom in the US and now in Ethiopia, I feel that my 
students in the US, who have everything at their fingertips, from resources, to information, 
to education etc. could learn a lot from my students in Ethiopia, who made things happen in 
spite of all the obstacles. I had a student build a camera crane out of disposed of materials! In 
spite of the fact that I am originally from Ethiopia, I have lived in the US longer and have 
come to be like, my students here: take things for granted. I learned that hardship, 
limitations, and lack of resources, make us more creative and most importantly, appreciative 
of the little things we get. Prior to this experience, I felt that I was a good teacher and had a 
lot to offer my students; after this experience, I learnt that I can be an even better teacher, 
and can now share this experience with my students in the US. It was one of the most 
valuable experiences I have had not only as a teacher but also as a human being. Pictures and 
videos of this experience are available upon request. I will use them also in my classroom in 
the US. 
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Follow-on activities: 
 
As stated above, I encouraged students to get organized as a film group in order for them to 
continue working together and supporting each other’s productions. I named them the 
“Ethiopian New Wave Filmmakers” and committed to help them produce short films by 
putting in place a community support system that helps them through mentoring and 
financial support. They already created a facebook page for this group and are ready to go! 
 
In addition, through my contacts in Addis Abeba, I facilitated internship opportunities for 
the students with various advertising agencies. I also negotiated with a friend who owns an 
art gallery, with a film screening facility, to host a monthly short film screening series for 
my students in order to encourage them to make films and have a venue to screen their 
films.  
 
I will stay in touch with the students and continue to provide them with guidance, support, 
provide them with information and online resources etc. When I decided to do this 
program, I was inspired by the notion of transfer knowledge and giving back to my 
community. Now I am inspired by these students’ passion and commitment to filmmaking! 
 
Given the need for educational training in this field, I will continue to seek means through 
which I can go back and deliver more short term training programs during my summer 
breaks provided that I find fellowships, such as the Fulbright Specialist Program.  This is a 
great program and in such need for institutions in the developing world.  
 
Screenwriting workshop - US Embassy Addis Abeba, Ethiopia: 
 
As part of their campaign to raise awareness on gender based violence (GBV) issues, the US 
embassy asked me to develop and deliver a week long screenwriting workshop, specifically 
aimed for Ethiopian women journalists and filmmakers. At the end of my Fulbright 
program, I developed and delivered “Telling Herstory” a screenwriting workshop aimed at 
using screenwriting to address GBV issues.  I walked participants through the various stages 
of the screenwriting process. At the end, all participants had written a 5-page (5-minute) 
script.  
 
The top three were selected by a panel of judges. The US Embassy committed funds to the 3 
finalists so that they turn them into short films. I arranged so that the 3 finalists use the 
Ethiopian New Wave Filmmakers (film students I trained through the Fulbright program) to 
work on the short films. Both groups that were trained during my tenure are now working 
together on the production of the 3 short films.   


