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Folk High School Education:  An alternative to Promote Good Governance in Africa 
Abstract
Apart from Botswana, the mention of any African country in the media outside the continent is often in a negative tone. If it is not about unprecedented level of corruption of government officials, then it is the poverty and hunger of its people. For decades, different prescriptions and efforts were brought from outside the continent towards eradicating these chronic ailments. The reform pills were simplified in two capsules - democracy and economic liberalisation. In this article it is argued that the formal school system is not designed to that effect. An alternative complementary education is therefore needed for both the so-called educated elite and the illiterate (whom are often referred to as the uneducated) to bridge the gap between the two and also as controlling standard by which the conducts of both the educated and uneducated would be measured in public office. The Danish type folk high school, sometimes referred to as school for life, is one such education that Africa needs. 

Introduction

It is often argued that if only African governments could embrace democracy and liberalise their economies, the continent of Africa would become as developed as other parts of the world. Many such arguments and prescriptions for Africa’s ills and panacea for their eradication often always come from outside the continent. But so far, all indicators point to the direction of defeat. One sector that is often ignored, or if mentioned at all much effort is not devoted towards it, is the formal education system. Before the prescriptions of economic liberalisation and democratic governance could work, before we can make the youth active in the affairs of the state, they need an education to give them a standard by which to measure conduct – the conduct of individuals as well as the conduct of public officials. This article is being written with two main objectives:

· Establishing the fact that the formal education system in Africa is incapable of providing that standard and developing in the youth and the main stream population the qualities needed to understand and participate meaningfully in the Western way of democratic governance and economic liberalisation.
· Describing the failure of the formal education system to enlighten the African, as a case of pedagogy of sycophancy on which it is based from the colonial era to post-independence times. 
· Suggesting a complementary education that could bridge the gap between the products of the formal education system and the main stream population towards a common and clearer understanding and practices of the concepts of democracy and economic liberalisation.
I would like African intellectuals and the educated elite to diagnose Africa’s economic woes and political upheavals from an angle which is often overlooked, but which I consider very vital for modernisation and development of Africa – education.   
Indigenous traditional form of education

Two parallel forms of education are currently imposed on a sub-Saharan African child – the home education and the school education. While the latter is termed formal the former is considered traditional, with the two often finding no common goal to complement or supplement each other. As the name implies, the home education takes place in the family, among ones siblings and in the community. Education received from the home and the community is undertaken within the frame work of acculturating the individual in cognitive and communal aspirations. It is life long, and in most cases the methodology is informal. The main aim is to prepare the individual to become a productive and self-sustaining adult capable of maintaining a family and contributing to the development of his society. 
Formal education in Africa is education for sycophancy
The school education in Africa, on the other hand, is a foreign import which paved the way for colonisation and its consolidation. The school is a small structure within a hierarchy of a bigger administrative structure headed either by the church or the government. The teacher in the classroom is a small administrator at the bottom of the big structure with power over the pupils. To the pupils the teacher is the elder, the source of knowledge and wisdom from who they are to receive training as under an instructor in the traditional system. Nothing short of total obedience is expected in the traditional system to the elder and instructor because he is considered knowledgeable so he is the best. This traditional concept has been transferred and welcomed into the formal school system because it fit perfectly with the colonial order of subjugating the society under a new form of authority.

So for a lengthy period of time the pupils are subjected to the teacher’s authority without being given the opportunity to criticise or suggest a hint of the teacher’s lack of knowledge in any subject. Since the main aim of the formal school system was to create a new being, cleansed of all the home and societal traditions, only the teacher has the power to make it possible, therefore the pupils must sit and listen in terror of him because he has the authority to make or break their future. It is the beginning of education for sycophancy. Such sycophancy pervaded the whole spectrum of authority within the colonial setup because people lived in terror of those above them. Out of fear of the unknown, punishment or losing ones position, playing sycophancy was considered the safest strategy for survival. And traditional culture which has a great respect for age and often associates it with wisdom, helped in developing this sycophantic behaviour in the formal education system. 
Lawton et al, (2000) states that schools are expected as places where the awareness should be created in “people to think of themselves as active citizens, willing, able and equipped to have an influence in public life and with the critical capacities to weigh evidence before speaking and acting”. The normative in the formal school system in Africa, however, is far from reinforcing in the individual these desirable expectations with which to evaluate an educated person. Education in the formal system, on the contrary, serves as places of impressing on the individual a higher authority or a master to look up to. He learned from the experiences in the school that the good pupil was the one who was obedient to the teacher and not critical of him. This has been the pedagogy which created the educated African. Decades of such pedagogy had only succeeded in creating confused individuals who were unable to apply the knowledge acquired from the school to make decisions that everyday realities and experiences pose to them. The educated African is, therefore, a pitiful figure who comes out of school with a shining badge of certificates ready to begin life with no concrete values steeped either in the new learning or in the old traditions. The school system surely recognises that the individual pupil arrives in school with some amount of home knowledge already installed in him/her. The pedagogical approach in the school, however, leaves no room for further development or improvement of that knowledge. On the contrary, the pupil is made to sit on this knowledge and become what Fenstermacher and Soltis (2004 p 31) describe as “a passive absorber of whatever the teacher dispenses”. No proper education of the individual can take place in an environment where he or she is made to feel stupid, ignorant and incapable. The dormant and passive acceptance of knowledge cannot be a way of developing democracy. Thus the ‘educated African’ leaves school with a mind that compares with a crash or corrupt hard disk of a computer installed with suppressed soft wares of home education and distorted graphics of schooling. It is with this quality or image that he or she is expected to behave responsibly as a democratic leader in governance and provide answers to the kaleidoscopic challenges of rapid economic globalisation. 
The school educated is now torn between two loyalties and two worlds – the lure of a modern life characterised by individualism which the school education emphasises and the compulsion to remain faithful to old traditions which frown on values of individualism taught and learned in the school. In most cases he/she opts for the former and with good reasons. The educated African outside the school system is not interested in the service he is offering, but in things that would give him economic superiority and power, because that was what colonised people saw as representing the white man’s administration and his civilisation. In his criticism against schools in Ghana, Peter Fordjor (1992) writes “they create new elites and neglect the real needs of the majority ... [and makes] them unfit and unwilling to contribute to the development of their own communities and it is likely that the tendency will continue even under the new system of education”. 

 Activities that take place in most African schools hitherto are directed more at training the individual than educating him – a training that might result in a change in outer action rather than in mental and emotional disposition. Thus over the years, the formal school in Africa has been used as an environment which, according to Dewey, only alters a person’s outer habit of action, but ignores the mental disposition to find a corresponding thought or emotion attached to the habit (Dewey 2007:15). 
Colonialism and post-independence developments have amply demonstrated that the educated African hardly is a partner in a shared activity, unless in accomplishing it he sees a generous personal reward for himself. In the words of Dewey (not referring to an African in particular), he is trained as an animal but not as a human being – perhaps as a horse who gallops with an owner astride it not because it believes in the cause being pursued by the master, but in the knowledge that at the end of the journey it would receive its food. 
The supreme motivation for school education therefore is the superior economic and political power it places in the hands of the individual over those who receive only home education or only a little school education – a power which is exercised in a manner of a victor over a vanquished. Wherever one travels in Africa, this power is seen being exercised in its salient or outright stark naked forms. To prescribe, therefore, economic and political liberalisation without first redesigning the machinery (the school) with appropriate ‘instructions for use’ (methodologies) to re-educate the people who man these institutions is, to say the least, to empower them with the fatal poison to kill off the rest of society. The failure of the decades of prescriptions to cure African countries of chronic corruption, economic mismanagement and gross abuse of human rights should be diagnosed from the background of and treated as a case of a wrong education provided by formal schooling. 
We could deduce from the story of the horse and that of the educated elite that the individual was schooled to help the colonial masters pursue the colonial cause but not share the same ideas or emotions with it. He cooperated only because either he had his food from carrying out orders issued from above or was afraid of the consequences of not complying. This has been the bane of most independent countries in Africa during and after the colonial period:  that well into over fifty years of political independence the formal education process in its contents, methods and goals still remains a monstrous colonial machinery, breeding sycophants to answer “Yes Sir/Madam” or “Oui Monsieur” to everything their seniors say. They function as mere paid labourers in democratic and economic institutions without any deep emotional participation or involvement in the ideals these institutions represent. Fordjor (ibid) laments the dysfunctional attitude with which university students leave school and their bad work ethics and unwillingness to render service and concludes that the youth need a new form of education to remedy the tendency. 
The reasons why bribery, corruption and dishonesty which African traditions and culture frown upon and also officially condemned, but are openly accepted in public offices are:  
(1) because the formal education is considered a temporary escape from society to get empowered with a kind of ‘mystery knowledge’ of the white man’s ways in order to return to the society an elevated powerful ‘big person’ who exacts obedience from those below him or her to recognise his/her newly acquired status with unquestioning obedience; 

(2) because the education process has not developed in persons occupying such positions or empowered the rest of the society they serve any deep sense of understanding leadership/governance as an accountable position with responsibility to the people; one is only responsible and accountable to people who are above him/her – sycophantic behaviour in public office;
 (3) because the formal education is a process for creating gaps between different segments of the society – a gap marked by top-down attitude and evident in superior economic and political power – fear and respect for people above you and looking down on those below you. 

The place of traditional education in the ensuing confusion is almost completely obscured by untamed and undisguised competition to secure a favourable position in government administration. In the face of opportunities offered by formal education, respect for African traditions weakened because they do not uplift the individual to the same position of economic prestige and power as does the formal education. Democratic governance failed in Africa not because Africans did not have a democratic culture, but because the formal education seriously disrupted the pattern of traditional economic and political organisations without offering a strong and deep sense to the educated of understanding how the patterns in modern forms actually operate. The few who appear to understand often concentrate their effort in dividing the rest of the ignorant population into antagonising ethnic and economic groups who provide them a scaffold to reach the top. The heartless corruption and violence that have gripped the continent for the past fifty years and the absence of genuine democrats in the body politic of African countries to promote good governance should not be seen as a phenomenon akin to indigenous African culture, but must be attributed to a system of education that is “strangulating, autocratic and mechanistic” Katchi Ozumba (1992 p10). It is an education rooted in pedagogy for sycophancy.
Many African countries have realised the of the colonial education system’s inability to answer to the demands of an independent country and as such have embarked upon reforms in to correct it. These countries have, in good faith, not considered the traditional education system as a viable alternative of uplifting the individual to a loftier set of ideals in democratic governance and economic liberalisation, because the issues at stake, they reason, are too complicated for traditional knowledge and wisdom to accomplish. But to me, the formal education system is also too focused on a singular effort to promote individual success that any expectation of it providing the solution to corruption and abuse of position and power would be far-fetched. No system of education would bring out the best in a people without allowing it to be shaped by a traditional philosophy of life of the people. 

The question one should ask now is whether there is any form of education that can blend the best in the traditional educational system with the best in the Western type to produce enlightened citizens for the promoting good governance? Yes, there is! 
The Folk High School is one form of education that can complement the formal education system in opening up the individual’s mind towards using knowledge as a service to society rather than for earning status and prestige. This form of education has its origins in Denmark. It is a form of education that comes closest to answering the quest for renewing traditions in order to shape the course of development of a nation. 
The Folk High School
The concept of the Folk High School was a single handed fight of one clergyman, philosopher, poet and politician to rescue the kingdom of Denmark from civil war and disintegration – a fate which befell many European countries towards the end of the eighteenth century and most parts of the nineteenth century. He is popularly known in Denmark as the father of the Folk High Schools. He is called N.F.S Grundtvig (1783 – 1872). Out of lack of space we cannot go into the history of the foundation of the Folk High Schools here. The schools were simply Denmark’s quest for an alternative education to prepare the population towards a constitutional monarchy in the second half of the nineteenth century. It is called “High” not because of its academic standard, but according to Grundtvig, a school in which “a folk” (all the people in a nation) are educated to develop a self-identify, to love their mother land, to love their mother tongue and to reason with one accord with its leader (the King) is the highest school an individual could and must attend, hence the name Folk High School.  He sometimes describes it a “School for Life” – a school for life because he considers education about identity, love for one’s mother land, language and one’s leader as prescriptions for enlightenment and humanising experience as against main stream Latin grammar school of his time which he describes school for death – school for death because it does not link the individual’s education to things that give meaning to his life. 

The School for Life
 The school for life is not a philosophy, but a prescription for becoming a human being in a given society, especially in societies that are searching for good citizenship and democratic governance; countries that are threatened with class struggle and disintegration. The school for life idea is anchored on three basic elements:

1. It is education for the youth to prepare them to face the challenges of adulthood and make them worthy participants in their country’s governing process.
2. It is a form of education in which the executive, humanistic and liberationist are distilled into one.
3. It is aimed at people of all professions and different circumstances of life. 

According to Grundtvig, eighteen is the age one matures to receive education that would usher him/her into adulthood because it is at this period that the youth are interested in participating in and finding answers about real life issues. For example it is the period that the youth no longer accept answers to childhood questions and are eager to go out in search for the truth; they are impatient and ready to act. All over the world, the youth want to find out: What is it to be a human being? What are their duties to their country and what relationships should exist between themselves and their leaders? These are crucial questions to which, unfortunately, there are no ready made answers.  
It was in response to some of these questions that in the past, some countries in Africa instituted initiation rites and ceremonies for the youth. With such ceremonies the youth were taught first how to become responsible adults to themselves and to their community before being welcome into participating in things adults do. It is this knowledge and responsibility that is missing in the school education in Africa, and it is what the school for life provides. 
Peter Jarvis says, “we are the result of our own learning” (www.routledge.com/education); in the school for life each individual has to discover his or her own answers by interacting in a living environment, because “life cannot be explained before it is lived” (Grundtvig, cited in Max Lawson 1991, p 82). The only way one can learn and acquire experience of and about living is by living and living in the company of other human beings. A school to become an educational institution for the benefit of life must accept life as it really is and must only strive to shed light on and promote its usefulness, according to Grundtvig. No person has all the knowledge about life to pass on to those beginning it. He sees history as a clue to unlocking life, because the stories and deeds of ancestors provide the living with material with which to begin studies of failures and successes. It is from the background of the deeds, foolishness and wisdom that the living can decide what they intend to do with their own lives.  This is the reason why in the school for life the teacher can only guide and suggest and allow the students to come out with their own suggestions based on what they experience and perceive life should be. The school for life idea becomes an institution of enlightenment by which the people gradually are awakened to a consciousness of whom they are and a place where the leaders learn just as much from the youth as the youth learn from them – a bridge between youth and old age; a place to discover who one is and who others are. 
To Thyssen and Thodberg (1983) it represents the ideas for a free, living and popular education. The school for life has existed in Denmark and Scandinavia long before Paulo Freire’s revolutionary suggestion in his book the Pedagogy of Oppression, to transform the oppressive school structure so that people can become beings for themselves instead of beings for someone else. One of the cardinal principles of democracy is its accommodation and respect for free speech. For this principle to manifest in public life it is suggested that in the school for life speech should become dialogue partly between old people and the youth, partly between the youth themselves because that is the natural way of obtaining enlightenment.

A second important feature of school for life is its absence of examination and award of certificates. It is the belief of the school that life poses its own questions to which one must from one day to the other find answers. Enlightenment which must be found in best of minds is not discovered by examinations because “what is acquired for the sake of examination and a living is of course forgotten in a hurry when the examination is over and done with and the living obtained”. Any experience that makes a person more capable of or interested in engaging in new experience is considered good education (Nel Noddings 2006 p 26). Practical experience teaches us that examinations intimidate and embitters those going through them. On the other hand, what is obtained because it is desired we rarely fear or forget; it makes us cleverer and satisfied with ourselves. “Schooling”, says Curren, “is only one of the forms that education must take and should not be considered as the whole of education”. (Randall Curren ed. 2007 p.7). Persons who experienced schooling in Africa during the colonial days and even those experiencing it now in the post-independence times would testify to the dreariness of public schooling and its examination. It is an experience one would, given the opportunity, run away from rather than go through twice.
So it is to be found that the formal schooling and examinations do not necessarily produce democrats and patriotic citizens, hence the need to provide a complementary education to prepare students for the adult life. All leaders or those who hope to become one and those who hope the schools should become places where democrats are produced should seriously consider setting up centres where individuals irrespective of their social or economic standing can periodically meet as equals to deliberate on issues affecting their common interests as citizens of one country. This is the idea behind school for life. 

Here lies a type of education that can give not only voice to the voiceless, but can make the voice heard; this is a type of education that can give not only the vote to the people but also enable them to make it felt by those receiving it. This is one type of education that enabled Denmark and other Scandinavian countries resolve peacefully political and industrial conflicts that confronted most European countries in the second half of the nineteenth century, while other states resorted to violence and political repression. An American writer, H.C. Howe, in his book A Co-operative Commonwealth, evaluates the school for life education’s contribution to Danish political and economic life in the following glowing compliments, 
 “Denmark seems to me to be quite the most valuable political exhibit in the modern world... Denmark is one of the few in the modern world that is using its political agencies in an intelligent, conscious way for the promotion of the economic well being, of the comfort and the cultural life of its people” 

 ( H.C. Howe cited in Boris, 1991 p. 39)
Sherman F. Mittel in his introduction to the book Democracy in Denmark has this to say:  
“Denmark as a nation spells enlightened education, enlightened government, enlightened living ... you will find no account of national barbarism, lust for subjugation, program of conquest or aggrandizement ... Achievements were not won through war not through abundance of natural resources but rather through an ability of faith in her human resources and capacity of her people to use the natural intelligence for the improvement of the entire citizenry” (cited in S.M. Boris 1991 p. 73).
Democracy, human rights, economic liberalisation are attainable not by a small group of educated elite bossing over the majority opposed by their own inferiority of not obtaining formal education, but by a well informed populace to understand what is going on in their own world and the rest of the world. It is this skill and confidence, to make democracy a way of life, that the school for life education seeks to give the masses to understand democratic governance, their relationship to people in public office and duties that democratic governance imposes on citizens as well as leaders so they can play their role in promoting it. Ove Korsgaard, one time chairman of the Danish Folk High Schools Association, says democracy is dependent on the way people live their lives. “Democracy, he reiterates, can never be nourished by laws, regulations or any constitutions. It is not resolutions and regulations committed to paper in laws and acts ... it is in the mind of the people” Korsgaard (1992 p. 91).
It is only when the mind of the people are developed that democracy can be attained.
Conclusion
There is a call from the UN on governments to provide compulsory, fee free basic education for all. Having realised the poor quality education that is going on in the public school under the free scheme, many parents with the means are now paying for their children to be educated in private elite schools. The end result, should this trend continue, is that the already existing gap between the educated elite and the illiterate masses is going to be widened and intensified with the former continuing to be the ruling class and the latter remaining the ruled. Some African countries, before and after independence, have already experienced the tragic consequences that nations so divided along class lines usually suffer- brutal military take-overs, dictatorship, civil wars and other forms of violent social upheavals. 
Societies are made up of the strong and the weak, the high and the low, the rich and the poor, the ruler and the ruled. For democracy to thrive, it is important that all these segments in the society are systematically and periodically brought together to interact and rediscover themselves; to nourish themselves on the fact and importance of human diversity; and above all to recognise and develop great respect for humanity. Self discovery is important only in the sense that it leads to the discovery and importance of other selves. It is only when the school becomes a free community centre devoid of examinations, strangulation, autocratic and mechanistic authority that common standards could be developed by which we can measure individual performance in private and public office. Not until we have such an education in African countries before we would begin to see a functioning democracy in Africa. This is a competence that the school for life is capable of developing in the individual through a method that can truly be described as pedagogy for democracy.  
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