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After studying this chapter you should be able to:
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« explain the nature and process of traditional African education
» describe how traditional African education fits with the concept of ‘the school of life’
» specify the role of the family, especially that of the parents and older siblings, in participatory learning and

school learning

+ identify at [east three areas of possible conflict or tension between traditional African education and formal
education, and two strengths and weaknesses of each system of education

+ identify at least three psychological principles embedded in traditional African aducation and demonstrate
how each could apply in school learning in an African society

+ justify why it is necessary to make education culturally relevant in African countries,

Nosipho's parents had believed strongly in the value of
education. They had helped her with her school work and
uraged her to apply for university ‘A university edu-
cation will let you do anything you want to do!, they
told her. She knew that her parents regretted that
n't had the opportunity to- g0 1o -university

. Her grandparents on both srdes had been

nostalgically recall what life had been like when he was
a child He attended the local vitlage schoot where he did
well, but the best times for him were accompanying his
own father when he went around to the nearby villages
to sell the produce they had grown on their small farm.
Nosipho's father always said he had learned so much
about people, about marketing and even about econom-
ics:as he helped out on these trips. He worked as a sales-
0 now and he often said, only half joking, that he had

- had.the best training of any of the employees at the
'co_ pany .he worked for. As she thought about it,
‘Nésiphg wondered whether in fact her own schooling
and un ersrty education taught people as well as her

_ een aught Leammg in ciassrooms and from
books taught a particular kind of thinkin; .

times it was hard see how it f:tted-
there were many different ways.
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Introduction

In Africa today, both traditional African and foreign
ways of thinking and educating children are avail-
able and useful, though they sometimes produce
conflict situations. In this way, present-day Africa
has elements of several cultures co-existing in what
Mazrui (1986) has called a ‘triple heritage’. It is a
triple inheritance because it comes from three
sources, namely Arabic-Islamic influences, Western-
Christian legacies or Westernisation and deep-seat-
ed African educational traditions (Nsamenang,
2003). The main objective of this chapter is to skeich
the current state of traditional o1 indigenous African
education and to briefly describe how it coexists
with other world systems of education, particularly
schooling. In doing so, the chapter attempts to iden-
tify some principles of learning and teaching rele-
vant to African settings. It is hoped that the chapter
can serve as a challenge to African learners and
scholars to rethink their educational and other her-
itages and how they can inspire appropriate, innova-
tive curricular reforms in education in their countries.

An overview of systems of
education

Education is a specific form of enculturation and
socialisation, and is partly provided through formal
schooling (Nsamenang, 2002) or instructed learning
(Tomasello ef al , 1993). Formal, formalised or insH-
tutional education is in contrast, but also comple-
mentary to participatory or societal learning. In
other words, teaching and learning are not restricted
to schools; they occur in and outside the school
(Desforges, 1995; Chapter 28, this volume). Thus,
‘schooling is only one small part of how a culture
inducts the young into its canonical ways’ (Bruner,
1996:ix)

Educational reform as adjustmentt
change and need

Education is a process that seeks to prepare chil¢

for the responsibilities of life or a call to 5 Spec
duty. At the same time, it must prepare Citizen-
cope with local and global change In fact, al] eq,-
tional systems must cope with, and adjust to cha,
The need to make education relevant leads tg on
ing revisions of educational curricula Accordjng
Cookson et al (1992), educational reform is an op
ing process that really has no end It is a chy
process, and change is an important aspect
human life. Africa has made attempts to reform

systems of education it mnherited from Europ:
colonisers. Unfortunately, the reforms have tenc
to be incomplete, so that some inconsistency w
African cultures and economic and ecological re-
ties prevails

History and structure of systems of
education

Human beings in all cultures throughout the we
seek to pass on what they learn and have inheri:
to their younger generations This is meant to ens.
that their offspring and culture survive and do -
become extinct {Reagan, 2000) As previously not:
the history of African education that is being taug
today focuses almost entirely on Western educat:
in Africa rather than African education. It negle
other educational traditions that inform the Afric
wotldview, like those of Asia and the local Afric
traditions

In general terms, we can fit the existing systems
education into two basic models of teaching ar
learning (Nsamenang, 2003) One model is ¢
didactic o1 instructional framewoik, and the cther
the participatory model In Western societies educ
tion is organised so that children can learn fic
adults, especially teachers. Teachers instruct learne
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Figure 1 Africa’s triple heritage
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Figure 2 Tradition and science

and stimulate their cognition in well-organised
institutions such as schools. Cognition here refers to
mental activities like reasoning and thinking, among
many others. Schools, for example, provide instruc-
tion to learners under controlled conditions (with
teacher, subject matter and objectives). However,
with traditional Africa education, children are
encouraged to observe and learn from their involve-
ment in the life of the family and the cultural and
economic activities going on around them. This is
often done without formal instruction but with the
encowragement and support of parents and peers
(Nsamenang, 2002)

The instructional and participatory models carry
implications for the process of teaching and learn-
ing, and more importantly, for the generation oz cre-
ation and control of knowledge. With the instruc-
tional or didactic model, teachers tend to control ot
‘own’ knowledge. In the participatory model, learn-
ers actively co-create and co-control knowledge
with their teachers. Knowledge is rarely an object
not “property’ which one person (e.g., the teacher or
parent) possesses (Freire, 1970). It exists to be dis-
covered. As regards the developing individual oz
C_hﬂd, he or she produces knowledge from interac-
tion with other people, objects (e.g , the task that has

to be learned) and the envirorunent. The patrticipato-
1y model sees learners not as ‘empty vessels’, but as
agents or partners who are active in the process of
learning. They actively acquire, interact and gener-
ate and share knowledge (Nsamenang, 2002, 2003).

Indigenous African education

Education, culture and stages of
human development

Education in Aftican traditions is part and parcel of
the culture It is built on the daily routines and activ-
ities of the family and community. Like education
everywhere, it is organised in conformity to the
stages of life (Moumouni, 1968). Traditional African
education does not divide domains of knowledge,
such as agriculture, economics, arts, science, efc.
Instead, it integrates knowledge about all aspects of
life into a single curriculum. The curriculum is
arranged in sequence to fit into different milestones
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Figure 3 The whole made up of parts: Education may be like a

puzzle

of development that the culture perceives or recog-
nises. In other words, what is taught or what chil-
dren are made to leain fits their abilities and succes-
sive stages of development This implies that a child
may be ‘mature’ in chronological age but immature
in some abilities (Nsamenang, 1992). In psychology,
such children are called late developers because the
emergence of their abilities fails to match, or lags
behind their chronological age and the social expec-
tations for that age.
- The gradual, stage-like nature of African educa-
tional thought and practices follows from the princi-
ple that since we cannot teach or learn everything at
once, the tasks and activities to be taught and
learned have to be artanged in sequential order
within the curriculum as well as across the stages of
development. This permits teaching and learning to
be systematic. Another principle is that children are
born with a disposition to become competent, to
learn to relate to other human beings, and to regu-
late their behaviour and activities. Guided by these
two principles, among others, the aim of African
education is to progressively connect children to
their cultural heritage, ways of life and the continu-
ation of their family and community.

Africans tend to think of child development in
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terms of a garden metaphor, a seed. Just as the Seed
germinates and grows into a mature plant, the indj.
vidual matures in a progressive mannet and gragy,.
ally acquires knowledge (growing in wisdomy) angd ,
sense of personal identity (or self-identity). Where,,
a seed is nursed or cultivated into maturity i 4
African garden of mixed crops, the child is reareg i,
a dense social network in which several member.
share roles in childcare and family dute.
(Nsamenang, 2002) Emy (1968) described this viey,
of child development in Africa as a ‘becoming’ I
this sense, becoming an adult is a gradual process
The assessment of how well a child is matuing o
‘becoming’ an adult is based on how he or she is fiyl-
filling the social roles expected of him or her It
equally depends on the extent to which the child i
integrated into his or het family and community
Mead (1972:154) captured how the child progres-
sively establishes his or her self-identity in the
following words: ‘The self has a character, which is
different from the physiological organism The self is
something, which has a development; it is nor
initially there at birth but arises in the process o
social experience and activity’

At each successive stage of life, the child faces and
must achieve developmental tasks. Each task ic
defined by the culture according to important points
in growing up and patterns of parficipating in the
life of the people at those points This perhaps
explains why education is organised to gradually
introduce children to different roles and responsibil-
ities at various stages of development The educa-
tion guides and directs children to participate in use-
ful cultural and economic activities at designated o:

Figure 4 Nurturing and growing



recognised stages. We may regard such education as
scultivation” into and through ‘pivot” roles that mark
different ‘stations’ of an individual’s social develop-
ment (Nsamenang & Lamb, 1995).

Through such participation, children master their
langnage and the rules of their culture. They do so
by practicing with proverbs, mental arithmetic,
dilemma tales, legends, etc. By the end of adoles-
cence, a normally developing boy or girl is expected
to complete his or her social, intellectual, moral and
practical training. Although such a young person or
emerging adult may begin to assume responsibility
in the world of adults, he or she does not automati-
cally attain adult status. A full adult status is syn-
onymous with being married and becoming a par-
ent (Nsamenang, 1992}

The family: The foundation of
education

The composition and function of the normal family
Varies throughout Africa. The most common type of
African family is the extended family. But the num-

ber of single-parent families and other forms of
family is increasing The family, the child and the
family environment interact and influence each
other The family context or atinosphere determines
what is normal and what facilitates or impairs child
development. This is a particularly important point
because the foundation of child development is laid
in the family long before the child is born. In addi-
tion, the family unit sets the pace and sustains chil-
dren’s learning of their culture (Tomasello et al,
1993), as well as prepares them for entry into school.
It is the family that prepares children to acquire
skills in interpersonal processes, communication
and mental abilities It is equally through the family
that children expand their horizons and growing
sense of identity and life purpose

In other words, children’s search for understand-
ing, competence and ‘the 1ight ways’ of the world
begin in the family with their parents, long before
they meet non-family members in the neighbour-
hood and/or at school. The family constitutes a
secure base on which children build the confidence
needed to relate to others and the world beyond the
family. It is within the family that children leatn the
social, linguistic cognitive and other prerequisites
for cultural living {Nsamenang, 1992).

As the first educators of children, parents are
therefore the source of primary knowledge and val-
ues for children’s head start (o1 take-off) in life, espe-
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cially their transition into and adjustment at school.

A firm foundation for school learning is laid in the

security of the home, long before the child enters

school. Parents can play a crucial role in orienting
their child to life in general and the motive to
achieve in particular. Different parents and families
possess different capacities to prepare their children
adequately for school and to motivate them to

achieve at school and in life (Serpeli, 1993).

The role of parents in fostering children’s devel-

opment is three-fold (Nsamenang, 2001):

+ to guide children to understand and accept the
appropriate adult identity and models toward
which they are being socialised;

e to communicate standards of valued behaviour
and virtue; and

* to prime or sensitise children to acceptable val-
ues, rules and standards of the family and society,
and to ensure their acquisition.

Parents have differing capacities to perform these
roles.

Socialisation of responsible
intelligence

In African societies, children are socialised accord-
ing to values and norms that foster support for one
another from an early age (Weisner, 1997). This is a
highly cherished moral quality that is relatively
ignored in the curricula of most schools in Africa
{Serpell, 1993). Africans tend to use social compe-
tence to assess how responsible or ‘intelligent” a
child is (see Mundy-Castle, 1975} In fact, Aftican
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parents use evidence that a child has the ability
give and receive social suppoit, and Notice 2.
attend to the needs of others as markers of mer‘
and general development (Weisner, 1997) , .
formity to this principle, Serpell (1993:64) clais
that:

Adults presumably keep some mental ta]);
of the proportion of errands that a given chjjc
petforms adequately, and this serves as ap
index of how “tumikila’ (responsible) the chilg
is. In the shoit term this attribute is used ¢
choose which child to send on another sych
errand; in the longer term it feeds into an
assessment of that child’s expertise and
responsibility

In order to train children in responsibility, pare
and caregivers allocate chores and send them
errands (Nsamenang & Lamb, 1995). Such erra
include, but are not limited to, cleaning duties, far
ing objects, purchasing items and delivering rr
sages to neighbours. Child work inculcates p
social values and the acquisition of cognitive, soc
economic and other competencies and product.
skills. Above all, it promotes social integration ~
motal lessons and skills children have to learn
not separate, but are part and parcel of social in-
actions, cultural life and economic activities z
daily routines (Nsamenang, 1992, 2002} Child:
are not instructed but discover these values
skills in the process of participation

Figure 6 Child as caregiver and domestic helper



The role of the peer group and
children’s creative spirit

From toddlerhood, typical African children begin to
distance themselves from their parents, and they
increasingly come under the influence of the peer
group, During peet group activities children often
act as futher and mother. Elder peers o siblings rather
thap the parents or other adults readily correct,
supervise and mentor them. As children rehearse
and enact the roles of adult models, they use the
peer culture to re-address and resolve the confu-
sions and uncertainties that arise in their interac-
tions with parents (Nsamenang & Lamb, 1995). The
free spirit of the peer culture challenges children to
address and resolve conflicts, take others’ perspec-

bir
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tives into account and notice the needs of others
They also learn how to plan and organise activities
and collaborate. In so doing, children integrate adult
models into their own wozlds. When their contribu-
tions are accepted they see themselves as significant
social partners. Thus, children do not passively
accommodate adult worlds. They are active and cre-
ative social producers of new forms of knowledge
and modes of functioning. In the process of such cre-
ativity and functioning, children become emotional-
ly mature, gain leadership skills, learn how to han-
dle crises and gain social and mental competence
(Nsamenang & Lamb, 1995). The motivation inher-
ent in the peer culture may be more acceptable and
stimulating to children than the opportunities pre-
pared for them by parents.
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d the world, children begin .
1 responsibility for tending to other chil-
5 to 7 years (Rogoff et al, 1975). and in

14, years: without adult -
995), :However, in.many .

some places even younger children begin to assume
this responsibility For example, among the Kwara'aq
of Oceania, three-year-olds are skilled workers in thg..
gardens and households, excellent caregivers of their .
younger siblings and accornplished at social interac. -
tion. Although young children also have time to play,
many of the functions of play seem to be met by -
work. For both adults and children, work is accom.--
panied by singing, joking, verbal play, and entertain--
ing conversation. Instead of playing with dolls, chil-~
dren care for real babies. in addition to working in -
the family gardens, young children have their own :
garden plots The latter may seem like play, but by -
three or four years of age many children are taking -
produce they have grown themselves to the market -
1o sell, thereby making a significant and valued con-
tribution to the family income (Watson-Gegeo in
Rogoff, 2003:3-4). (See also Rogoff (1990) )

Due to the lack of commercial toys, African chil-
dren are usually encouraged to create theit own
playthings using local materials (Nsamenang &
Lamb, 1995) Such creations express rematkable
ingenuity, and their recognition as ‘products’
enhances self-esteem and fosters children’s cogni-
tive and creative abilities. It also teaches abstract and
spatial thinking and how to plan and organise work,
measure objects and co-ordinate materials (Segall
et al, 1999) In actual fact, the rich yraditions of
African arts evolved through participatory learning,

Figure 7 Peer group activity
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The mismatch between school and
some aspects of African educational
traditions

Generally, education in sub-Saharan Africa does not
really take into consideration the ‘subject matter: the
theories and concepts through which the owners of
the culture see their cultural world” (Anyawu,
1975:149). That is, the education of African children
does not incorporate traditional African mentalities
and wisdom. The school instead gives the impres-
sion that African cultures are backward and obsta-
cles to learning and modernity (Serpell, 1993)
Accordingly, the school should help Africa to over-
come its backwardness The view that traditional
African education is backward is a deficit model of
education and misrepresents African values (Serpell,
1993). Although many African children attend
school, the average African school rarely teaches the
economic aciivities of farming that most Africans
value. Thus, it is doubtful just how well ‘modern’
schools train the average African child to function in
his or her community.

The school promotes values of individual
achievement, personal ambition and competition
(Oyserman, 1993). This is contrary to those of tradi-
tional African education, which reinforce family, <o~
opetation and sharing, among others (see
Nsamenang, 1992, 2002). As a result, graduates from
most African schools experience difficulty partic




g in the application of local knowledge. In fact,
hly educated Africans or those with graduate
srees from colleges and universities may be poot-
formed about their communities and countiies

Inappropriate education and
unemployment

The unemployment of school leavers and graduates
is a growing problem because school learning is
unsuitable for the needs of Africa’s largely agrarian
economies and job markets For example, school
children learn little or nothing about farming even
though over 70 per cent of the people are engaged in
peasant agriculture (Nsamenang, 1992). African
countries thus face a cruel paradox of spending
large portions of their national budgets on educa-
tion, which only churns out increasing numbers of

educated but unemployed graduates (o graduates
who are illiterate about the values and means of the
local community). These educated youth cannot
even fend for themselves. This confirms Brunet’s
(1996:ix) view that the school may ‘be at odds witha
culture’s other ways of inducting the young into the
requirements of communal living’. One source of
the high rate of school dropouts may be the pe:-
ceived value of the school. The school evokes limit-
ed interest and hope in African learners
{Nsamenang, 2002). Another hypothesis is that the
pressure and anxiety generated by the ‘diploma syn-
drome’ exacerbates dropout and failure rates in
African education systems (Serpell, 1993). The unin-
teresting nature of school curricula or their lack of
relevance to addressing community needs may de-
motivate many learners.

Social integration of children

Whereas indigenous African educational fzaditions
endeavour to connect children to their local contexts
and activities of daily life, the school tends to sepa-
rate and distance them. Schooling separates children
from parents and family. As such, it increases peer
influence and the genezation gap It also limits chil-

dren’s availability and contribution to the family
welfare and economy (Nsamenang, 2002). Many of
the children who drop out of school are increasingly
participating in street commerce in sprawling
African cities.

Figure 8 The child in the community
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The mismatch between what the school teaches
and the daily life of most Africans poses the chal-
lenge whether African youth are acquiring the right
skills and values to catch up with changing tech-
nologies. How can we incorporate and merge truly
African ideas, issues and practices (Serpell, 1992)
with webs of change? How can we bring the local
and the global together into comprehensive curricu-
la that can stimulate confidence, creativity and
ensure progress and sustainable development in the
twenty-first century?

336 | Educational Psychology

Conclusion

African educational thought and practices, alony
with a variety of foreign educational legacies, ar,
available to most African children today. The cha]
lenge facing Africans is to explore, understand an,
channe] their educational heritages to creative an,
useful purposes This education is fitted into thy
developmental pathways and traditions Africa
children follow as they participate in the cultural ljf
and economic activities of the family and commun;j
ty. These differ from the Western traditions of edy
cation, which, through institutional schooling, are
now given priotity in spite of their lack of accurat
fit with the participatory learning within Africar
families and communities As a result, ‘moderm
education in Aftica produces dilemmas and para
doxes. It equally conflicts with some aspects of the
indigenous systems, especially the value placed or
agriculture as the mainstay of African livelihoods
We need to study this confusing state of education ir
order to extract lessons and useful principles irther-
ent in Africa’s participatory model of learning. One
such lesson is to derive educational content from the
familia: local context, as it is an integral part of the
giobal community and to creatively integrate leain-
ing into productive skills. The lessons can then feed
into relevant curricula designed to propel Africa intc
the technologies and sustainable development of the
Third Millennium. We should challenge every
African, particularly learners and scholars, to con-
tribute to this important, liberatory project!
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