


Folk HigH ScHoolS
facing the challenges of the anthropocene 

What to teach in the 21st century, and hoW?

edited by Ewa Smuk-Stratenwerth

and Apostol Apostolov, Tomasz Maliszewski, 

Martin Nobelmann, Barbara Tokarska



this publication has been prepared and published as part of the project 
“teaching organic literacy in grundtvigian style” 
no. 2017-1-pl01-Ka204-038786
funded by the european commission under the programme erasmus+ 
and by the civil society organisations development programme
“a partnership in grzybów for a small and large homeland”.

publishing and project Management: 
ecological and cultural association Ziarno in grzybów 
Grzybów 1/2, 09-533 Słubice
e-mail: ziarnongo@o2.pl www.ziarno.grzybow.pl, www.eul.grzybow.pl

project coordination: ewa smuk-stratenwerth
editors: apostol apostolov, tomasz Maliszewski, Martin nobelmann,  
ewa smuk-stratenwerth (editor-in-chief), Barbara tokarska
peer review: dr hab. prof. uMK hanna solarczyk-szwec
Design and typesetting: Anna Wiklińska 
illustrations: anna stratenwerth
translation of texts: Katarzyna Wojtak
copy-editing and consultation by: cutting edge science (daniel sax)

this publication has been produced with the assistance of the following partner institutions: 
hochschule für nachhaltige entwicklung eberswalde, germany, www.hnee.de 
Botanica life foundation, Bulgaria, www.botanicalife.org
Brenderup højskole, denmark, www.brenderuphojskole.dk
Verein für Biologisch-dynamische landwirtschaft, switzerland, www.ausbildung-biodyn.ch 
stowarzyszenie polskie uniwersytety ludowe w radawnicy, poland, www.ul-radawnica.pl 
gmina adamów, poland, www.adamow.pl
stowarzyszenie ekologiczno-Kulturalne „Ziarno”, poland, www.ziarno.grzybow.pl

grzybów 2020
isBn: 978-83-949813-3-4

printing and binding:    Drukarnia Agpress Adam Łukawski 

printed on nautilus, classic ecological paper.

This publication has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication reflects the views only of the author,  
and the national agency neither the european commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information 
contained therein. 



since everything is closely interrelated, and today’s problems  
call for a vision capable of taking into account every aspect  
of the global crisis, i suggest that we now consider some elements  
of an integral ecology, one which clearly respects  
its human and social dimensions.
   pope francis (Laudato si’)

We are standing at the threshold of a new form of awakening,  
which can be compared with the national awakening  
in the 19th century, the democratic awakening of the 1940s  
and youth movement of 1968 – it is an environmental awakening,  
which folk high schools have already been influenced by [...].  
today it is in the heart of enlightenment for life.
 ove Korsgaard (A Foray into Folk High Schools Ideology)



9

introduction 
•   Ewa Smuk-Stratenwerth – Facing the Challenges of the Anthropocene 

What to teach in Modern folk high schools, and how? ........................................................................................11 

chapter  1 
Grundtvigian pedagogy in the historical and modern context
• Grażyna Szelągowska – The Idea of Civic Education initiated by Nicolai Frederic Severin Grundtvig ....................18 
•  On Grundtvigian pedagogy – An interview with Ove Korsgaard by Ewa Smuk-Stratenwerth ...............................24
• Ove Korsgaard – Poland and Denmark: From Old to New Threats ......................................................................33

chapter  2 
Educational practice in the folk high schools of the 21st century 
• Apostol Apostolov, Simona Dyankova – Creative Thinking in Education ................................................................42
• Peter Mogensen – Teachers of folk high schools – those who help to discover wonders! .....................................45
• Martin Nobelmann – Culture of Self-Learning .........................................................................................................48
•  Reto Ingold – What does holistic teaching mean? An essay inspired by teaching with all the senses ......................60
• Iwona Błaszczak – Teaching and learning of adults. Reflections on Methods ...........................................................76

chapter  3
The Living Word 
• Ewa Smuk-Stratenwerth – The Living Word in Folk High Schools ......................................................................88
• Anna Długosz – Sharing the Experience of Singing  .................................................................................................94
• Katarzyna Iskra, Barbara Mincewicz – Storytelling  ...................................................................................................95
• Selected stories .......................................................................................................................................................101

chapter  4
Dialogue and values in folk high schools 
• Ewa Smuk-Stratenwerth – On the need for dialogue ...........................................................................................120
• Bartosz Fingas – Developing Competences or Virtues? On the Role of Virtues in Human Life  ..........................124
• Adam Łoniewski – Script, Course and Objectives of the “The Longest Journey” Project ....................................135
• Peter Mogensen – Democracy as a value in the pedagogy of folk high schools ....................................................138

chapter  5
Challenges in adult learning 
• Ewa Przybylska – Adult Literacy and Folk High Schools .........................................................................................142 
•   Apostol Apostolov – Sustainability and Sustainable Development in the context  

of the teaching organic literacy (tol) project ................................................................................................149
• Reto Ingold – Soil fertillity – a personal approach ..................................................................................................154
• Peter Mogensen – Ecovillages ................................................................................................................................159
•  Marianne Nobelmann – How To Start an Organic Farm 

– a course on organic and social entrepreneurship ...............................................................................................161

ep ilogue 
•  Peter Stratenwerth – A Folk High School Course on the Way to Adulthood. A few reflections  

on the importance and purpose of pedagogy, based on dialogue in the contemporary world ............................164

contents



11

This publication is an attempt to answer the am-
bitious question posed in the title: what to 
teach in modern folk high schools facing the 

challenges of the 21st century, and how? it is the result  
of an international project (2017-2020) under the eras-
mus+ programme, entitled: “teaching organic literacy 
in grundtvigian style” (abbreviated as tol).

The problem of functional illiteracy 
one might be tempted to ask: Why talk about functional 
illiteracy in modern europe? recent studies show, how-
ever, that there is a fairly widespread risk of illiteracy.  
According to the 2010 Official Journal of the European 
union, illiteracy affects all age groups, especially people 
over 45 years of age; it occurs in both urban and rural 
environments; it does not affect only people excluded 
from the labour market (half of the illiterate are em-
ployed) and it is not a phenomenon associated with mi-
gration (three quarters of the illiterate, after five years of 
living in a new country, speak the language of their coun-
try of residence) (ewa przybylska writes about this in her 
article, in chapter 5).

however, the term “organic literacy” will be also extend-
ed to the aspect of environmental risk awareness.

Facing the challenges of the Anthro-
pocene
therefore, we are also looking at another, in my opin-
ion, extremely important challenge today, which con-
cerns not only the europeans but all the people of our 
planet. We are witnessing unprecedented climate 
change, the impoverishment of natural resources and 
the extinction of species. to raise awareness of the scale 
of the problem, two prominent scientists – the american 
biologist e.f. stoermer and the dutch atmospheric 
chemist and meteorologist, P. J. Crutzen, Nobel Prize 

winner in chemistry for his work on ozone change –  
suggested in 2000 that the modern geological era should 
be called the Anthropocene (Bińczyk, 2018). The An-
thropocene refers to an era which began with the indus-
trial revolution (some other start dates have been pro-
posed, e.g. after World War ii or since the 17th century), 
and describes the period in which human activity has be-
come the dominant environmental force on a global 
scale. nowadays, because of the development of sci-
ence and computer science, new scientific instruments 
and satellite networks, we can follow and estimate much 
more precisely the human impact on the earth’s envi-
ronment. as early as 2001, the united nations environ-
ment programme’s ecosystem assessment project 
showed that there was a worrying process of biodiver-
sity loss, significant changes in the nitrogen and phospho-
rus cycle and a dramatic increase in the use of drinking 
water (Bińczyk, 2018). 

the loss of biodiversity may be demonstrated by the fact 
that currently, in terms of biomass, 97% of all verte-
brates living on earth are we humans (30%) and our an-
imals, i.e. domesticated species like cattle, pigs, goats, 
sheep, poultry, and also horses, dogs and cats (67%) 
(Ziemia na Rozdrożu, 18-01-2016). Wildlife makes up 
barely 3% of total biomass!

Climate change should probably be ranked first among 
the challenges of the anthropocene. in october 2018  
a special report on “the impacts of global warming of 
1.5°c above pre-industrial levels and related global 
greenhouse gas emission pathways” was published by 
the intergovernmental panel on climate change (ipcc). 
the report was prepared by 91 authors and editors 
from 40 countries, who reviewed more than 6,000 pa-
pers and responded to more than 42,000 comments 
and amendments from experts and government repre-

ewa smuk-stratenwerth 
(Ecological Folk High School in Grzybów)

Facing THe cHallengeS  
oF THe anTHropocene

What to teach in Modern folk high schools, and how?

introduction
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sentatives. one of the key messages of the report is that 
we are already seeing the effects of 1°c warming (com-
pared to pre-industrial times). We have, for instance, 
more extreme weather phenomena, rising sea levels 
and disappearing sea ice in the arctic. 

however, reducing the dangers of the anthropocene 
solely to the aspect of climate change may result in the un-
derestimation of the problem, since there is a large group 
of so-called “climate deniers” or sceptics, questioning either 
the very fact of global warming or its anthropogenic caus-
es. roger scruton analyses the controversy around the 
causes of global warming in his book Green Philosophy, 
writing that climate change, even if significantly accelerated 
by industrial production of greenhouse gases, is probably 
not just its result (scruton, 2017).

in poland, climate sceptics are quite strongly represent-
ed. This can be seen in the headlines of many influential 
media sources in poland from various sides of the politi-
cal scene, where such explicitly pejorative terms as 
“greenwashing” (the Polityka weekly)1 or “ecoterrorism” 
(radio Maryja, 4.06.2018)2 are in use. according to a re-
port of the national fund for environmental protection 
and Water Management, the majority of poles assessed 
the condition of the environment in poland in 2018 
as definitely good (4 per cent) or rather good (47 per 
cent), with a small share (9 per cent)) having no opinion 
on the issue, although according to the World health 
organization’s 2017 ranking, out of 50 most polluted  
cities in Europe, 36 are in Poland! 

Seeking solutions
among contemporary leaders, there are strong voices 
calling for effective action to defend the endangered 
planet. in the ecological encyclical Laudato si’, published 
the same year as the paris climate summit took place, 
pope francis warns us: “doomsday predictions can no 
longer be met with irony or disdain” (francis, 2015, 

161). With a flourish Francis describes the need for  
a new paradigm in the history of humanity, according to 
which we will cultivate not only intergenerational solidar-
ity (concern for the passing on of the Earth as a selfless 
gift to the next generations) but also intra-generational 
solidarity, based on integral ecology. the pope strongly 
criticizes the current technocratic paradigm, based on 
the urge to possess, the domination of transformation, 
the economy that aims to maximize profits and the logic 
of “use it and throw it away". he writes that: “Men and 
women have constantly intervened in nature, but for  
 long time this meant being in tune with and respecting 
the possibilities offered by the things themselves. it was  
a matter of receiving what nature itself allowed, as if from 
its own hand” (francis, 2015, pkt. 106). at present, it is 
an abuse, above all, of this invitation, as if we had com-
pletely forgotten that we are guests, pilgrims on this earth.

international institutions, such as the fao (the food and 
agriculture organisation of the united nations), have 
also been broadly promoting the concept of agroecology 
for several years, seeking solutions to eradicate hunger 
and poverty, while preserving the planet’s biological bal-
ance. although modern agriculture produces more food 
per capita than ever before, according to fao estimates, 
815 million people are currently experiencing hunger 
and an additional 2 billion suffer from malnutrition or lack 
of key vitamins and minerals. on the other hand, in 
2014, 1.4 billion people were overweight and 600 mil-
lion were obese (fao.org, 2013). 

the fao has been extensively promoting the concept  
of agroecology for several years. agroecology is based 
on the application of ecological concepts and principles  
in order to optimize the mutual impact of plants, animals, 
people and the environment on each other, at the same 
time taking into account social aspects, which we must 
not forget, building a sustainable and fair food system 
(fao.org, 2013). in practice, this means supporting small 

family farms, which are still the world’s leading food sup-
pliers, meeting 70% of humanity’s food needs (Maass 
Wolfenson, 2013). at the same time, it is the least envi-
ronmentally damaging form of agriculture, guaranteeing 
biodiversity and better protection against climate change. 

Scenarios for the future
faced with a dangerous vision of the late anthropocene, 
it is easy to succumb to pessimism. it is no wonder that 
many people are predicting an ecological disaster as the 
most likely scenario of the future. examples of well-doc-
umented but negative ones include the science fiction 
essay by naomi oreskes and erik M. conway The Col-
lapse of Western Civilization (oreskes, conway, 2018) 
and the film by English documentary filmmaker Franna 
armstrong The Age of Stupid. 

the problem of disastrous visions of the future affects 
citizens themselves. i meet young women who say:  
“i don’t want to have children because of the inevitable 
environmental disaster".

Magdalena Budziszewska, phd, from the faculty of psy-
chology at the university of Warsaw, based on of her 
own research, has discussed climate depression that al-
ready exists in poland: chronic anxiety about annihilation 
caused by global warming. the researcher draws atten-
tion to two dangerous attitudes in connection with this 
phenomenon: “The first one is based on the belief that 
the changes have already gone too far for anything to be 
done, so combatting the climate crisis is futile. it is said to 
be the new face of climate scepticism. the conviction 
that it is too late to do anything is an abdication of re-
sponsibility. the second attitude also accepts the reality 
of disastrous climate change, but it is not accompanied 
by any pro-social activism. in this group i see wealthy 
people – i know such people in poland as well – who are 
building shelters for themselves and their families on sub-
urban plots". Budziszewska suggests cooperation and so-
cial involvement as a solution (Jurszo, 2019). The first 
support groups for people with climate fear have already 
been established in poland. We already know the nega-
tive scenario and its painful consequences – what will 
happen to our earth if we do not stop in our rush for 

consumerism, anthropocentrism, an economy that knows 
no limits. But can there also be optimistic scenarios?

ulrich golücke, a lecturer at the Business school  
of lausanne specializing in positing future scenarios, pre-
sented three visions of the future at a conference on ed-
ucation for sustainable development in Vermont, organ-
ized by the institute for sustainable communities  
in 2001: one pessimistic, but also two positive ones.

The first of the two hopeful scenarios mentioned by 
golücke is entitled geopolitics. the success of this sce-
nario by the german futurist is linked to the involvement 
of global organisations such as the united nations. an 
example of this is the conference on climate change that 
the un has been organising since 1995. the aim of 
these conferences (the so-called climate summit or 
cop, conference of the parties) is to develop a com-
mon policy for combating climate change. the  cop 24 
was held in december 2018 in Katowice and gathered 
over 20,000 people from 200 un member states. 
those who follow these conferences know that it is not 
always possible to work out satisfactory compromises, 
especially due to the clash of very different interests and 
points of view, especially between the countries of the 
so-called rich north and poor south. nevertheless, the 
continuation of these consistent actions at the global lev-
el raises hopes. an example of a positive effect of cop 
24 in Katowice can be found in increased ecological 
awareness in poland. according to a survey commis-
sioned by oKo.press at the end of 2018, 44 percent  
of poles are aware of the threat of a climate disaster.  
a similar study conducted in february 2019 for WWf 
poland reported this as 60 percent. this is a major shift 
compared to the study run somewhat earlier by the na-
tional fund for environmental protection and Water 
Management, which i mentioned above.

Golücke’s second optimistic scenario is called Jazz. It re-
fers to the development of various grassroots activist 
movements, which in many parts of the world under-
take conscious environmental initiatives aimed at com-
bating climate change, the disappearance of biodiversity 
or the depletion of natural resources.3 

1/ e.g. Marcin rotkiewicz’s article of 16.07.2013 on organic farming, in which he writes: “organic food is much more expensive, yet thanks to it we pro-

tect neither health, nor the environment. We subsidise the eco-agricultural sector whose supporters resemble a sect in some respects". 

2/ The article of 4.06.2018 entitled “Ecoterrorism as a threat to Poland and Poles: The fight for human subjectivity” starts with the words: “‘Today we 

are struggling with ecoterrorism and other very dangerous trends which, under the guise of protecting the animal or plant world, seek to dethrone 

people,’ says Rev. Prof. Tadeusz Guz in the documentary ‘Eclipse – Will Poland Poland pass the test of humanity?’ Witold Gadowski adds that the dri-

ve of today’s ‘ecological movements’ results from the negation of such basic values as ‘the right to life.’” http://www.radiomaryja.pl/informacje/ekoterr-

oryzm-zagrozeniem-dla-polski-i-polakow-walka-o-podmiotowosc-czlowieka/

3/ ulrich golücke runs the website www.blue-way-net.de, providing more information about his working methods and more sources he invokes. i quote 

the concept of the three future scenarios from his presentation at a conference i attended in Vermont in 2001.
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he witnessed important, almost groundbreaking social, 
political and historical events of the 19th century, but also 
the emergence of a new paradigm and a new vision of 
the world. the river of the enlightenment thought was 
still flowing in a strong current, with strong new, contra-
dictory trends: romanticism and positivism. 

in this storm of change, grundtvig found his own place, 
which is most fully appreciated by his countrymen – the 
danes. they say that he was and still is an icon of their 
national identity, because he reintroduced the danish 
language, recreated the nordic mythology, and gave the 
danes – in times of general crisis – a sense of national 
empowerment and pride. and above all – and this is the 
most important thing in the context of our project – he 
initiated the establishment of folk high schools, as he him-
self called them, “schools for life”.

on the one hand, he wanted them to be schools for the 
worldly life, teaching practical skills, preparing people for 
a wise, creative life, helping both to develop personal 
potential and to engage in social issues; on the other 
hand, he wanted them to broaden spiritual and human-
istic horizons. 

their task was to help people discover a deeper sense 
and mystery of life, because grundtvig saw man as  
“a glorious, incomparable creature, in whom divine 
powers through thousand of generations proclaim, de-
velop, and enlighten themselves as a divine experiment 
in order to show how spirit and dust can permeate one 
another and be transfigured into a common divine con-
sciousness” (quoted from gundtvig’s nordic Mythology 
according to Broadbridge 2011). freedom, creative en-
ergy and pragmatism interacted in the school for life. 

a number of articles in our publication are related to the 
grundtvigian style in education. chapter 1 shows in de-
tail the historical and social context of the establishment 
and development of danish folk high schools, which 
we believe will help readers to better understand the 
specificity of teaching in “schools for life".

in chapters 2 and 3 we try to identify and present the 
most important methods of adult education that we can 
use today when planning and delivering courses in folk 
high schools. We write about the role of “the living 

word”, singing, as well as self-education, we share our 
reflections and experiences on the teacher’s skills in 
these institutions. in “schools for life”, we talk about ho-
listic education, i.e. reaching the student with all the sens-
es. reto ingold, an experienced teacher of adults, writes 
in his article about how it can be understood and applied 
in practice today. 

We have tried to translate the grundtvigian style into the 
reality of the 21st century, also using a whole array  
of methods of adult education developed in modern 
times. 

* * *
as a summary of my introduction to this book, i would 
like to quote ove Korsgaard, one of the greatest con-
temporary experts in the philosophy of folk high schools, 
who concludes his latest book, presenting the evolving 
“ideologies” of folk high schools, with the following 
words: “We may be standing at the threshold of a new 
form of awakening, which can be compared with the na-
tional awakening in 1864, the democratic awakening  
of 1940 and youth movement of 1968 – an ecological 
awakening, which folk high schools are already influ-
enced by and to which they are already making their 
contribution. at its heart is enlightenment for life” 
(Korsgaard, 2019).

A good example of a Jazz initiative is the Youth Strike for 
climate. in the last two years, we have witnessed  
a growing involvement of young people, deeply con-
cerned about their vision of the future. after greta thun-
berg’s protest in sweden in 2018, the youth strike for 
climate, an international movement of pupils and stu-
dents who during their school days protest against global 
warming and man-made climate change, was launched. 
on March 15, 2019, students from over 2,000 cities in 
123 countries went on strike and protested in the streets. 
the protest also spread to a number of cities in poland. 
on september 20, 2019, the strike was attended by stu-
dents from about 150 countries, including poland, where 
protests took place in 60 cities (rp.pl, 2019).

similarly, although not receiving so much media cover-
age, there are christian associations and organizations 
that are trying to implement the teaching of pope francis 
presented in the encyclical Laudato si’ (catholicclimate-
movement.global/laudato-si-circuits/).

an important and dynamically developing network is the 
movement for food sovereignty, especially nyeleni (nyeleni.
pl) and Via campesina. the great advantage of these net-
works is that they combine strategies from both future 
scenarios, i.e. Jazz and Geopolitics, as in addition to grass-
roots activities at local and regional level they carry out in-
tensive lobbying efforts at national and international level.

Ecology protection  
and agriculture in folk high schools
In the first 125 years of their existence, Danish folk high 
schools taught agriculture as a basic and important occu-
pation for the rural population (Korsgaard, 2019). after 
1968, this was no longer the rule. these were also the 
times when large-scale industrial farms, which had a de-
structive effect on the environment, began to dominate 
in many Western countries. in 1973 the British econo-
mist of german origin, ernst schumacher, warned in his 
book Small is Beautiful: “the farmer is considered simply 
as a producer who must cut his costs and raise his effi-
ciency by every possible device, even if he thereby de-
stroys – for man-as-consumer – the health of the soil and 
beauty of the landscape, and even if the end effect is the 
depopulation of the land and the overcrowding of cities. 
there are large-scale farmers, horticulturists, food man-
ufacturers and fruit growers today who would never 

think of consuming any of their own products” (schu-
macher, 2013).

in our project, we focused on the aspects related to 
agroecology, food production, agriculture and organic 
gardening as the most related to rural communities 
where we are active (the word “organic” in the title of 
the project refers primarily to the sphere of organic food 
production). in this book (especially in chapter 5) you 
will find articles both, for example, on the Millennium 
development goals (the domain of geopolitics) and di-
rectly on organic farming (where many initiatives all over 
the world are connected in Jazz networks: federations, 
associations, umbrella organisations, etc.). We also give 
specific examples of initiatives, such as eco-villages.

Folk high school values
When we suggest what topics should be brought up  
in modern folk high schools, in addition to content relat-
ing to current environmental issues, we do not forget the 
axiological layer. Reflection on values appears particularly 
in chapter 4. We mention some of the values that seem 
to be especially important in the modern world. peter 
Mogensen writes about democracy, which after the sec-
ond World War became the leading theme of many folk 
high schools. We write about dialogue and the culture  
of discussion, tools that can counteract the growing ex-
tremism and polarization of societies. finally, Bartosz fin-
gas, in the context of contemporary emphasis on com-
petences and qualifications, reminds us of the ethics of 
virtues that has accompanied our culture for over two 
thousand years. perhaps, in the face of the challenges 
and threats of the present day, it is worth restoring its 
place and posing the question of how ethics, as well as 
the cardinal virtues themselves: prudence, temperance, 
courage and justice, should be incorporated into educa-
tion for sustainable development?

Grundtvigian style in education
trying to answer the question: “how to teach in modern 
folk high schools?”, we devote a lot of space to the edu-
cational thought of n.f.s. grundtvig. We try to read the 
legacy of the great dane in the face of the social, environ-
mental and educational challenges of the 21st century.

grundtvig lived in times as interesting as modern times, 
in the period of Sturm und Drang, or storm and stress,  

We hope that our publication 
and the whole project,  
in which we test the described 
methods in the reality  
of the countryside,  
will contribute to a better 
understanding of both  
the contemporary challenges 
we have to face in adult 
education and the universality 
of Grundtvigian pedagogy.  
We believe that our modest 
work may serve, even  
if to a small extent,  
to strengthen the greater 
likelihood of positive 
scenarios for the future  
of the Blue Planet. l
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old danish history, enriched by a renewed lutheran 
spirituality under the influence of Pietism. His historioso-
phy, theology and lutheran idea, liberal ideology and ed-
ucational programmes are closely connected and together 
they make up one of the most groundbreaking move-
ments of the 19th century in denmark – grundtvigianism.

Grundtvigianism is usually 
translated as a religious 
movement of Danish Lutherans, 
built on its concepts – religious 
freedom for the laity and the 
clergy (i.e. freedom of action in 
Protestant religious gatherings), 
freedom of choice of the Free 
Church. But Grundtvigianism is 
above all a complex programme 
of national education, national 
historiography and rich religious 
literature. Grundtvig and his 
followers are considered to have 
had the greatest impact on the 
Danish people's modern national 
consciousness and new thinking 
about religion and education.

In the first years of the 19th century, grundtvig experi-
enced two significant breakthroughs – romantic and reli-
gious. having read german philosophers many a time, 
and especially having listened to the famous lectures  
of norwegian naturalist and philosopher henrik steffens, 
grundtvig decided that it was necessary to study the old 
history and culture of the old nordic peoples. this re-
sulted in a set of publications on nordic mythology 
(Szelągowska, 1992 A; Szelągowska, 1992 B, pp. 121- 
-136). 

the second breakthrough changed grundtvig's religious 
views and, first of all, influenced his unconventional 
thoughts in the field of philosophy of religion. Grundtvig 
was not fond of pietistic preachers, considering pietism 
to be too exalted, but as a romantic, he was close to 

their attitude to the emotional experience of faith. re-
jecting the rational attitude, i.e. the legacy of the enlight-
enment, in his texts, Grundtvig also rejected the official 
principle of the lutheran church, i.e. the principle sola 
scriptura.3 instead, he proposed to base it on the living 
word (a term used by christ at the last supper) (grundt-
vig, 1810). and he would soon use this idea as a base for 
the national education programme. 

grundtvig's concepts – which is also worth remember-
ing – were born at a very specific and difficult moment for 
denmark – the break-up of the danish-norwegian un-
ion, which was a consequence of the napoleonic wars. 
the loss of norway, traumatic for the danes (norway 
entered into a personal union with sweden) was de-
scribed as the “partition of denmark”. in a deep crisis  
of awareness and loss of faith in denmark's national for-
ces, grundtvig proposed his own vision of reviving den-
mark through national education and the development 
of national identity, especially among the lower classes. 
he considered the danish peasants, accounting for as 
much as 80 per cent of the danish society, as most valu-
able in terms of national identity. the philosophical part 
of the concept was based on religious and historical con-
siderations – grundtvig combined lutheranism and 
nordic mythology in a fascinating manner – but it also 
had quite a concrete dimension. grundtvig wrote about 
the necessity of teaching national history, especially fo-
cusing on its glorious and victorious events (grundtvig 
1832, pp. 12, 334). danish national culture and history, 
combined with free pietistic religious communities and 
individual faith, together distinguish danes from other 
nordic nations – they are what grundtvig called “dan-
ishness” (danskhed) (Jenkins, 2011).

The second significant concept distinguished by Grundt-
vig, which was important for his civic education programme 
and, more broadly, danish national identity, was folke-
lighed (a hardly translatable term, literally “folklore”).  
in grundtvig's work, it appears several times between 
1831 and 1848 and refers to the german romantic idea 
of Volk or Volksgeist, meaning the nation and the spirit of the 

The process of modernization in scandinavia in 
the 19th century is usually presented as a unique 
combination of various factors – peaceful trans-

formation from an absolute system to democracy,  
the development of the free market economy, the deci-
sive role of the state in building the nordic welfare state, 
the unique role of the lutheran churches, a wide range 
of different social organisations and movements, and fi-
nally the development of civil society. although it differs  
in each nordic country, the process of shaping modern 
national consciousness also belongs to the above forms 
of modernisation. the case of denmark seems to be 
particularly interesting, mainly due to the unique tenden-
cy of danish society to self-organise at that time. at the 
end of the 19th century, almost 80 per cent of danish so-
ciety belonged to some organisation. What seems to be 
particularly striking is the fact that the first grassroots or-
ganisations were established as early as in the time of ab-
solutism. it was subjects of an absolute monarch who be-
gan to build civil society in Denmark (Szelągowska 2002).2

Many nineteenth-century social movements in denmark 
– such as national or pan-national organisations, elemen-
tary education and folk high schools –were based on ro-
mantic philosophy and its idea of nationality, national 
identity and even the idea of a new nordic union – scan-
dinavianism. Movements of religious awakening (nordic 
revivalism), which were widespread in the 19th century 
in protestant countries, and especially in the lutheran 
north, were also included in the group of movements. 
as a form of folk lutheranism, they played a huge role in 
shaping nordic societies, the transformation of state 
churches and secularization of the state. as a contesta-
tion and at the same time an alternative to the orthodox 
official church, they also influenced the cultural trans-
formation. their origins date back to modern pietism,  

a religious movement within Protestant churches (Szelą-
gowska 2012, pp. 21-34). in addition to strictly religious 
activities, i.e. evangelizing convents, nordic religious 
awakening movements were the main component of 
various political, social, cultural, educational, as well as 
sobriety movements.

among hundreds of different associations, those of a mis-
sionary nature remain particularly important, especially the 
most interesting of them – danish grundtvigianism. it is 
very well known that n.f.s. grundtvig was the creator of 
the idea of lifelong learning and the author of the concept 
of folk high schools. apart from specialists, however, few 
people know that grundtvig was above all a lutheran pas-
tor and preacher and that it was his theological programme 
that served as the basis for his educational ideas. these,  
in turn, influenced the public activity of Danish society and,  
as such, belong to the most important factors in civic edu-
cation and the development of civil society.

the shape of national education in the nordic region 
was influenced by many pastors and preachers. In Nor-
way, for example, one of them was hans nielsen hauge, 
creator of one of the main movements of religious awak-
ening – haugianism, but there is no doubt that the most 
significant figure of Nordic culture in the 19th century was 
nicolai frederic severin grundtvig. he was not only  
a pastor but also the author of hundreds of popular 
psalms, a poet, a philosopher, a romantic historian,  
a politician fighting for the constitution and freedom of 
speech, a teacher and finally the creator of an idea of folk 
high school. He was one of the most influential person-
alities of the 19th century danish history and culture, and 
his national philosophy gave rise to a new danish nation-
al idea in the second half of the 19th century. this new 
nationalism was rooted in danish national literature and 

Grażyna Szelągowska
(University of Warsaw)

THe idea oF civic educaTion 
iniTiaTed by nicolai Frederic  
Severin grundTvig1

1/ some of the source materials were obtained with the support of grant no. uMo-2014/13/B/hs3/04923 from poland's national science centre.

2/ due to the need to limit the volume of this text, i have allowed myself to refer to my earlier publications in several cases. 

 

3/ Sola scriptura – A formal theological principle of Protestantism. It proclaims that Scripture is a self-sufficient source of Christian faith, and consequently  

– the only authority of the church deciding on issues of faith and practice. therefore, according to the principle of sola scriptura, and in contrast to catholic 

and Orthodox doctrine, Protestantism does not recognize traditions and findings of the Church as independent normative instances for the Christian faith 

(these are at most norms subordinated to the authority of scripture).
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nation (identity) (langkjær fårup, 2009). the idea of folke-
lighed had evolved throughout grundtvig's life and even-
tually became a keyword meaning everything that unites 
danish community in political, social, linguistic and spirit-
ual terms. it embraces democracy and freedom, egali-
tarianism, national language and lutheran faith, national 
history and poetry (Berättelse 1846, pp. 121-122).

all the above ideas are milestones of grundtvig's theory 
of education for the masses (folk), which he presented 
several times in 1832 and 1836. grundtvig saw such  
a necessity, observing important political transformations 
in Denmark. In the first half of the 1830s, Danish abso-
lutism introduced a system of limited parliamentarianism 
in the form of advisory assemblies. as a result of the fa-
vourable electoral system, peasants of different status, in-
cluding those from the lowest levels of the social ladder, 
appeared in the assemblies. it was evident, however, 
that their public activity was close to none, they were not 
involved due to the lack of civic education. in 1836 
grundtvig published the most important collection of his 
educational concepts – The Danish Four-leaf Clover  
or A Partiality for Danishness (grundtvig 1836). together 
with his later texts, they form the summa of the grundt-
vigian civic education programme. its main task, i.e. civic 
education of adult peasants, was formulated in a concise 
form as “school for life” (skolen for livet).

the four-leaf clover mentioned in the title is the philo-
sophical basis of the programme. the four “leaves” that 
are essential to the national and civic identity are the 
monarchy (the king), the people, the homeland and the 
national language (Grundtvig 1836, VI). The specific task 
is to prepare (enlightenment, livsoplysning) young people 
for active participation in public life. grundtvig used the 
term Borger-Selskab (literally: an association of citizens), 
which translates into civil society (grundtvig 1836, p.10), 
which makes Grundtvig probably the first in Denmark  
to publicly present the concept and use the term. 
grundtvig wrote in a rather exalted manner about free-
dom of speech, which he believed was introduced to-
gether with advisory assemblies (here, however, he was 
mistaken, already in 1835, the danish absolute monarch 
had enough of political debate and introduced preven-
tive censorship), and noted that good law was only  
the beginning of development – the proper education  
of national and civic values. 

however, before folk high schools, as we know them, 
(or very similar to contemporary folk high schools) were 
established in the middle of the 19th century, grundtvig 
developed the idea of education in a completely different 
direction. in his later work The School for Life and Acad-
emy at Soer, grundtvig put forward a proposal to reform 
the already existing noble academy in sorø (grundtvig 
183, pp. 199-233). it was a school founded in 1623  
by christian iV, closed in 1665 and then reactivated in 1747- 
-1793. grundtvig wanted to reconstruct it as a school for 
future politicians, administrative employees, especially 
for young people who did not belong to the nobility. 
they were to get to know the history and literature  
of denmark, the knowledge of contemporary denmark, 
and even meet the greatest danish poets, whom 
grundtvig considered to be an emanation of the danish 
national spirit. however, the reform of the academy 
never took place. 

In 1837 Grundtvig first formulated the idea of a more 
popular folk high school for young adults, especially from 
the countryside (interestingly enough, he addressed  
a brochure on this subject to the norwegians, as if he did 
not believe that young danish villagers would be able to 
cope with it) (grundtvig 1837). the school was sup-
posed to be a “folk high school”, teaching danish lan-
guage and history (grundtvig 1837, p.10). he wrote 
about it in the following way: “i am talking about folk  
education (folkelig Dannelse), i.e. education in which all 
people, for their own and their homeland's benefit, can 
and should participate as much as possible. no matter  
if you are a peasant, a sailor or a craftsman”. (grundtvig 
1837, pp. 13, 15). grundtvig also advised how to set up 
such a high school – it should be a kind of cooperative, 
or even a joint stock company (grundtvig 1837, p. 18).

the brochure was written in an exceptionally simple and 
understandable language and was also short. no won-
der it quickly became a kind of textbook for those inter-
ested in setting up a folk high school. however, it took 
some time before danish folk high schools for danish 
young farmers were established. the incentive for estab-
lishing the first one, in 1844 in Rødding in Schleswig-Hol-
stein, was not so much the desire to promote civic educa-
tion, but national education. it was set up in the apogee of 
the Danish-German conflict in Schleswig-Holstein which 
was being torn apart by the german separatist move-

ment (Szelągowska 2002). Nevertheless, with the help 
of the copenhagen and schleswig-holstein intellectuals, 
the villagers established the school in line with the grund-
tvigian textbook, with very low shares for as wide a spec-
trum of farmers as possible, both poorer and better off.

the boarding school was opened on 7th november 1844. 
it had 20 pupils aged 16 to 27 and functioned only in win-
ter months, according to the agricultural work schedule.  
tuition fees were set at a very low level (flor, 1845).

the school functioned until 1870, i.e. it was closed for 
six years after the annexation of schleswig by germany. 
for several years it was a model school for other danish 
folk high schools.

grundtvigianism, whose genesis was theological con-
cepts and whose links with lutheranism were very 
strong, also influenced the emergence of another inter-
esting educational phenomenon, which at the same time 
gave folk high schools their final form. It was an idea  
of free and independent elementary schools (friskole) for 
farmers' children. these schools are rooted in the pietis-
tic movement of religious awakening in the countryside 
and they appeared as a contestation to the teaching of ra-
tionally expressed religion in public elementary schools.  
The first such actions took place already in the first  
years of the 19th century (schwartz lausten 2004, pp. 
209-211). When the danish religious awakening move-
ments became dominated by grundtvigian ideas in the 
1820s, the danish independent social school movement 
was born (larsen n. a., Mikkelsen e.h.c /ed./ 1933, 
pp. 78-79). grundtvig, as it has already been mentioned, 
was an ardent supporter of freedom of conscience and 
natural freedom. therefore, he rejected all forms of ed-
ucational coercion (protesting farmers who did not send 
their children to schools were still punished in the 1820s, 
also by means of imprisonment and taking away their 
children).

The influence of Grundtvig and his educational concepts 
was evident primarily in the adaptation of new teaching 
methods. The “spiritual” subjects – as Grundtvig defined 
religion, history and mythology – should be taught not  
by reading “dead” textbooks, but by the narration of  

a teacher who uses poetry, songs (including psalms) and 
music. grundtvig dreamt of a friendly school where chil-
dren are respected, where they could develop human-
istic values without stress, and where education would 
be based on national heritage such as sagas, norronic 
mythology and danish folk culture. the teacher was not 
allowed to check the student's knowledge using exami-
nations and tests; this custom was for grundtvig a kind  
of mobbing because the teacher knows much more 
than the student. so it is the student who can ask ques-
tions, and the whole didactic process should be a dia-
logue between the student and the teacher. this con-
cept was used by christen Kold, a grundtvigianist and 
founder of the folk high school in ryslinge, funen in 1849, 
to create a detailed programme of independent parental 
(social) elementary schools (Kold 1850, pp. 50-53).

there were rather few free social schools from 1859 to 
1900: about 80 schools, around 3,000 children atten-
ded them. What was more important, however, was  
the fact that the young graduates formed a well-educated 
staff of folk high schools, including their founders. Kold, 
whose aim was also to develop folk high schools, finally 
made the grundtvigian, romantic idea of universal high-
er education come true and transformed it into an egali-
tarian concept of universal education for adults. teaching 
methods were similar to those in social schools, with  
an emphasis on active teaching.

So what influence did Grundtvig's educational concepts 
and his idea of civic education have on denmark and the 
Danes? The first good example of how Grundtvigian folk 
high schools changed the mentality of danes and turned 
danish peasants into active citizens is the reaction of 
danish society to a disastrous military and political defeat 
in 1864. among many public actions, such as establishing 
hundreds of local newspapers and nationalist organisa-
tions, one deserves particular attention – the reclamation 
of the Jutland moorland. Having lost Schleswig and Hol-
stein in 1864, which equalled a loss of one-third of the 
territory (19,000 sq. km) and also one-third of the popu-
lation (about 800,000), the danes developed a national 
action of reclamation of vast moors on the Jutland Penin-
sula. poet h.p. holst was the author of a popular slogan 
(this is a fragment of his poem): Hvad udad tabes, scales 

4/ denmark introduced obligatory school attendance in 1814.
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indad vindes (what we lost outside the country, we will 
regain inside). Heaths constituted nearly 2/5 of Jutland 
(about a million hectares), so in 1866 the danish heath-
er reclamation society (det danske hedeselkab) was 
established to speed up the implementation of this goal. 
the success was staggering: by 1914, the area of danish 
arable land had increased by about 4,000 square kilome-
tres (Szelągowska 2010, pp. 50-51). Folk high schools 
were an important and visible part of the reclamation pro-
cess, and 30 more were built between 1865 and 1870. 

the last three decades of the 19th century were an era  
of broadly understood modernisation in denmark, and 
one of the most important factors was the development 
and restructuring of agriculture. Instead of inefficient cul-
tivation of low-quality cereals, which could not withstand 
competition with cheap american and russian cereals 
flooding the European market, Danish agriculture fo-
cused on animal husbandry. individual farmers lacked 
capital, so they started to associate in cooperatives. they 
supported each other with other forms of self-help self-
organisation – cooperatives according to the rochdale 
model or savings and credit unions. at the end of the 19th 
century, the network of these associations covered prac-
tically the whole of denmark. the source research  
i have carried out on self-help farmers' organisations 
showed that members of various religious movements 
(especially grundtvigian ones) and, above all, teachers 
and graduates of folk high schools were almost every-
where (Szelągowska 2010, pp. 141-155, 169-186).  
in the political environment – after the introduction  
of the liberal constitution in denmark in 1848-1848  
and the establishment of the constitutional monarchy  

– the Grundtvigans accounted for a significant group. 
the transformation of grundtvig's romantic philosophy 
into a political programme was carried out by one  
of the teachers and activist of the folk high school move-
ment – Sofus Høgsbro. in 1867, twenty-one members  
of Folketing, the then lower house of the danish parlia-
ment, with very strong support from folk high schools, 
formed the first Danish liberal party with an agrarian pro-
gramme – Det nationale Venstre (national left). Moreo-
ver, regardless of political or ideological sympathies or af-
filiations, many MPs were educated in folk high schools. 
in 1890, about 20 per cent of them were graduates  
of these schools (schwartz lausten 2004, pp. 248-249). 
one more remark, particularly striking in comparison 
with other european countries that have parliamentary 
systems, should be added. While voter turnout was up 
to 30 per cent shortly after the introduction of the con-
stitution, in the 1870s and 1880s, after three decades  
of folk high schools functioning, as much as 70 per cent 
of the Danes took part in the elections. It testifies  
to denmark's special sense of citizenship.

peasant social organizations with a religious basis on one 
hand, and a grundtvigian one on the other hand – since 
this was in fact what folk high schools were – were not 
only a sign of new times and modern denmark. they in-
troduced new forms of egalitarian education, accelerated 
the social and political emancipation of peasants, and fi-
nally created new forms of free market economy and  
a new popular culture. they changed the mentality  
and contributed significantly to the integration of Danish 
society. in a sense, they were an important stage  
in the development of the danish welfare state.  l
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tion, the words of people and people’s sovereignty 
became popular. and the whole concept changed. as it 
was difficult for upper classes to think of themselves as 
belonging to the “people”, also for the lower class to 
think that they could have a power, that they could be-
come a demos, was unbelievable. 
The peasants could not imagine that they have any 
voice in the society.
grundtvig had to persuade peasants the peasants to speak 
out. so, in 1849,1 he declared that the estate society in 
denmark was over, now the time has come for people’s 
society, all danes belong to the same people. do you 
know the concept of folkelighed? Lighed means equality. 
We belong to the same people as persons: aristocrats, 
bourgeoisie, peasants… the concept of “people” is rev-
olutionary. Before it was not equality, it was a hierarchy. 
When I have studied anthropology, I was surpri-
sed to learn that hunters-gatherers used to have 
an egalitarian not hierarchic structure of society, 
which suggests we have the strive for equality in 
our genes.2

still, we have had a king. people cannot understand why 
grundtvig was so fond of the king.

M.S.F. Grundtvig 
Is light but for the learned few

is  light  but  for  the  learned  few 
to  try  and  spell  unstriven?
no,  heav’n  would  bless  all  others  too 
and  light’s  a  gift  from  heaven, 
the  sun  will  with  the  farmer  go
the  learned  few  eschewing,
it  best  lights  up  from  top  to  toe
the  one  who’s  up  and  doing.

is  light  the  planets’  sole  domain 
no  sight  and  speach  possessing?
is  not  the  word  our  mouth  can  frame
a  light  where  souls  find  blessing!
thereby  all  spirits  we  behold,
as  sun’s  rays  bodies  brighten,
it  strikes  like  lightning  in  the  soul
and  does  from  clouds  enlighten.

does  light  on  certain  terms  alone
deserve  our  praise  so  poorly?
Is light  not  everywhere  a  boon!
For  it is  life’s  eye  surely!
shall  we  because  of  errant  ways
in  spirit’s  vault  of  heaven 
on  pitch-black  darkness  rather  gaze
than  on  sun’s  blazing  beacon?

no,  from  the  north  was  never  heard
the  light  we  would  be  dimming!
like  northern  lights  in  free-born  word
‘twas  seen  in  heaven  gleaming, 
and  shall  at  northern  pole  be  seen 
not  only  here  ’mongst  mortals;
midsummer’s v aliant  sun’s  bright  sheen
defies  black  midnight’s  portals!

enlightenment  shall  be  our  joy,
though  reeds  alone  be  brightened,
but  first  and  last  with  common  voice
may  all  life  be en lightened;
it  has  its  source  in  common  deed
and  grows  as  it  is  tended,
may  it  our  common  council  feed
till  evening  star  is  ended! (1844)

EWA Smuk-STrATEnWErTh: I am happy to 
meet a person who is well acquainted with both the 
theory and practice of folk high schools. What was 
your personal way, your development to Grundtvi-
gian pedagogy? 
Ove KOrsgaard: i have always been interested  
in gymnastics and philosophy. So, when I’d finished my 
education as a teacher, i applied to gerlev folk højskole 
and started to work there. after 4 years, i became a di-
rector and worked on this position for 17 years. it was  
a great time. i met my wife there, who also was a teacher 
and we were considering if we should continue the same 
life in the same place. We decided to change, and i ap-
plied for the position of director in ollerup independent 
teachers college, where i’d got my education earlier. 
But i stayed there for only 2 years and started to be in-
volved in university research. i got money from the dan-
ish Ministry of education to write about adult education 
in denmark. first, i was connected with the nordic 
academy in gøteborg, very interesting grundtvig institu-
tion, which functioned since 1968.
Like the realisation of Grundtvig’s dream to have 
a nordic academy in Gøteborg.

exactly, but around 2000 it was closed. then i became  
a professor at the danish university of education in aarhus, 
with the department in copenhagen and i started more 
systemic research on people’s high schools.
Why did you change the English name of Folk high 
Schools into People’s high Schools?
Because the first name “Folk High School” does not give 
the right connotation in english. since 2011 we have started 
publishing a series of 5 books on grundtvig’s educational 
ideas, his theology, his political and philosophical ideas and 
his poetry, and in these volumes we have consistently 
been using the word “people’s high school”. however, it 
makes sense to use the concept “folk” in the nordic 
countries as well as in poland and other european states. 
In 2015 you published together with other athors  
a fascinating anthology “Building the nation. n.F.S. 
Grundtvig and Danish national Identity”. So, what 
was Grundtvig’s role in building the Danish nation? 
i would like to start with a graph, a model which i used in 
my book: a triangle with four different layers with “a cher-
ry” on the top. it represents a class, estate society from 
peasant down through the bourgeoisie (who together 
were “the third estate”), then clergymen and aristocrats 

with a king on top. 
the concept of people became 
very important in the nineteenth 
century. like the word democracy 
became important after the sec-
ond World War in the nineteenth 
century: it was a keyword in fight-
ing the nazi regime.
so, the word “people” in the nine-
teenth century got a new mean-
ing. earlier, it was used in a differ-
ent sense: it was used to describe 
the lower class.
Like the peasants…
yes, aristocrats would never use 
such a word to describe them-
selves. the same relates to clergy-
men. But after the french revolu-

on grundTvigian pedagogy
– an inTerview wiTH ove korSgaard  
By eWa sMuK-stratenWerth
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the scheme proposed by o. Korsgaard, showing the social changes in denmark 
in the 19th century 

1/ in 1848-1849 the democratic constitution was implemented in denmark.

2/ about 95 per cent of human history on earth is connected with  

the hunter-gatherer lifestyle, from about 200 000 years Bc till the neo-

lithic revolution.
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a people with its humanitarian values. in 1838, grundt-
vig wrote that if germany becomes a nation-state,  
it would be a disaster for germany, europe, and in partic-
ular for denmark. he also wrote that a man would come 
who would be much more dangerous than napoleon.
he was like a prophet!
Grundtvig was a prophet! He had a feeling of what would 
happen. he was so sensitive; he could sense what was 
happening and what would happen. he was so afraid that 
germans developed that nationalistic approach.
But this dangerous nationalism I feel also today in 
Poland, when I see marches of nationalists or hear 
that people are afraid of taking in a few thousand 
refugees. When I asked our students of Ecological 
Folk high School what associations do they have 
with the words freedom and patriotism, they wro-
te their reflections and with freedom they had only 
positive associations, but with patriotism some had 
some hesitations, wrote xenophobia or limited fre-
edom, while others wrote responsibility, language…
it is a challenge to talk to young people today about  
the nation and patriotism.
maybe we can focus now on the main concept in 
Grundtvig’s educational ideas – the concept of en-
lightenment. he meant something different than 
what majority of people in his times associated with 
the word?
sometimes to explain grundtvig’s view on enlighten-
ment i use a model. some people say the light comes 
from above, from god, a very strong tradition in europe 
connected with christianity. then we came into the pe-
riod of enlightenment. there were people saying the 
Light comes from outside, from Nature. John Locke had 
his famous concept that humans are born like empty 
slates. We can get enlightened if we learn from nature, 
if we investigate the world around. Like J-J. Rousseau 
wrote: nature is the mother of education. then i. Kant, 
who was inspired by rousseau, but he changed his con-
cept and said: the light is coming from inside. he meant 
the reason. We are born with a possibility to use our 
brain, our reason and we can enlighten the world if we 
use our reason, more reason  more light. and grundt-
vig was known as the one who said: the light comes 
from below.
What does that mean?
there is a famous song saying that the light comes from 
the peasants, not from professors. a lot of people thought 

it didn’t have any sense to say: the light comes from be-
low. grundtvig was not a romantic poet, idealising peas-
ants. he was emphasising that the light comes from the 
people because they were using the danish language. 
Whereas the aristocracy used German or French?
aristocrats used mainly french, the bourgeoisie german. 
the scholars and clergymen used latin. teaching was 
based on latin, doctoral presentations had to be in latin. 
and the peasants used the national language.
Perhaps it was also connected with the fact that 
farmers work with nature. There was a movement 
started in France in the eighteenth century, F. Qu-
esnay, who stressed that the simple farmers are 
those who do some concrete, valuable work, not 
nobles or aristocrats.
yes, though for grundtvig language, the living word, sto-
ries were very important, he also recognised the wis-
dom and he highly respected that the farmers worked 
with the soil, with their hands. he was very interested in 
the relationship between hands and mouth.
In your introduction to the volume “School for life: 
n.F.S. Grundtvig on education for the people” you 
call this relationship a core of Grundtvig’s anthro-
pology (Broadridge, Warren and Jonas, 2011) When 
you grasp with your hands, you can have understan-
ding. In Danish, it is reflected in 2 words: gribe and 
begribe (grasp and understand or in German: gre-
ifen and begreifen). Grundtvig found this relation-
ship very interesting and wrote a lot about it. his 
idea was that the most important of the senses is 
the hand, grasping. It is more important than he-
aring, we do not want only to sense, we want to un-
derstand.
and coming back to this concept of grundvig, that the 
light is coming from below. What about christianity 
then? he must have imagined how to connect the con-
cept of the light coming from above with the light com-
ing from below. Very few tried to develop his idea on this 
point. Most people just stress his concept of the light 
coming from below. But there must be a connection.
Grundtvig was Christian till the end of his life and 
his hymns are very religious.
three weeks ago, i published a book on grundtvig where 
i try to explain his idea of light from below and above us-
ing the concepts logos and dia-logue. christ is Logos, we 
are not christ, but through dialogue, we can approach 
christ.

You just had different kings than in other European 
countries…
yes, the king and the people had to stand together against 
the power of the aristocracy. the concept of people be-
came so important because it changed the hierarchic 
structure of society. it was not easy to change people’s 
attitude. if people have to be sovereign, they should 
have more knowledge, should be more empowered. 
and then the concept of nation came. the words “peo-
ple”, “folk”, and “nation” became synonyms since the time 
of the french revolution.
i am not an expert in eighteenth-century polish history, 
but as far as i know, the polish king didn’t have enough 
power to change the system. the aristocracy and nobles 
were too strong. in denmark this combination of king 
and the people was strong, so the king could take the 
power from the aristocracy.
to understand grundtvig’s role in this process, we need 
to remind ourselves of the difference between a state 
and a nation. the state is a land with borders, you can 
“walk in the state”, it relates to geography. a nation as 
Benedict anderson says is “an imagined community”, 
you cannot see a nation.3

for many years, grundtvig was a politician, so he was in-
volved in the state-building process. But he contributed 
first of all to the nation-building process. He tried to build 
his imagination of people. he did it with his songs and 
hymns, with his focus on language, history, and art. in this 
way, he created a nation. People had to go back and find 
elements they could use, like legends, myths, all that 
could help in the nation-building process.
According to Anthony D. Smith, who is one of the 
key authors in the anthology mentioned above, 
Grundtvig was one of the main “icons of nationa-
lism” in Denmark. But when I hear the word na-
tionalism, I get suspicious. The word has very ne-
gative connotations. I have this strange association 
with expressions like “pure Pole”, “pure Dane”, 
concepts which from an anthropological point  

of few have no sense. The “Pure Pole” does not exist, 
which is clearly proven by modern genetics. 
reading your publications, I discovered a totally dif-
ferent approach to nation-building. Your approach 
is between those two extremes: on one side natio-
nalism with xenophobia, and on the other side the 
global village approach, totally ignoring people’s  
roots. In your perspective, I recognise the middle 
way, a phenomenon which could be called “healthy 
patriotism”.
i understand that scholars, people could be afraid of the 
concept “nationalism” which was used and misused.  
of course, nazism played a big role behind the scepti-
cism towards the concept of people and nation .
there are four expressions for people: demos is one of 
them, a political category. you cannot have democracy 
without the imagined community of the people. Ethnos, 
which is a cultural category, then pléthos, which is a social 
category and race which is a biological term.
some scholars say: we must get rid of this concept  
of people. But then i ask a question: what about democ-
racy? from a historical point of view demos and nation 
are two sides of the same coin. 
Why does the concept of “nation” have to be inte-
resting, attractive to young people who are sceptic 
towards nationalism?
it is an important question and it was an important question 
in grundtvig’s times as well. today we have to see it from  
a historical perspective. it was german philosophers, such 
as Johan Gottfried Herder and Johann Gottlieb Fichte, who 
made Volk and Volkstum the core of their understanding of 
what it means to be german. in danish, Volkstum was trans-
lated as folkelighed (a people’s national and cultural identity), 
which gave the two peoples a close link at a conceptual lev-
el, but the same historical starting-point does not necessarily 
lead to the same destination. the concept took a very dif-
ferent path in denmark, thanks not least to grundtvig. 
Many times, grundtvig warned about the german inter-
pretation of nationalism because it would disconnect  

3/ in his publication “the struggle for the people. five hundred years of danish history in short” ove Korsgaard writes: “When nazis assumed power  

in Germany in 1933, the struggle between different interpretations of the concept people was intensified. In Mein Kampf hitler made race the constitut-

ing principal of the people in germany and in some sense in all of europe. it is the task of the nation-state to protect the people, but while that meant  

the protection of a lingual community to fichte, to hitler the protection of a biological organism was the aim. (…) the race ideology of national socialism 

was extreme, but it was nurtured by thoughts that were already wide spread before and after World War i. especially in germany, the internal struggle 

within the concept people turned into a nightmare, when the german Volk representative par excellence of the “people” as a whole body sought to 

eliminate the Jews forever” (Korsgaard, 2008 p.79)
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we cannot limit fhs to democracy. We need to have 
knowledge about democracy, support democracy. But 
we are living not only in the political dimension but also 
cultural. and especially for young people, it is important 
to reflect upon more personal, existential questions.
One more thing: how to teach in the world 
that is threatened with so many crises?
It is difficult for me to tell how to teach 
those things today. i totally agree 
that they are important subjects, 
we have to take into account 
that we live in the world with 
all these global problems. But 
i think in fhs it is important to 
have the balance between all 
these depressive issues and 
joy, hope. learning about all 
those depressive problems but 
not to forget about hope and joy. 
you cannot base fhs teaching only 
upon problems. 
One more question about teaching in FhS. 
nowadays there is a strong separation from voca-
tional training in FhS, why?
i have always very strongly reacted against this gap. it was 
the case to 1968, that half of the curriculum was dedi-
cated to practical, vocational training and half of the cur-
riculum to life enlightenment, people’s enlightenment. it 
is a new tendency to separate vocational training from 
fhs. grundtvig was opposing latin in schools, not skills 
training. he wanted the students also to learn about 
farming and all the subjects related to daily living. 
I read in one of your texts that “in our system we 
don't focus enough on character building”. I found it 
very interesting. In our course we tried to introdu-
ce a lesson upon 4 cardinal virtues: prudence, tem-
perance, justice and fortitude in modern world.

It is a difficult topic, but it is an important issue. In Danish 
we use the word dannelse (Bildung in german). now in 
denmark, there is a lot of discussion that we should 
have more dannelse, not just vocational training to be 
competitive on the market. Bildung is very much con-

nected with character building, with virtues. in 
estate society times, when you were 

born as a peasant, they provided 
you with some kind of security. 

you were born with an identi-
ty. When we broke with the 
estate society, you had to 
discover your identity. so, 
Bildung became necessary. 
We had to live in a world of 
many choices. Before we 

had a pope, a king or other 
authority who would tell us 

what to do. and today we are 
living in a world which is even more 

unstable, so it is necessary that we build 
ourselves when we live in a world of too 

many choices.
In your articles, you quote Rousseau’s advice to find 
the Polish nation in the hearts of the Polish people, 
primarily through citizenship education. What could 
be the advice to modern Poles from the outsider?
i would say, remember and care about your polish iden-
tity, but also remember about your european identity. 
And finally - particularly today - when many of our activ-
ities have global consequences - remember you are also 
a citizen of the world. 

Thank you for the interview.
the interview took place on september 3rd, 2018 in Vartov 

grundtvig center, Kopenhagen.

That is fascinating. For me, it is interesting that this 
Christian part of Grundtvig's philosophy is forgotten 
in modern Folke højskoler. When we were recently 
at the Ollerup Independent Teachers College, in the 
religion class there were big pictures on the wall of 
Buddha, a hindu goddess and mother Gaja. not re-
ally any Christian symbols. 
grundtvig made a distinction between Folke Højskoler 
and christianity. We all must be citizens in denmark: 
Jews, Christians, Buddhists. So, People's High Schools 
cannot be based on religion. We all have to be citizens. 
grundtvig suggested 3 types of schools: people's high 
schools, universities and church schools. and people 
high schools should focus on people, on citizens, uni-
versities on humanity and church schools on christianity. 
But reading a book by the Polish philosopher Bro-
nisław Świderski (Świderski, 2015), who translated 
into Polish a lot of kierkegaard’s diaries, I found out 
that Søren kierkegaard, who was living at the same 
time, was criticized by Grundtvig for his concept  
of Danish national Church, because Christianity 
cannot be limited to one nation, it is universal…
it was also grundtvig’s idea.
Søren kierkegaard was also criticising Grundtvig 
for his syncretic ideas, of mixing pagan deities into 
Christianity.
other people had the same criticism. grundtvig looked 
at our nordic mythology as our old testament. he used 
to say: The Old Testament is for Jews. Other cultures 
have their own “old testaments” in the form of their 
mythologies.
What I like in Grundtvig is that he was able to con-
nect concepts which seem to be totally contradic-
tory, like paganism and Christianity by saying that 
the paganism was like a childhood of humanity and 
Christianity adolescence. But looking at modern 
Folke højskoler I have an impression that there is 
a place for Thor and Freia and no place for Christ.
But this is an effect of the 68’ revolution in denmark.
I also see among our students an interest in pansla-
vism or Eastern religions. And in norway, I noticed 
that there are 2 branches of People high Schools: 
Christian and liberal. Though both are open to people 
of different denominations and views.
grundtvig said the Folke Højskoler should not be based 
on religion, but religion should not be excluded. there 
could be religious topics.

I've read that Søren’s brother Peder kierkegaard 
helped Grundtvig to develop his theology.
yes, but i would like to come back to søren Kierkegaard. 
he was developing his theology on the relationship be-
tween an individual and god. and he had very original 
ideas upon it. But he was not interested in something  
in between like people and nation. it was not his interest. 
so, he couldn’t contribute to the transformation of danish 
society. he didn’t develop ideas which could help in this 
process. this is the main difference between Kierkegaard 
and grundtvig. grundtvig brought ideas which trans-
formed danish society, changed the danish mentality.
Coming back to contemporaneity, looking at what 
is happening in the world today: environmental cri-
sis, climate change, rising nationalism, what would 
you recommend for modern People's high Schools, 
not only in Denmark but also in Poland. What sho-
uld be taught in People's high Schools, and how? 
first i would emphasize: as polish you have to think about 
yourselves as polish, but also as europeans, and also as 
citizens of the world. these three levels are very impor-
tant. perhaps there was too much emphasis that the fol-
ke hojskole were based on danish language, literature, 
history. grundtvig stressed the importance of world his-
tory. We have to see ourselves also as a part of world 
history. i emphasize always the european aspect. We are 
not only danish citizens, but we are also europeans. But 
coming back to subjects, it is more difficult.
Perhaps the subjects are not so important now. But 
I am so interested in how to teach and what to te-
ach, maybe more about values, attitudes. What are 
the main values that we can teach, in your opinion? 
You mentioned democracy, but what are the other 
values we should find ways to teach? 
We have touched on the topic of people’s enlightenment, 
but we have not talked about livoplysning, life enlighten-
ment. i have developed a model of teaching that the folk 
high school association is using now, with three circles. 
the circle inside is democracy, danish folk high schools 
are based on democracy. But i have always emphasized 
that fhs cannot be based only upon democracy. it is  
a smaller circle within, the middle circle is folkoplysning  
people’s enlightenment: culture, art, nation enlighten-
ment. and then we have livoplysning, life enlightenment, 
and this is more Kierkegaard’s sphere, more existential 
questions. What does it mean to be a human being and 
other existential questions? i am always stressing that 
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oVe Korsgaard is a professor of education in the faculty of arts at aarhus university. he was the director of gerlev folk højskole 

for 17 years, for 2 years he was a director of independent teachers college in ollerup and worked internationally with unesco. his 

many books include: “the struggle for the people – five hundred years of danish history in short”, “Building the nation, n.f.s.grundtvig 

and danish national identity”. he is also the author of “grundtvig’s philosophy of enlightenment and education”, the opening essay  

in “the school for life. n.f.s. grundtvig educational ideas”. 
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In this article, the following three similarities 
are pointed out: 
• similarities between Poland's history and 

Denmark's modern history;
• similarities between Rousseau's recommendations to 
Poland and N.F.S. Grundtvig's recommendations to Den-
mark;
• similarities between the Danish People’s High School 
Movement and the Polish People’s High School Move-
ment.
Finally, some reflections on the importance of the context 
for the People’s High School's historical and current tasks. 

Raised to be a Man and a Citizen
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was a Genevan 
philosopher, writer and composer. More than any other 
from the 18th century he stamped his mark on the devel-
opment of modern political and educational thought. his 
most famous books are The Social Contract and Emile, 
both published in 1762, but 10 years later he also wrote 
Considerations on the Government of Poland.

 rousseau does not mention education in The Social Con-
tract as a problem for political philosophy. But in Emile and 
in The Government of Poland education is a very impor-
tant topic. however, there is a difference between being 
brought up to be a man and being brought up to be a citi-
zen. While Emile is primarily concerned with how the in-
dividual becomes a ‘man’ (l’homme), in The Government 
of Poland rousseau focuses on how to become a citizen 
(citoyen). We can see how he develops his pedagogics 
for the citizen as well as a pedagogical strategy of how to 
bring the nation from ‘where it is’ to ‘where it could be’. 
rousseau envisages a quite nationalist curriculum as  
a necessary step in the process of radically politicizing the 
youth of the country. the comparison, with its similari-
ties, could be characterized thus:

the upbringing and education of the citizen is not a new 
feature in rousseau’s thinking. already in Discourse on 
Political Economy (1755), he had emphasized the neces-
sity of establishing a public education system that could 
create politically responsible citizens. love of country 
cannot subsist without freedom; nor freedom without 
virtue; nor virtue without citizens. if we can create citi-
zens, we have gained everything, but otherwise, all we 
have is wretched slaves, beginning with the leaders  
of the state. however, the making of citizens is not the 
work of a single day, and in order to make citizens  
of men, it is essential to educate them when they are 
children (rousseau, 1994, p. 21f). no society can exist 
without a common moral and spiritual basis. rousseau 
admired the spartans, who were patriots in ancient 
Greece, fighting in solidarity for their city and therefore 
invincible in battle. 

What rousseau posited in The Government of Poland 
was an educational program of patriots who were willing 
to fight for their fellow-Poles. If Poland were to survive, 
its people would have to come together and establish  
a nation. 

The Government of Poland
the main theme investigated by rousseau in The Gov-
ernment of Poland was how a minor nation surrounded 

References

Broadridge, E., Warren, C. and Jonas, U., eds. (2011). The School for Life: NFS Grundtvig on Education for the People. aarhus: aarhus 

university press.

Irons, J., Høeck, K., Mai, A. and Petersen, J. (2014). Easter flower! What would you here? Anthology of songs and hymns of N.F.S. Grundtvig. 

Collected by A.-M. Mai and J.H. Petersen, trans. by J. Irons under the assistance of K. Høeckem. Odense: University Press of Southern 

denmark. 

Świderski, B. (2015). Czepiając się Kierkegaarda. Warszawa: Kronos.

Korsgaard, o. (2008). The struggle for the people: Five hundred years of Danish history in short. Kopenhaga: danish school of education press.

 

ove Korsgaard
(Aarhus University)

poland and denmark:  
froM old to neW threats

 Emile The Government of Poland

 the indiVidual the collectiVe 

 Man (L’HoMME) citiZen (CITOyEN) 

 education education

 identity politics identity politics



32 33

chapter  1

by major powers could ensure its survival. poland was 
surrounded by three major powers – russia, prussia and 
austria – each of which has superior military capacity. re-
alizing that they had no means to defend themselves by 
military means against their powerful neighbours, rous-
seau advised them to establish the polish nation in the 
hearts of the polish people: “i see only one means of giv-
ing poland the stability it lacks, namely, to infuse into an 
entire nation, so to speak, the spirit of your confederates, 
and to establish the republic in the poles’ own hearts,  
so that it will live on in them despite anything your op-
pressors may do” (rousseau, 1972, p. 10). in accord-
ance with this conviction, rousseau underlines in The 
Government of Poland the importance of patriotic teach-
ings that give Poland’s soul a ‘national form’. So, while he 
focuses on the growth of the individual in emile, in his 
suggestion of a program of identity politics, he focuses on 
the collective in The Government of Poland.

rousseau gives concrete instructions on how to establish 
this republic in the hearts of the poles by means of national 
dress, sports and games, and not least through national  
education and a military defence system (rousseau, 1972,  
p. 14). according to rousseau, the goal of the educational 
system was to mould the soul and give it a national form: “it 
is education that you must count on to shape the souls of 
the citizens in a national pattern and so to direct their opin-
ions, their likes, and dislikes that they shall be patriotic by incli-
nation, passionately, of necessity” (rousseau, 1972, p. 19).  

‘Patriotic’ is seen here as a virtue, a form of moral arma-
ment, an identity marker: “When the pole reaches the 
age of twenty, he must be a pole, not some other kind of 
man. i should wish him to learn to read by reading litera-
ture written in his own country. i should wish him, at ten, 
to be familiar with everything poland has produced; at 
twelve, to know all its provinces, all its roads, all its towns; 
at fifteen, to have mastered his country’s entire history, 
and at sixteen, all its laws; let his mind and heart be full of 
every noble deed, every illustrious man, that ever was in 
poland, so that he can tell you about them at a moment’s 
notion” (rousseau, 1972, p. 19f).

rousseau was also a believer in the old roman adage: 
mens sana in corpore sano (a healthy mind in a healthy 
body: “each school must have its gymnasium, where the 
youngsters will go to take physical exercise. this neglect-

ed side of education is, in my opinion, the most impor-
tant of all, not only because it develops strong, healthy 
constitutions, but even more because of the moral ob-
jective of education” (rousseau, 1972, p. 21).

interestingly, rousseau also advocated the concept  
of public competition as an identity marker for a develop-
ing nation. the students at school should not go off  
by themselves to play, just for the fun of it. “they should 
play together in public, and for some prize to which they 
all aspire, and which arouses in them the spirit of compe-
tition and emulation”( rousseau, 1972, p. 21).

poland’s new-found strength would come not only from 
a new educational system but also from a new defence 
system. poles should not put their faith solely in a stand-
ing army, but in a civil defence force as in switzerland.  
“in switzerland, every bridegroom must have his uni-
form (it forthwith becomes the suit he wears on feast-
days), his regulation rifle, and the full equipment of  
a foot-soldier” (rousseau, 1972, p. 82). poland’s de-
fence should, therefore, be based on mass mobilization. 
“under such a plan, you would have a nation of trained 
soldiers and a fine big army whenever you needed it; 
and the latter, particularly in peacetime, would cost much 
less than the crown army costs at present” (rousseau, 
1972, p. 83). the status of the soldier, he argued, should 
be changed from that of bandit to citizen; it is about mak-
ing patriotism the basis of defence by making patriotism a 
collective matter. “and let him be conscious always that 
every detail of his conduct is being observed and evalu-
ated by his fellow-citizens” (rousseau, 1972, p. 80).

Rousseau’s concept of ‘freedom’ in The Government  
of Poland is the freedom of the polish people from for-
eign, especially russian, domination. at the deepest lev-
el, the core of the book, as far as polish affairs are con-
cerned, can be reduced to this question: how can the 
Poles remain ‘free’ under a Russian occupation? How 
can they retain their identity against russian domination? 
"you will always lack offensive power; for a long while 
you will lack defensive power as well. But you soon will 
have, or rather you have already, a capacity for self-pres-
ervation that, even if you are subjugated, will assure your 
survival, and keep your government and your liberty 
alive in their true – their only – sanctuary, which is the 
hearts of polish citizens" (rousseau 1991, p. 80).

By ‘liberty’ Rousseau cannot here mean the national in-
dependence of poland, nor any individual rights accord-
ed to polish citizens since that liberty will endure “even  
if you are subjugated”. Its ‘sanctuary’ or stronghold is nei-
ther the organs of government, nor the laws, nor even 
the ancestral homeland—but rather, “the hearts” of the 
citizens. it is the love of liberty in the poles’ hearts, along 
with their “love of the fatherland” that will “make poland 
impossible to subjugate”, at least in the long run; “While 
it may not save you from bowing briefly under the yoke, 
it will, if it keeps on burning in your hearts, burst into 
flame one day, rid you of the yoke, and make you free” 
(rousseau, 1991, p. 86f). rousseau ends his book by 
making a wish for poland: “May it set a great example for 
the entire world; and may it, profiting from Count Wiel-
horski’s patriotic labors, bear and suckle many citizens of 
his breed” (rousseau, 1972, p. 116).

in the literature concerning The Government of Poland, 
rousseau’s text is typically mentioned as an inspiration 
for the polish constitution of 1791. the general thesis 
proposes that there is a similar connection between The 
Government of Poland and the polish constitution  
of 1791 as between The Social Contract in 1762 and the 
french revolution of 1789. But this is an error. it was not 
the polish King poniatowski but the relatively unknown 
count Michael Wielhorski who asked rousseau to write 
about poland. after having led a failed rebellion in 1768 
he lived in exile in paris and his movement of catholic 
nobles was in opposition to poniatowski’s reforms. 

in the very same year that rousseau published The Gov-
ernment of Poland, Poland was divided for the first time. 
let us, therefore, take a brief look at the historical con-
text into which rousseau’s book was printed in 1772.

The Polish Context
poland was a nation of noblemen. the nobles were the 
holders of the political power and constituted approximate-
ly 10 per cent of the polish population, which was a fairly 
large percentage in comparison with the rest of europe. 
the nobles appointed as their parliament the so-called 
sejm. each member of the parliament was imparted 
with veto power, the liberum veto. the pejorative  
expression, ‘the Polish parliament’, bears witness to how 
difficult it was to maintain the efficiency of such a system. 
In the first two decades of the 18th century, the parlia-

ment seldom completed its work without being vetoed. 
the magnates had internal rivalries which foreign inter-
ests used to their advantage, often buying calls for a veto 
in the polish parliament. this opened polish domestic 
politics to the surrounding major powers, seriously ob-
structing a consolidation of power and making the king 
the absolute head of state. the disadvantages of the pol-
ish parliament were exploited by the surrounding major 
powers, russia, prussia and austria, who in 1772 seized 
30% of polish territory and divided it among themselves 
– the first partition of Poland. The shock of this loss paved 
the way for political reforms that commenced in a euro-
pean era characterized by the dawn of both liberalism 
and nationalism. This contributed to the idea of the ‘case 
of poland’, which in the following years would become 
symbolic of the struggle for political rights (davies, 1982, 
p. 521 25).

King stanislaw poniatowski, a military commander elect-
ed king of poland in 1764, tried to establish a modern 
state on the european model of the time. he sought to 
repeal the liberum veto and install a political system  
of enlightened monarchy. poniatowski successfully im-
plemented several political reforms: the throne was 
made hereditary, liberum veto was abolished, and major-
ity votes were introduced in parliament (davies, 1982, 
p. 535). the growing tendency towards political auto-
nomy can particularly be observed from 1788 to 1791, 
where a four-year long sejm was given somewhat free 
rein during its term. the reform process culminated in a 
quasi-coup d’état in 1791, with a new constitution intro-
duced on the 3rd of May (davies, 1982, p. 535). this 
abolished the liberum veto law, extended legal protection 
to a wider number of poland’s citizens, and introduced a 
habeas corpus provision covering all property owners. 
together with the earlier united states constitution of 
17th september 1787 and the later french constitution 
of 1793, the 3rd May constitution in poland is regarded as 
the first modern constitution in the world.

however, at this point russia intervened, and the new 
constitution was never implemented. this led to the sec-
ond partition of poland in 1793 and the repeal of the 
new constitution. the reform-movement managed nev-
ertheless to create a rebel parliament in late March 1794, 
which remained in power until this last bastion was de-
molished by the russians in november 1794. this event 
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linguistic studies, that “the unruly (Jutland) peninsula” 
was, in fact, German, and only temporarily under danish 
administration! But this would all change in the near fu-
ture, he said: “as soon as germany reorganizes itself, 
denmark cannot possibly survive as before” (adriansen 
1990, p. 52). it was not only nationalists who required a 
part of denmark to be included in germany; this also af-
fected a socialist like friedrich engels. in the same year, 
he wrote in Neue Rheinische Zeitung that within a few 
years schleswig would be incorporated into germany, 
for the evolution of history gave germany preference 
over danish barbarism (engels 1848). 

the possibility that in the worst-case scenario denmark 
could be wiped off the map was a threat that is often for-
gotten these days. at the time it had to be taken serious-
ly. grundtvig believed that it would be a calamity for 
denmark if the german-speaking duchy, which was a 
member of the german confederation, was not de-
tached from denmark since in the long run, its continued 
presence in the united Monarchy would undermine the 
danish possibility of remaining an independent people. 
the bone of contention, then, was Schleswig. danish na-
tionalists wanted schleswig, but not holstein, to be part 
of denmark. german nationalists wanted schleswig, 
holstein, and lauenburg to remain united in the ger-
man confederation. 

grundtvig gave his assessment of the european spring 
on 14th March 1848 in his ‘Speech to the Schleswig Aid 
society’. he acknowledged that the political upheavals 
would create a new political order, and he defended 
himself against the charge of patching up forms that time 
had destroyed. after thus establishing that the events of 
recent weeks involved a decisive change of system, 
grundtvig returned to a very sensitive question, namely 
denmark’s border. some would draw it at the river 
elbe near hamburg, others would draw it at the river 
eider 60 miles north, while still others would draw it at 
the river Kongeaa, a further 120 miles to the north. per-
haps, suggested grundtvig, schleswig should be divided 
into a danish-speaking and a german-speaking unit? 
this was his solution in 1848 with the following argu-
ment: “‘Facts are stubborn things’, as the English say, and 
it is a stubborn fact (…) that the land of denmark stretch-
es only so far as the language is spoken, and certainly no 
further than people wish to speak danish, in other 

words, somewhere that no one knows in the middle  
of the duchy of schleswig” (grundtvig 1848, p.89).

grundtvig found it necessary to counter the german 
threat by limiting the danish kingdom so that the ger-
man-speaking parts were given away voluntarily, i.e. 
holstein, lauenburg and a part of schleswig. the inter-
nal logic of grundtvig's view was that denmark would 
become stronger by becoming smaller. grundtvig thus 
advocated a retreat to a safe frontier, a mindset border.

however, when denmark received a new democratic 
regime in 1849, schleswig’s situation remained unre-
solved. and so it persisted for the next 15 years. in a let-
ter from 1862, chancellor Bismarck of prussia expressed 
the need for a war against denmark: “i am in no doubt 
that the entire danish question can only be solved  
favourably for us by war. the direct cause of this war is 
to be found at any moment considered opportune for 
warfare". (nielsen 1987, p. 33). one of the conditions 
that made denmark an attractive war proposition was 
that it was isolated from the other great powers in eu-
rope, despite russian and British interest in maintaining 
the integrity of denmark and its opposition to prussian 
encroachment. 

on 30th october 1864 denmark signed the treaty  
of Vienna ceding schleswig, holstein, and lauenburg to 
prussia and austria. even though denmark had become 
a national state with the abolition of its absolute monar-
chy in 1848, it was not formally so until 1864, when 
a new chapter began in its history. and the people’s high 
schools played a valuable role in this chapter.

How to Establish the Nation 
in the Hearts of the People 
rousseau’s work The Government of Poland can shed 
light on the danish situation after losing the war in 1864 
to prussia and austria, two of the states that had re-
moved poland from the map in 1795. With its defeat, 
denmark did not disappear as did poland, but the terri-
tory of the united Monarchy was almost halved by the 
loss of the duchies of schleswig, holstein and launburg. 
for grundtvig, there were both national and social rea-
sons for founding people’s high schools. The first Danish 
people’s high school was established in rødding in 
schleswig in 1844 to strengthen the position of the dan-

marks the final eradication of the Polish state. Stanislaw 
Poniatowski abdicated in 1795 and the third and final 
partition of poland was drawn up in st. petersburg in 
1797. austria took about 17%, prussia about 19%, 
while russia annexed the remaining 63% of polish terri-
tory. By the third partition in 1795 poland had disap-
peared from the face of the earth, not to reappear for 
another 123 years. 

N.F.S. Grundtvig and the Danish  
Constitution of 1849
there are similarities between rousseau's recommen-
dations to poland and n.f.s. grundtvig's recommenda-
tions to denmark. grundtvig (1783-1872) was a danish 
poet, historian, priest, politician and educationist, who 
invented a new type of school, a people’s high school, 
for which he is known as ‘the father of adult education’. 
he contributed more than anyone else to the formation 
of danish national identity. 

to understand grundtvig as a founding father of the 
modern danish nation-state, it is important to recall that 
the Kingdom of denmark at the time included the south-
ern duchies of schleswig, holstein, and lauenburg. the 
King of denmark also ruled holstein and lauenburg 
within the german confederation. germans made up 
two-fifths of Danish territory, a third of the country’s 
population, and half of denmark's economy. But in the 
first half of the 19th century, the process of national unifi-
cation of the german countries questioned denmark's 
future position, not least the german-speaking areas of 
the danish empire.

grundtvig was convinced that the growing german na-
tionalism and a possible unification of Germany would be 
dangerous for denmark as an independent state. it 
would lead to the emergence of a “monstrous german 
war machine” and result in a highly aggressive major 
power in europe (grundtvig, 1877, p. 377). according 
to grundtvig, if everyone who spoke german was gath-
ered “under one hat, under a german emperor napo-
leon, it would become a far more frightening power to 
human eyes than france at its most dangerous” (grundt-
vig, 1877, p. 368f).

in the 1830s, after some fruitful visits to england, grundt-
vig began to formulate his educational philosophy. he 

popularized the danish word folke-lighed, which means 
both equality between people in a nation and the char-
acter of that people, and it was this new type of equality 
that, in grundtvig’s eyes, made up a nation. to develop 
an idea of a society based on folke-lighed (popular feel-
ing), he formulated the foundation for a new type of high 
school, namely a people’s high school. 

in 1848 a national and democratic wave rolled out across 
the european continent. it arose in paris early in february 
and spread to palermo, Milan, Vienna, Budapest, Berlin, 
Warsaw, stockholm, copenhagen and many other eu-
ropean cities. people took to the streets, built barricades, 
and shouted slogans. during these struggles kingdoms 
and principalities fell, new national states were formed, 
and free constitutions were drawn up. the european 
spring turned into a very bloody affair with tens of thou-
sands killed. What followed in the wake of the ‘Arab 
spring’ in 2011, which spread from tunis to a number of 
north african and arab countries, was similar to devel-
opments in europe in 1848-50. 

in copenhagen, on 21st March that year, a massive pro-
cession moved through the city centre to the royal pal-
ace with two demands to the King: a constitutional mon-
archy and a national boundary, extending south to the 
river eider, the border between schleswig and holstein. 
10,000 people gathered in the square outside the palace 
and the national liberal leader orla lehmann handed a 
resolution to frederik Vii which ended with the ominous 
words: “We implore your Majesty not to drive the nation 
to take desperate measures”. on the very same day, the 
King resigned his absolute monarchy, and the difficult 
process began which eventually led to the declaration of 
a new democratic constitution. this happened on 5th 
June 1849, which has been celebrated as Constitution 
day ever since. 

the national liberals demanded that schleswig be in-
cluded in the new democratic regime. But in germany, 
several politicians and intellectuals required that part of 
Denmark should be enclosed in the German unification 
process. the most nationalist germans would draw the 
border at Skagerak and incorporate the whole of Jutland 
into germany. in his History of the German Language 
(Geschichte der Deutschen Sprache) from 1848, the 
German folklorist Jacob Grimm claimed, based on his 
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of denmark, as truly as we all constitute a freeborn royal 
people; no ordinary military service of bondage, but  
an arming of the people in freedom” (grundtvig, 1909, 
p. 174).

the subsequent defence debate set considerable focus 
on defence priorities – was it the nation or the state that 
should be defended? the two predominant stances in 
the debate in the last part of the 19th century were:  
a standing army or an arming of the people. there was, 
however, a third stance. its foremost spokesman was the 
historian and politician p. Munch (1870-1948), who later 
became the Minister of foreign affairs from 1929 to 
1940. at the end of the 19th century, and inspired by the 
history of the poles, he devised a new defence strategy 
which underlined the possibility of maintaining the nation 
even if the state falls. 

Munch asked the same question as rousseau: how 
could a minor country like denmark maintain its sover-
eignty in a world dominated by a superior neighbour? 
however, the principles underlying Munch’s strategies 
are only partly in line with rousseau’s advice to poland. 
Munch does not agree with rousseau’s suggestion  
of mass mobilization so that the entire male population 
should be a part of a people’s army. Munch’s strategy 
only aimed to be a cultural defence of the nation, not  
a military defence of the state. however, he agreed with 
rousseau that it was crucial to strengthen or build up the 
population’s national consciousness. In 1890 he defined 
the dilemma thus: “a national sentiment strong enough 
to save us can be preserved only in two ways: by retak-
ing southern Jutland by our own means, or if all of Den-
mark is conquered after a long and unyielding defence. 
the latter is a dangerous route, but if nothing else is pos-
sible I will most definitely prefer it to the slow death 
denmark is dying today. a hundred years ago poland 
was conquered this way, and the polish nationality is 
stronger today than it was a hundred years ago. it is not 
impossible that poland will reenter world history yet 
again” (højrup, 2002, p. 333).

What Munch predicted in 1890 about poland happened 
in 1918, and a people’s high school helped to realize the 
idea of a Polish state. Just as the first Danish people’s high 
school was established in schleswig to strengthen the 
Danish language, the first people’s high school in Poland 

was established in 1900 in the russian part of poland, 
oppressed by the czarist government. the curriculum 
illegally included the polish language, literature, and his-
tory, as well as general education subjects such as geog-
raphy, hygiene, social sciences, and ethics. By the time 
the World War i broke out, there were seven folk high 
schools in poland, all inspired by the danish model and 
adapted to Polish needs (J. Kulich 2002, p. 55).  

After the First World War
poland did become an autonomous state again – in 1918. 
shortly after, in 1920, a referendum was held in schleswig 
which divided the duchy in two, with the north opting 
into denmark and the south remaining in germany. this 
was, in fact, the solution that grundtvig had prescribed  
in 1848.

in poland, a number of people’s high schools were es-
tablished in the 1920s. ignacy solarz, once described as 
a ‘Polish Grundtvig’, studied in Denmark for six months 
in 1922 and opened his first people’s high school in 
1924. he based his ideas on the concept of ludowosc, 
close to grundtvig’s concept of folkelig. his aim was to 
enable peasants to become social and cultural leaders in 
their own communities. Solarz’s significance for people’s 
high schools in poland can be compared to grundtvig’s 
significance for those in Denmark. He devoted his life to 
the liberation and education of the peasants, until he died 
at the hands of the nazi occupying forces in 1940 (Kulich 
2002, p. 59ff). 

after World War i several new democratic nation-states 
were established based on the liberal principle of peo-
ple’s right to selv-determination. from one day to anoth-
er, the population of a number of monarchies in eastern 
europe went from being subjects to becoming citizens in 
republics. this did not always result in stable democra-
cies, on the contrary. according to the german scholar 
Jan-Werner Müller: “In the end, no country except 
czechoslovakia proved able to integrate the peasants 
into a functioning democracy”. (Jan-Werner Müller, 2011, 
p. 21). in a number of countries new established de-
mocracies were undermined by illiberal ideas that result-
ed in authoritarian governance or totalitarian regimes.  

this did not happen in denmark and the other nordic 
countries in the interwar period. thanks to grundtvig 

ish language, which was threatened by the german lan-
guage. other people’s high schools were also estab-
lished in the period from 1844 to 1864. When schleswig 
was lost to the germans in 1864, rødding people’s high 
school moved north of the new border to the village of 
askov. it reopened in 1865 as askov people’s high 
school and became the model and the leading high school 
in scandinavia, a true cultural stronghold in denmark. it 
was not until after the defeat in 1864 that grundtvig's ideas 
really broke through. Within a few years, about 60 peo-
ple’s high schools were established by grundtvigians 
around the country. the other nordic countries also es-
tablished their high schools, the first in Norway in 1864, 
in sweden in 1868 and in finland in 1889. 

nearly all the people’s high schools combined two 
things. one was to establish the nation in the hearts of 
young adults from the countryside; the other was to give 
them training in agriculture and housekeeping, in order 
to enable them to improve running conditions on the 
land. the archetypal example of this interplay between 
culture and training was at the first great public meeting 
at askov in 1865, where three talks were given: one on 
nordic mythology, one on the schleswig question, and 
one on horses that contract bone spavin. it was the same 
people who listened about the world of the nordic 
gods, the national question with germany, and the vet-
erinary measures to combat spavin. 

the people’s high schools were boarding-schools for 
young people from the age of 18 and offered five months 
of education to men during the winter and three months 
of education to women during the summer. the stu-
dents experienced an intense life at the schools with 
classes six days a week and joint activities in the evening 
and on sundays. from 1864 to 1920, the people’s high 
schools received circa 15 per cent of the rural youth of 
which two-thirds were sons and daughters of peasant-
farmers. these schools, which were based on liberal 
principles, saw it as their duty to enlighten the students in 
terms of historical awareness, national identity, and dem-
ocratic citizenship. the primary didactic means to this 
end were storytelling, lectures, discussions and commu-
nity singing. But basic subjects such as writing and ac-
counting, as well as subjects related to agriculture and 
household, were also taught. in many ways, people's 
high schools served as schools for further education for 

young people who had only seven years of primary edu-
cation. (hjermitslev, 2015, p. 362-380).

How to Defend Denmark
the war of 1864 is the axis of modern danish history. 
the defeat brought about a groundbreaking change in 
danish political thinking, as was expressed in danish cul-
ture through literature and art, in historiography and 
overall enlightenment. the danes’ perception of them-
selves and the rest of the world was entirely altered. for 
the next many years denmark followed the advice  
of h.p. holst (1811-1893), “What has been lost exter-
nally must be won internally”. the war was a turning 
point in german history as well. With the war against 
denmark in 1864, under the leadership of Bismarck, 
germany started on a road of expansive politics, attack-
ing austria in 1866 and france in 1870/71. these three 
wars altered the geopolitical situation in europe.

denmark, with its two million inhabitants, became the 
neighbour of europe’s – and thus the world’s – mightiest 
military power. the country was, therefore, confronted 
with the same question that had confronted poland  
a century earlier: What are the options for neighbours  
of a vastly superior military power? What was denmark 
to do in this new and extremely tense situation? 

in the immediate years after 1864, danish military poli-
tics were based on a scenario where denmark should 
retake schleswig by joining with european major powers 
to attack germany. this was soon recognized as impos-
sible – as early as france’s defeat in the war against ger-
many in 1870-71. from then on, it was no longer a mat-
ter of whether denmark should join a war in order to 
retrieve schleswig, but rather whether denmark could 
protect its sovereignty by military means at all! If this was 
not possible, the question was whether sovereignty 
could be defended by other means. there was no con-
sensus on whether the danish army should rely heavily 
on a ready army, or if military capacity should rather be 
based on the kind of civil defence rousseau puts forth in 
The Government of Poland. 

grundtvig had already vehemently opposed the idea  
of a standing army in 1848, which he saw as suppressing 
the peasant class. as rousseau advised poland, grun-
dtvig recommended to denmark: “therefore men  
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Whether we like it or not, the context of the 21st century 
is characterized by a number of global risks. Many peo-
ple in denmark, german, and poland are preoccupied 
with global agendas. the same goes for many other 
peoples around the globe. perhaps a cosmopolitan no-
tion is emerging, because we are facing common threats 
across nations. We have gone from a small world on  
a big planet to a big world on a small planet.

Today, there seem to be two great 
forces in our society. On the one 
hand, the national conservative 
forces that are concerned with 
saving the fatherland, and on the 
other hand, cosmopolitan forces 
that are concerned with saving 

the Earth. If a sustainable 
society is to be established,  
a bridge needs to be constructed 
between them.

The two forces must lean against 
each other. Cosmopolitan forces 
must understand that patriotic 
love is not opposed to the 
love for our planet. Similarly, 
national conservative forces must 
understand that the love for our 
planet does not conflict with the 
love for our homelands; the two 
can work together. Otherwise,  
we are facing a huge problem. l

and the people’s high school movement, the danish 
peasants were generally well integrated into a liberal de-
mocracy. of course, grundtvig was far from alone  
in motivating the successful integration, but his constant 
insistence on the necessity of adult education was, with-
out doubt, a contributing factor. his prime purpose was 
to advance the idea among ‘the masses’ that they be-
longed to ‘a people’, based on popular sovereignty. 

grundtvig’s contribution was highlighted by a leading so-
cial democrat, frederik Borgbjerg, in the very same year 
as hitler came to power in germany. as Minister of edu-
cation, Borgbjerg gave a speech in 1933 – on the 150th 
anniversary of grundtvig’s birthday – in which he spoke 
of grundtvig as the bulwark against these anti-democrat-
ic trends: “he was a true son of the century of enlighten-
ment and an ‘apprentice to the Germans’(…), but it was 
not Bismarck’s and hitler’s germany he supported. the 
reason why the danish people cannot now be infected 
by nazism and fascism is not least thanks to grundtvig’s 
massive contribution to education”. Borgbjerg spoke  
of how grundtvig ”became a glowing supporter of a free 
people’s democracy and the most extensive franchise” 
(Borgbjerg, 1933).

Borgbjerg’s view was taken up by another social demo-
crat, hartvig frisch, whose book plague over europe 
(1933) set nordic democracy up against totalitarian ide-
ologies. according to frisch, it was the peasant farmers 
who “created political democracy – the honour is theirs. 
and it is the labour movement that has built on this and 
laid the foundations for ‘social democracy’” (Frisch, 
1933).

however, the nazi plague posed a threat to both po-
land and denmark. poland was occupied on 1st sep-
tember 1939 and denmark on 9th april 1940.

after World War ii, germany was again divided – into east 
Germany and West Germany – a division that stood firm 
until the Berlin Wall collapsed on 9th november 1989. 
however, not everyone was thrilled at the prospect  
of germany being united again. not least the three 
heads of government, poul schlüter from denmark, 
Margaret thatcher from england, and francois Mitter-
rand from france, reiterated the same view as grundtvig 
that europe was best served by germany being divided. 

nevertheless, on 3rd october 1990, nearly one million 
germans could gather around the old reichstag in Berlin 
to celebrate reunification after 45 years of division.

as previously mentioned, the history of the danish peo-
ple’s high school is closely linked to the struggle for danish 
culture and independence and the fight against the threat 
from germany. for nearly 200 years, germany was a se-
rious threat to denmark as an independent state – a threat 
which escalated most recently during World War ii to an 
actual occupation of denmark. so, the ancient feelings 
were still extremely strong in the early years after the war. 

however, in recent decades, these feelings have almost 
miraculously disappeared. Today, we find ourselves in 
denmark actually enjoying having germany as a neigh-
bour. the germans are no longer regarded as danger-
ous strangers, so now we have a completely new histor-
ical situation. germany is considered one of the most 
stable, well-functioning democracies in europe and a warm 
advocate of strong European cooperation in the EU. Just 
as our relationship with the swedes 200 years ago has 
changed from enmity to friendship, our view of the ger-
mans is undergoing the same transformation process. 
and thanks for that. does this mean that national com-
munities belong to the past? it seems unlikely. But it is  
a misconception to see the the national and european as 
opposites today. 

New Type of Threat
it is several decades since the danish people’s high 
schools turned their attention away from germany  
to threats from elsewhere. today there are other threats. 
if the clamate above us runs amok and the natural foun-
dation beneath us erodes, and more and more species 
around us die out, this presents a treat far greater than 
anything we faced from the germans 175 year ago. 
there is plenty of evidence that climate change gener-
ated by humans presents us with a new treat, which 
means that danes, germans and poles now live in the 
same society, namely a risk society. it was the german 
sociologist ulrich Beck, who pointed out in his book 
Risikogesellschaft (“risk society”) (1986) that in our 
modern society, we are increasingly subject to a shared 
destiny. put simply, when the polar ice caps melt and 
sea levels rise, we are all in the same boat. (Korsgaard 
2019, p. 77f). 
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the creative learning spiral suggests that creativity – 
made of new ideas and insights – is not necessarily  
a spur-of-the-moment act, coming in a flash. Rather, it is 
a product of a certain type of hard work, consisting  
of many cycles of imagining, creating, playing, sharing, 
and reflecting. It is in the interaction of these acts that cre-
ativity is born and creative thinking happens.

secondly, the recognition that creativity needs to be en-
couraged and nurtured means that a special type of un-
derstanding of creativity is required – that of creativity as 
a process. this means that creativity requires thinking, 
which should be seen as the key to creative learning. 
in other words, in order to stimulate creative learning, 
educators need to encourage their students to think, and 
often to think critically, to seek meaning and to create 
meaningful solutions to cognitive problems. ultimately, 
creative thinking is needed for students to enable them 
to solve problems. solving problems is a crucial task  
in life, and educators need to encourage in their students 
the extrapolation of skills from problem-solving in class  
to problem-solving in life. as yeo notes, “creative prob-
lem solving is an iterative process that involves both di-
vergent and convergent thinking, where the situation  
is continually analysed and assessed. it is also an imagina-
tive process as new solutions are constantly explored 
and elaborated upon” (yeo, 2012, p.2).

an important condition for creativity  
in the educational process is the choice 
of type of education itself. What kind  
of education can ensure creativity? What 
educational environment is needed for 
creative learning to take place? it is not 
the purpose of this chapter to review 
and analyse existing educational sys-
tems, nor to review different types  
of educational institutions. however, 
there are some fundamental principles 
which could apply to any educational 
system, that we can agree will provide 
good conditions for creativity to flourish. 
for example, we should be aware that 
educational environments which are 
characterised by violent, hierarchical, 
top-down communication will not be 
good environments for creative learn-

ing. in such environments teachers (or textbooks,  
or school rules, or the whole system) usually instruct stu-
dents what to do, while students strive to fulfil such  
instructions without questioning them or without seeking 
deeper meaning or learning outcomes in the tasks. such 
environments constrain, rather than enable creativity.  
in such an environment there is no equality between stu-
dents and educators, which is one of the conditions  
for creativity. 

But what, then, is the type of education which does not 
constrain creativity? it is education which liberates the hu-
man mind, heart and spirit; it stimulates our curiosity and 
joy in learning; it nurtures inquisitiveness and critical 
thinking; it models heartful and non-violent behaviour. 
this kind of education, rosenberg calls “life-enriching ed-
ucation”, which can be explained as “education that pre-
pares children to learn throughout their lives, relate well 
to others and themselves, be creative, flexible, and ven-
turesome, and have empathy not only for their immedi-
ate kin but for all of humankind. enriching life – expanding 
our minds, hearts, and spirits – should be the goal of ed-
ucation”. (rosenberg, 2003, xi). indeed, if creative learn-
ing is a process, then it requires a special educational en-
vironment for the learner – an environment in which  
the learner must feel comfortable, safe, valued, enabled; 
an environment in which creativity can “take its time”  

in recent years educators have tried to integrate cre-
ativity into the educational process. yet, traditional 
educational systems do not easily allow this to hap-

pen. One of the reasons for this difficulty is that educa-
tion is usually not seen as a creative but as an instructive 
system. perhaps grundtvigian folk high schools, which 
have gained a reputation as “schools for life”, are one ex-
ception where the educational model as such is based on 
the ability of students and teachers to be creative learners. 
resnick once said that the process of creativity is like the 
process of gardening. creativity in students needs to be 
nurtured and supported by the teacher, just like plants 
need to be nurtured and supported by the farmer  
or the gardener so that they can flourish (Resnik, 2017). 

it is only natural, then, that in a manual which addresses 
the questions of what and how to teach in modern folk 
high schools, we dedicate some time to creativity in learn-
ing. We discussed earlier what it means to teach in a holis-
tic way in the context of farming: encouraging the students 
to use all their senses, exploring, trusting their intuition,  
approaching the subject from all angles, being curious.  
all these actions apply fully to creativity in education, too. 
But what does it mean to teach creative thinking in educa-
tion, especially with adults or young adults?

first and foremost, it is important to clarify that when we 
talk about creative thinking, we are using the term crea-
tivity in a much broader sense than in the context of art. 
often creativity in education is unjustly associated only 
with crafts and arts: painting, sculpting, making pottery, 
writing poems, etc. if we equate the creative process 
only with the artistic process, we will undoubtedly un-
dervalue creativity in other fields. We would argue that 

any subject, profession, field of work, or field of life, for 
that matter, can use, and benefit from, creative thinking. 
But for that purpose, we need to accept that creative 
thinking is inherent in all human beings, but it needs to be 
supported, encouraged, released. and this is, indeed, 
the role of the teacher or educator!

yet, what does it mean, for the educator, to encourage 
creative thinking? first, one needs to start with the recog-
nition that education should be seen as an organic, inter-
active and dialogical process. in other words, we should 
break from the model in which education is the process 
in which teachers introduce a fixed and pre-made pro-
gramme, teaching is in the form of lecturing and the 
teacher performs a monologue, which is the model of 
traditional educational systems in many parts of the world. 
the proposed recognition should go both ways – on the 
part of the educator and on the part of the students. 
Both sides should take time at the beginning of an educa-
tional period (time together) to discuss their roles and 
responsibilities in the teaching-learning relationship.  
it should be made clear for everyone at the beginning 
that there are no set rules or instructions on how to be 
creative. creativity, we would argue, will best manifest 
itself when the teaching-learning relationship is one of di-
alogue, democracy and mutual respect. students should 
be able to freely express themselves (verbally or non-
verbally), but also be respectful of others, their views and 
opinions. likewise, educators should level with students, 
remaining open to learning and participation. creativity 
will benefit from minimum hierarchy and maximum 
freedom to explore and express. to refer to resnick 
again, educators can benefit from using the so-called cre-
ative learning spiral:

apostol apostolov  
and simona dyankova 
(Botanica life foundation)

creaTive THinking in educaTion imaGine

create

play

Share

reflect

imaGine

Figure 1: mitchel resnik’s creative learning spiral (resnik, 2017)
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to unfold – to storm, to pause, storm again, pause again, 
until a creation is born. 

it seems to us that this kind of creativity in education is 
quite the type of creativity we also see in modern-day 
gruntdvigian pedagogy. this manual is a product of ex-
ploring how contemporary folk high schools can enable 

literacy through creative participation or process learn-
ing. if learning throughout one’s life is what life-enriching 
education is about, then the grundtvigian folk high 
school, or “school for life”, can be seen as the physical 
embodiment of an educational environment which pro-
vides benign conditions for creative learning to unfold 
and flourish. l
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The teacher of a folk high school has multiple 
functions in doing her/his job: it is about being 
a teacher of subjects, it is about setting a clear 

framework for classes and fellowship and it is also about 
being a person who students can meet as an adult with 
whom it is possible to share points of view – like a parent 
away from home. the word teacher has two transla-
tions in the danish language – lærer and underviser.  
the latter translates into ”he/she who shows wonders” 
– a way to inspire students to see the world with open 
eyes and to be open to new perspectives. the under-
lying understanding is that life has so many ways of ex-
pressing itself. every day there are new things to observe 
when students’ attention is pointed in the direction  
of seeing the world.

The task for the underviser is diverse and to mention  
a few essential areas: 
1) to point out interesting areas where the student 
can exercise observation, 
2) to inspire the student to keep on looking and 
to refine the art of observing. the persistence also 
applies when it comes to doing things such as exercising 
skills in music, art, sports, handicrafts, communication, 
social skills and 
3) to lead classes and activities with the aim to moti-
vate, support and nourish the students’ learning processes.

the job of being an underviser is in many ways non- 
-hierarchical – students and underviser both have the 
opportunity to wonder about what they experience and 
constantly be in dialogue about their observations.  

underviser and student are equal in the sense of wanting 
to achieve life enlightenment – one of the three corner-
stones mentioned in the act on folk high schools.1

Wonders of Nature 
nature is an inexhaustible well of wonders. so many in-
terdependent connections are working together in eco-
systems which only can leave humans in awe. it goes 
from the tiniest creatures in the soil to the vast extent  
of the universe. By observing and learning about nature 
we obtain access to scientific and spiritual wisdom that 
can be ever increased.

having the ability to go for a walk in the forest, or along 
the beach, are simple ways to practise the connection 
with and observation of nature. observing a sunset  
or the flight of a butterfly are other easy ways to start 
wondering about nature and life – remember to leave 
your mobile in silent mode!! 

Example: from the largest thing in the universe to the 
smallest – a cosmic journey 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=73XvQsv9s-A 

Wonders of Arts
artwork, at its best, will make you intrigued. a moment 
to stop ordinary chores and sense the emotions coming 
to you while looking at a painting, sculpture, ballet, listen-
ing to music, reading a book or seeing a play. the artist 
has made an effort to present an object to the rest of the 
world. and what implications can be found? What is it 
the artist has observed and turned into an object from 

peter Mogensen
(Brenderup folk high school)

TeacHerS oF Folk HigH 
ScHoolS – THoSe wHo Help 

To diScover wonderS!
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where the audience can start scratching their head and  
in a way borrow the mind of the artist for a moment? 
the art of observation must be exercised and it can lead 
to a lot of interesting dialogues about what is exhibited.

Example: ai Weiwei’s Memorial to the drowned
https://news.artnet.com/app/news-upload/2016/02/ai-
weiwei-life-jackets.jpg

Wonders of Human Deeds
Most of us do have an idol, a super-hero or a person who 
means a lot to us. going deeper into the fact that other 
human beings are able to inspire through their deeds can 
develop an awareness of who actually has a lasting  
and transforming impact on this world. unfortunately,  
the media often put most emphasis on the “bad guys” 
and less attention on those who, through altruistic work, 
are making this planet a better place to live.

the knowledge of humans from different walks of life 
who have done something extraordinary will mirror  
the uniqueness that can be found in every person 
throughout the world. it does not need to be deeds in  
a dimension like Mahatma gandhi or nelson Mandela, 
because so many others can inspire through their devot-
ed actions for the help of others. folk high schools want 
to give their students a solid basis for obtaining personal 
goals in life and, likewise, to know the importance of get-
ting there in collaboration with others. in the fellowship 
of students and teachers, synergy is achieved that devel-
ops and enlightens all of those involved.

Example: syria war: love and loss on lesbos – BBc news 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vstK5f52u4   

the grundtvig song nu skal det åbenbares has this line:
…og den har aldrig levet, som klog på det er blevet, 
han først ej havde kær 

 (folkehøjskolernes forening i danmark, 2006)
…. and he has never lived, who learned about what 
he did not love (my translation)

this quote expresses a simple and well-known pedagog-
ical truth that it is difficult (and almost impossible) to teach 
students a subject which they do not wish to learn about. 
it was also expressed in grundtvig’s opinion concerning 
experience and learning. he meant that a man/a woman 
must have gained actual life experiences before he/she 

can make a certain area of life an object of learning. 
grundtvig also expressed this by saying: “life is prior  
to enlightenment” (grundtvig-koldsk-skole.dk, n.d.).  
in this context, the role of a folk high school teacher must 
focus on enlivening (= waking) the students for the won-
ders of life in order to make them ready to learn of a cer-
tain subject. 

the grundtvig song Er lyset for de lærde blot has this 
line:

. . . Oplysning være skal vor lyst, er det så kun om 
sivet, men først og sidst med folkerøst oplysningen om 
livet;
. . . Enlightenment shall be our joy, though reeds alone 
be brightened, but first and last with common voice 
may all life be enlightened
 (irons, høeck, Mai and petersen, 2014)

the song was written in 1839 and can be read as a man-
ifesto for the work that very much is related to folk high 
schools. for grundtvig it was not only a matter of bringing 
persons of the common people to a more enlightened 
state of education but also a wish to bring together the 
danish people where differences between high and low 
were minimized. the same is true for the grundtvig 
song far higher are mountains in other lands found 
where the final two lines are: “And as for great riches, 
we’re on the right track when few have too much, fewer 
still suffer lack”. (irons, høeck, Mai and petersen, 2014, 
p. 63 and p. 29)

The aim to enlighten  
must be embedded in every  
folk high school teacher.  
Thus the students will experience 
a person who has a burning wish 
to inspire, to support  
and to point directions  
for the huge variety  
of life paths that are ahead.  
A life filled with wonders!  l
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during a meeting of the project “teaching or-
ganic literacy” in spring 2018, i was asked to 
write an article on self-learning. to be honest: 

i had only a vague impression of what is meant by that 
specific term. Which types of learning does it include? 
does it stand for sitting alone in a chamber and reading  
a book or surf the internet, or is there more to it, and  
if so what would that be? so i went to work and did 
some self-learning about “self-learning”. this learning 
process started at the meeting with a brainstorming ses-
sion conducted by the project partners, aiming to gather 
keywords related to “self-learning”. the result consisted 
of terms like:

• single work vs. group work,
• learning by doing,
• trial and error,
• responsibility,
• let the students explore by themselves, and
• students decide how to do it.

the keywords were connected to certain learning mod-
els, but also to personal development. At first, I was rath-
er surprised to notice that the teacher often has a role in 
self-learning too. in my imagination, self-learning meant 
in particular learning without a teacher. Meanwhile,  
i have learnt that teachers could have an important role 
in various forms of self-learning as instructors, facilitators 
or coaches.

to get closer to the meaning of self-learning, i posed my-
self some guiding questions, to which I wanted to find 
answers within this article. they were as follows:

•  What is self-learning and what would be its opposite? 
•  Which are some of the guiding principles, concepts 

and models with regard to folk high schools?
•  Can self-learning take place only as individual learn-

ing or also in a group?
•  What role could teachers have in self-learning and 

how could self-learning be supported by teachers?

Martin nobelmann 
(university for sustainable development eberswalde)

culTure oF SelF-learning

“Let the main object of this, our Didactic, be as follows: to seek and to find a method  
of instruction, by which teachers may teach less, but learners may learn more; by which 
schools may be the scene of less noise, aversion, and useless labour, but of more leisure, 
enjoyment, and solid progress; and through which the Christian community may have less 
darkness, perplexity, and dissention, but on the other hand more light, orderliness, peace, 
and rest”.
 Johann Amos Comenius1

1/ Johann Amos Comienius (1592-1670) from The Great Didactic, chapter 3 “this life is but a preparation for eternity”.
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self-learning as self-directed  
and self-regulated learning

to distinguish self-learning from other forms of learning  
it can generally be said that the learner has to become 
active. self-learning is active learning, rather than passive 
reception of knowledge. it is contrary to the traditional 
“rote-and-reproduction” approach to learning. By self-
learning the usual subject-object scheme of learning van-
ishes (the teacher teaches the learner).

the term self-learning only rarely stands on its own. usu-
ally, another word is added that determines it more close-
ly. thus we speak of terms like self-directed learning and 
self-regulated learning. Both terms are often used synony-
mously and it is difficult to distinguish between them.

a very good comparison was made by saks and leijen 
(2014), on which i would like like to rely in what fol-
lows. In their view, the most foundational definition  
of self-directed learning comes from Knowles (1975), 

who described it as a process in which individuals take 
the initiative, with or without the help of others, in di-
agnosing their learning needs, formulating learning 
goals, identifying human and material resources for 
learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learn-
ing strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes. in re-
lation to self-regulated learning, self-directed learning 
can be seen as a broader concept in the sense of learn-
er’s freedom to manage their learning activities and the 
degree of control the learner has. in self-directed learn-
ing, for example, it is the learner who defines the learn-
ing task, while in self-regulated learning it could also be 
a teacher. While self-directed learning is suggested to 
be situated at the macro level, self-regulated learning is 
stated to be a micro-level concept that concerns pro-
cesses within task execution. The first step in learning 
to self-direct one’s own learning is the skill of self-regu-
lating learning activities and task performances. self-di-
rected learning may include self-regulated learning, but 
not the opposite (Jossberger et al., in: Saks & Leijen, 
2014, p. 192).

Table 1. Similarities and differences of self-directed learning and self-regulated learning, adapted from Saks & leijen (2014)

Self-directed learninG               Self-reGulated learninG

1. both are seen in two dimensions
 a) external/process/event;
 b) internal/personality/aptitude;
2.    both have four key-phases: defining tasks – setting goals and planning –  

enacting strategies - monitoring and reflecting;
3. active participation;
4. goal-directed behaviour;
5. metacognition;
6. ntrinsic motivation.

1. originates from adult education;
2.  practised mainly outside the traditional 

school environment;
3.  involves designing a learning  

environment;
4. involves planning a learning trajectory;
5. broader macro-level construct.

SimilaritieS

differenceS 1. originates from cognitive psychology;
2.  practised mainly in the school  

 environment;
3. task usually set by the teacher;
4. narrower micro-level construct.
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Role of Teachers in Self-Directed 
and Self-Regulated Learning
 
… my self-concept has changed from that of teacher  
to that of facilitator of learning. … It required that I focus 
on what was happening in the students rather than on 
what I was doing. … It required that I be clear about pre-
cisely what resources I did and did not have that might be 
useful to the learners, and that I make the resources I did 
have accessible to them on their terms. It required that  
I extricate myself from the compulsion to pose as an expert 
who had mastered any given body of content and, instead, 
join my students honestly as a continuing co-learner.
 Malcolm shepherd Knowles (1975, pp. 33-34)

if the aim of folk high schools is to strengthen and foster 
self-directed and self-regulated learning – what will be 
the role of the teachers in that kind of learning? do we 
still need them or do they only exist at folk high schools 
today for sentimental reasons? Knoll (2001) offers some 
modified tasks for teachers. These tasks are as follows:

Facilitation, understanding and support
self-learning in lifelong learning institutions encourages 
personal development because it requires the active  
involvement of the learner, self-reflection, and meta-
cognition (think about thinking). it is transferred to every-
day situations and inspires the individual learner to learn 
in collaborative groups. it is characterised by openness,  
a lack of structure, and the necessity to communicate 
with others and come to agreements. all of this should 
be made possible by the teacher by: 

•  providing a room and learning environment where 
self-learning can happen and the personality can grow;

•  accepting the learning outcomes without defining 
them in the first place;

•  appreciating the competences of individuals and 
the group in order to strengthen them.

self-learning does not happen linearly, but as a wavelike 
process with changes between stagnation and progress. 
Without the usual teachers who illuminate the learning 
path that lies ahead of their students, they might take de-
vious paths. hence this learning process takes a lot more 
time. this might be demanding for the teachers as well 
who would rather like to offer their methodological skills. 
therefore teaching in this case also means understanding 

the movements and deviations as something closely  
associated with the learning process, and to not misjudge 
them as failure or incapacity. the teachers should also 
support this process by offering the time required and 
themselves having time for the students as well.

Self-learning is a space of possibilities, filled by the partici-
pants. teaching deals with these possibilities and supports 
them through:

•   a general openness for the learning initiative  
of others,

• an attitude of curiosity and encouragement,
•  a willingness to offer learning “room” in both ways, 

literally and figuratively.

learning-by-doing  
and experiential learning
There is nothing so easy to learn as experience  
and nothing so hard to apply.
 Josh Billings (Hollister, 2015)

another approach to self-learning, although on a differ-
ent level than the one described above, is the famous 
concept of learning-by-doing and of experiential learning. 
as part of an educational idea, it builds upon self-learning 
that is guided by the teacher and therefore most likely 
could be compared to self-regulated learning.

the core to it is simple: learning-by-doing assumes that 
successful learning of new skills occurs when they can be 
practically experienced and tested. this also includes  
a process of meta-cognition (to think about thinking) and 
reflection: What was good? What has worked really 
well, what could have been better? What would i do dif-
ferently next time? answers to questions like these are 
connected to a successful process of learning-by-doing 
and experiential learning. 

the general concept of learning through experience  
is ancient. around 350 Bce, the greek philosopher  
aristotle wrote in the nicomachean ethics “for the things 
we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by 
doing them”. the concrete term “learning-by-doing”  
is ascribed to the american philosopher and educational 
thinker John Dewey (1859-1952). 

Knoll (2001) sees self-directed learning and self-regulat-
ed learning each as part of one dimension with diametri-
cal characteristics. hence it ranges from self-directed  
to externally directed and from self-regulated to exter-
nally regulated. Knoll combined both dimensions in  
a matrix to visualise different learning styles. i would like 
to illustrate these learning styles with self-designed exam-
ples from folk high schools. 

(1) Self-directed and self-regulated learning
a folk high school organizes a long term course “or-
ganic farming”. during lunch, a group of students starts 
a discussion about permaculture at one of the tables. 
this topic is not included in the course curriculum. 
hence the group of students initiate their own self-
moderated learning group. the group meets regularly 
in their spare time with the aim to create their own 
small permaculture garden. 

(2) Self-directed and externally regulated 
learning
the learning group “permaculture” notices that there is  
a farm in the neighbourhood of the folk high school 
with a focus on permaculture. they organize an after-
noon on the farm and ask the farmer to introduce them  
to permaculture and tell them about her experience.

(3) Externally directed and self-regulated 
learning
as part of the long term course “organic farming”, 
the topic “living soil” is recognised by the school as es-
sential. all students have to participate in the respective 
units. the teacher requires that at the end of the course 
the students are able to describe the various soil types 
and offers a lot of diverse learning material, such as 
books and videos. Which of the material is used by the 
students and how they gain the required knowledge  
is up to each student.

(4) Externally directed and externally regulat-
ed learning
the folk high school is organising a course “organic 
farming” for long-term unemployed persons, who are 
then expected to work as farm workers. the unem-
ployed persons are obliged to take part in the whole 
further training regardless of their work experience  
and previously gained knowledge. a previously speci-
fied, structured curriculum determines the content  
and teaching/learning method.
As usual in adult education, not only these clearly defined 
four learning styles occur, but also various shades.

Table 2. matrix on self-directed and self-regulated learning, adapted and translated from Knoll (2001)

dimenSion “direct”

form

Self 
(self-directed)

external 
(externally directed)

matrix

Self-directed learninG and Self-reGulated learninG

dimenSion 

“reGulate”

Self (self-regulated) 1 3

2 4external (externally regulated)

form
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actions were more successful and which were not. the 
student notices that he or she was a little nervous at first 
and that the cow was infected by his or her nervous be-
haviour. the student compares this reaction with their 
knowledge of and experience with pets. then the stu-
dent decides that the next time when approaching the 
cow for milking, he or she will radiate more calm in or-
der not to cause stress.

The role of the teacher 
in experiential learning
learning-by-doing and experiential learning can happen 
individually and without any teachers or facilitators.  
on the other hand, they can play a very important role 
in selecting and providing experiences, encouraging indi-
vidual learners to actively participate in the experience 
and facilitating the process of reflection. “A skilled facilita-
tor, asking the right questions and guiding reflective con-
versation before, during, and after an experience, can 
help open a gateway to powerful new thinking and learn-
ing” (Jacobson & Ruddy, 2004, p.2). Jacobson and Rud-
dy, therefore, created “The 5 Questions” model, 
which should “equip facilitators to guide participants to-
ward internal reflection” (Jacobson & Ruddy, 2004, p.2). 

Their “5 Questions” model is as follows:
• Did you notice?
• Why did that happen?
• Does that happen in life?
• Why does that happen?
• How can you use that?

the facilitator asks these questions after an experience 
and guides the learners step by step toward reflection 
and an understanding of how they can apply the learning 
to their own life.

Did you notice…? The first question is intended to call 
attention to an observation made by the facilitator. 

Why did that happen? the second question is the 
first piece of “reflective observation”. It helps to uncover  
the meaning behind the observation made.

Does that happen in life? this question is intended 
to help the learners to generalize and connect the expe-
rience to regular life. 

Why does that happen? this question leads from “ab-
stract conceptualization” to “active experimentation”,  
referring to the actual application of the learning experi-
ence to life.

how can you use that? This question finally asks how 
the learner can use this newly gained information in fu-
ture experiences and activities. 

so we have to appreciate that a good facilitator is able 
to improve the probability of a successful process of ex-
periential learning. however, experiential learning  
is not defined by the presence of a facilitator. The es-
sential part is the experience learners make for them-
selves and the subsequent process of reflection. Nev-
ertheless, experiential learning may be adapted to 
various forms of teaching and training. it is used for 
work placement and job-shadowing and is an addition-
al teaching/learning technique at school, university and 
vocational training.

problem-Based learning

Too often we give children answers to remember rather 
than problems to solve. roger lewin (arp, 2016)

another approach that is strongly connected to self-
learning is that of “problem-based learning”. in prob-
lem--based learning “problems are the starting point for 
learning processes; they are placed in a context and 
based on the learner’s experience” (edström & Kol-
mos, 2014, p.6). problem-based learning aims at the 
interdisciplinary integration of content through active 
and self-reflective learning processes. In contrast to 
other forms of learner-centred forms of learning, the 
students are confronted with certain problems before 
they have acquired the relevant knowledge by reading 
texts or listen to lectures. according to graaff & Kolmos 
(cited from rummler, 2012, p. 25), the classic model  
of problem-based learning is characterised by the 
following items:

•  “complex, real-world situations that have no one 
‘right’ answer are the organizing focus for learning,

•  students work in teams to confront the problem, to 
identify learning gaps, and to develop viable solutions,

Dewey encouraged an educational structure that finds  
a balance between the traditional way of delivering con-
tent knowledge while also taking into account the interests 
and experiences of the learner, thus making school  
a place to learn how to live. he notes that “to prepare him 
for the future life means to give him command of himself; 
it means so to train him that he will have the full and ready 
use of all his capacities. […] I believe that the school must 
represent present life – life as real and vital to the child as 
that which he carries on in the home, in the neighbor-
hood, or on the playground” (dewey, 1897). dewey 
founded a “laboratory school” where building, cooking, 
and sewing activities were used to teach reading, writing, 
and math applications. thus the children were challenged 
with problems that they would solve through their efforts 
of trial and error to prepare them for life.

dewey was aiming his ideas primarily at children, yet  
i think it would be wrong to reduce his ideas of learning-
by-doing to an educational concept that is true only for 
this age. it should rather be seen as a possibility for life-
long learning. no matter how old you are: through 
learning-by-doing and practical experience you are able 
to gain new information and skills at any time. 

Based on the ideas of dewey and others, david a. Kolb 
started to develop the modern theory of experiential 
learning in the 1970s. Kolb (1984) developed a cycle  
of experiential learning to work out the different stages 
that make out the process of experiential learning:2 

for Kolb, the learning cycle starts with a concrete experi-
ence in which the learner is actively involved. for exam-
ple, reading about an experience made by others would 
not have the same learning effect on the learner. for 
Kolb, this experience must be “deeper” than usual eve-
ryday experience. “We see here that a concrete ‘pure’ 
experience that violates the expectations of previous 
convictions and habits of thought is necessary to activate 
such reflection in the first place” (Kolb & Kolb, 2018).

Next comes a phase of reflective observation. 
The learner should take a step back and reflect 
on what he or she has just experienced.

abstract conceptualisation is the process of 
thinking deeper, interpreting the events and 
comparing this newly gained knowledge with 
already existing knowledge. 

The final phase of active experimentation ena-
bles the learner to transfer the new knowl-
edge into action. 

for learning to be useful most people need to 
place it in a context that is relevant to them. if 
one cannot see how the learning is useful to 
one’s life then it is likely to be forgotten very 
quickly.

one example of experiential learning in a farm 
environment: a student wants to be able to 
milk a cow. instead of reading about it in a text-

book or listening to a lecture in an agricultural school, the 
student goes straight to the barn and tries it out for them-
selves. Before he approaches a cow personally, the stu-
dent observes how the farmer does the milking. after 
the first attempts, he or she does not simply repeat the 
same procedures over and over again. instead, the stu-
dent reflects on what happened, which of his or her  

Reflective Observation 
(Reflecting)

active experimentation 
(acting)

concrete experience 
(experiencing)

abstract 
conceptualisation 

(thinking)

Figure 1. experiential learning cycle, adapted from Kolb (1984) 
and Kolb & Kolb (2018)

2/ Kolb’s cycle of learning is presented also on page 81. 
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the course is part of the study programme “organic 
farming and Marketing“ (Bsc). an essential feature of this 
study programme is the close interaction with agricultur-
al practice, made possible by creating a regional network 
of partners, called innoforum Ökolandbau Brandenburg. 
these partners from the regional organic food sector 
(mostly farmers) act not only as partners for research but 
particularly as partners for teaching at hnee. 

this regional partnership enabled the hnee to develop 
an innovative teaching/learning course: “study partner 
organic farm”. the course takes place quite at the be-
ginning of the study, in the second semester. in this 
course, the students have to work in small collaborative 
groups on concrete issues and real-life problems pre-
sented by organic farms. the students work indepen-
dently on a complex topic, facilitated by the farmer and  
a teacher of the university. this process of working and 
learning is triggered by the actual problem and is just as 
important as the respective result.

A specific characteristic of the course is that the students 
have to deal with real-life problems: during one semes-
ter the students stay one day per week on the farm to 
work on their problem in small groups.

the innoforum Ökolandbau Brandenburg now consists 
of more than 30 partners from agricultural practice. each 
year some of them offer their actual issues as topics for 
the students to work on. this happens at the beginning 
of the semester when the farmers come to the univer-
sity to present their problem in front of the students. the 
students then have the chance to get in contact with the 
farmers and choose the topic they like to work on. the 

backgrounds of the farmers are diverse. they may be, 
for example, start-ups, crop farmers, dairy farmers,  
or direct marketers. for example, recently presented is-
sues were as follows:
•  A crop farmer intends to cultivate white lupin. His farm 

is located in the north of Brandenburg in a landscape 
with a hilly relief and has no animals. he wants to learn 
more about the specifics of white lupin and how he 
could obtain good and stable yields with its cultivation.

•  Another farmer cultivates berries and rears sheep.  
she needs support in the conversion of a side tipper 
for the pending grain harvest.

•  A dairy farmer works according to the production 
standards of biodynamic agriculture. therefore his cows 
have horns. in the future, he would like to use a milk-
ing robot. he would like to know what he has to con-
sider when selecting the best-suited equipment.  
the students should gather the practical experience  
of other farmers and help him plan the next steps.

usually, the students start their work with a phase of eu-
phoria, in which they unabashedly try to solve the prob-
lem based on their experience and ideas. not uncom-
monly this is followed by a phase of disillusionment when 
the students begin to see the complexity of the problem 
and think they are not able to find a solution. At this 
stage, the students have to take a step back, revise their 
first approach and correct it if necessary.

this represents an essential didactic aspect: to learn how 
to handle future tasks and similar situations through chal-
lenge, perception and meta-cognition. Working together 
on solutions in small groups requires a lot of social and 
personal competence, like the willingness to communi-

•  students gain new information through self-directed 
learning,

• staff members act as facilitators,
•  problems lead to the development of clinical prob-

lem-solving capabilities”.

hmelo-silver (2004) proposed a learning cycle (see fig. 
2) which shows how this process of problem-based 
learning works: “In this cycle […] the students are pre-
sented with a problem scenario. they formulate and  
analyze the problem by identifying the relevant facts 
from the scenario. This fact-identification step helps stu-
dents represent the problem. as students understand 
the problem better, they generate hypotheses about 
possible solutions. an important part of this cycle is iden-
tifying knowledge deficiencies relative to the problem. 
These knowledge deficiencies become what are known 
as the learning issues that students research during their 
self-directed learning (sdl). following sdl, students ap-
ply their new knowledge and evaluate their hypotheses 
in light of what they have learned. at the completion of 

each problem, students reflect on the abstract knowl-
edge gained. the teacher helps students learn the cogni-
tive skills needed for problem solving and collaboration. 
Because students are self-directed, managing their learn-
ing goals and strategies to solve pBl’s ill-structured prob-
lems (those without a single correct solution), they also 
acquire the skills needed for lifelong learning” (hmelo-
silver, 2004, pp. 236-237).

problem-based learning has a strong emphasis on col-
laborative learning because the learners are asked  
to work together in collaborative groups. Much like  
in the case of the previously described forms of self-di-
rected learning, the teacher transforms into a facilitator of 
this kind of learning. 

Example for problem-based learning: 
“Study Partner Organic Farm”
an example of a course that delivers problem-based 
learning is offered at the university for sustainable de-
velopment (hnee) in eberswalde (germany). 

1. Students and farmer during 
the summer academy photo: 

ulrich Wessolek

identify 
facts

problem 
Scenario

eValuation

formulate and analyze problem

Generating 
hypotheses

abstraction

id Knowledge 
Deficiencies

Self-directed 
learninG

apply new 
Knowledge

Figure 2. learning cycle on problem-based learning, adapted from hmelo-Silver (2004)
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worldwide. at farmer field schools groups of neigh-
bouring farmers meet regularly (often weekly) to ob-
serve and discuss dynamics of their crop’s ecosystem. 
the meetings are facilitated by an advisor or scientist. 
through simple experimentation, the farmers improve 
their understanding of functional relationships. in this cy-
clical learning process, farmers develop the expertise that 
enables them to make their own crop management de-
cisions. special group activities encourage learning from 
peers as well as strengthening communication skills, 
problem-solving skills and group building (like a collabo-
ration between farmers, farmer-to-farmer extension or 
formation of networks) (van den Berg, 2004). 

Stable School
the stable school approach was developed in 2004-
2005 in denmark by a large group of organic dairy farm-
ers from the same farming association, who faced a com-
mon situation: the goal of phasing out antibiotics from 
their herds. the main approach was to design individual 
farm and herd strategies through a participatory process 
using farmer groups for mutual advice and common 
learning. the farmers formed small learning groups  
(5-6 farmers per group) which were attended by a pro-
cess facilitator. the groups met monthly on a private farm 
of the group members. the role of the facilitator was:

•  to make an agenda for the next meeting together 
with the host farmer and to send it to all members,

•  to direct the meeting and help the farmers through 
the discussions, and

•  to write up the minutes and send them to the 
group members after meeting – he or she did not 
actively participate as an advisor or professional  
at the meetings (Vaarst et al., 2006).

the stable school approach creates an open space with 
a casual atmosphere, where farmers share their knowl-
edge – thus learning from each other. this dialogue  
on an equal footing motivates farmers to take action  
in concrete change.

Cropping School
in 2018 eberswalde university for sustainable develop-
ment developed the concept “cropping school” funded 
from the rural development programme under regula-
tion (eu) no 1305/2013 and the federal state  
of Brandenburg. the hnee intended to create a com-
mon learning environment, where farmers come to-
gether to exchange experience and knowledge, thus 
learning from one another and being empowered  
to take action in improving their cropping systems.  
at the same time, it should represent a practice-based 
approach – run by farmers themselves – as an alternative 
to advisory services. during the process of creating  
an appropriate concept for this idea, the hnee took  
the stable school approach and adapted it to arable 
farming systems under german conditions. it now goes 
by the name of “cropping school”. the idea is to bring 
together farmers from the same regional setting – sharing 
the same natural and various physical conditions, as well 
as similar regional problems and current questions.  
in regular meetings, farmers discuss current issues and 
try to find a way to improve their cropping systems.  
The topic or problem to be solved will be identified  
by the farmers themselves at the beginning of each culti-
vation year and may vary from crop rotational system  
to fertilizer management. the meetings take place on  
a private farm of the group members and a facilitator assists 
the host farmer in setting the agenda for the meeting, 

cate and collaborate and the ability 
to deal with conflicts. The teachers 
act as facilitators, accompanying the 
learning process and offering expert 
knowledge when needed. there-
fore the students have to assume a 
lot of self-responsibility regarding 
content and organisation.

in addition to their project-related 
work, the students are involved in 
other activities which occur during 
their stay on the farm. hence they 
have the opportunity to learn more about different 
branches of farming, operational processes on an organic 
farm and the diversity of life concepts in organic farming. 

the students present their results at the end of the se-
mester as part of the so-called “summer academy”. 
during the course of two days, they have the chance to 
discuss their results with fellow students, teachers, farm-
ers and the public. hence they gain an insight into actual 
issues of regional organic actors and how their fellow stu-
dents have approached them.

self-learning through networking 
and on-farm trials
(by sabrina scholz, hochschule für nachhaltige 
entwicklung eberswalde)

changing environments that have uncertain and disturb-
ing impacts challenge the abilities of farmers to adapt 
their farms and to create resilient businesses. in order to 
be able to adapt to the changing conditions, regionally 
adapted problem-solving approaches and specific inno-
vations are required. But farmers are largely left alone 
with the challenge to develop individual cropping solu-
tions in addition to their daily operative business.
for developing individual cropping solutions, farming 
places high demands on knowledge and skills. any im-
pact on the complex agro-ecosystem requires specific 
knowledge of this system and its laws. in addition to ex-
plicit knowledge, knowledge from practical experience 
and implicit knowledge play an important role. according 
to thomas, hoffmann and gerber (cited in lehmann, 

2005, p. 23), these comprehensive demands on com-
petencies can only be met by integrating different ways 
of conveying knowledge. it seems that on-farm research 
(farmer-led) and learning on the parental farm as well as 
the conversation with each other are very important sys-
tems of knowledge transfer in farming. 

on-farm research led by farmers with or without help 
from an advisor or scientist is one way to adopt new 
methods to build farm resilience. through experiment-
ing farmers are learning-by-doing (trial and error) which 
new methods work best. 

through networking or conversation with colleagues, 
farmers learn from each other – mutual learning. they 
create exchange relationships and thus allow for innova-
tive action.

one promising approach to addressing such a situation is 
participatory collaboration. currently, the body of litera-
ture describes three successful participatory approaches 
to self and mutual learning, which can empower farmers 
to make their own management decision: farmer field 
schools, stable schools and cropping schools.

Farmer Field School
the farmer field school approach is a form of adult edu-
cation where farmers learn optimally in groups from field 
observation and experimentation. it was developed  
in 1989 by specialists from the food and agriculture  
organization of the united nations (fao) to help small 
farmers in developing countries to improve their  
integrated pest Management practice. it rapidly expand-
ed and today the approach is successfully conducted 

2. farmers exchanging experience  
and jointly testing new machinery  
photo: hne eberswalde

3. cropping School meeting 
taking place on a farm in brandenburg 

photo: hne eberswalde
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moderates the meeting and documents the meeting for 
the whole group. in contrast to stable schools, meetings 
could be supported by a specialized advisor or scientist. 
This participatory collaboration aims to find specific solu-
tions for farm-related problems. the meetings create an 
open space for experience exchange and to learn from 
each other. in addition to the regular meetings, some 
topics are also conducted as on-farm trials attended by 
the farmers themselves or by researchers. every farm 
should host a meeting at least once each year or every 
second year, in order to follow up changes made and im-
pacts achieved in a participatory manner and by this pro-
viding learning opportunities for all group members – not 
only the farmer who took the action. 

conclusion

at the end of my self-learning process about self-learn-
ing, i have learned that self-learning always means active 
learning of the individual. But in doing so the learner does 
not have to be on his own. there are various forms of 
self-learning as part of a group or in collaborative learn-
ing. in this process, teachers become facilitators and 
mentors.

having said this, i have to admit that folk high schools are 
places of learning that have been offering excellent condi-
tions for self-directed and self-regulated learning for  
at least decades.l
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T eaching students, participants, clients who are 
not so familiar with reading and writing is 
something quite normal in agriculture. proba-

bly also in other professions, but especially in agriculture, 
we hopefully teach mainly those who like to work hands-
on, much more than to deal with intellectual stuff all day! 
practice has the highest priority for farmers and for their 
sustainable choice of profession! So intellectual dispute 
comes later; it is probably not in their focus and there-
fore skills in reading and writing are perhaps less devel-
oped. But to go to school nowadays means the oppo-
site: to sit on a bench at your desk and chew on a pencil. 
never-ending lessons for people that want to work out-
side. True! But theory is also needed for practitioners,  
so it is important to have the chance to reflect on work 
strategies. this is necessary for everybody, but it should 
stay within limits and engage not only the mind but  
all the senses!

here is not the place to discuss the question of how  
it came to be that taught lessons have become the major 
part of practical professions, so much so that in some eu-
ropean countries (poland included) vocational training  
is seen as second-class education. What has happened to 
good practical working hours for an apprentice in the 
company of his or her master? Why are all things taught 
today in dusty classrooms, even if learning beside  
a working professional would be a thousand times better?

To teach in a holistic way means 
first to respect the significance 
of practice! Practice first! 

Questions arise from practical doing. To search for  
a holistic approach in teaching means trying to add the 
big picture to the things we do in practice, an overview 

of the subject. Why is this important? Because the parts 
of the whole, the practical elements and the related  
explanations, bear a relation to each other. each change 
made to one part affects the whole in total. in the agricul-
tural field, this always means taking into consideration  
the work of the farmer and his or her farm, the land, the 
plants and the animals and even the wild environment.  
it is an interesting phenomenon to see that looking at ag-
riculture in a holistic way changes one’s view of agricul-
ture substantially. One of the first researchers I found 
who studied this correspondence, that one’s way  
of looking – holistically or in a specialist’s way – has an im-
portant effect on the way one will see and do agriculture, 
was frederic Vester (1986). he also was able to describe 
why sustainable agriculture needs this holistic approach to 
achieve its main purpose: to create sustainable and envi-
ronmentally friendly solutions for agricultural practice.

frederic Vester showed in an impressive way how  
the parts of the agricultural system – the land, the crops, 
the animals and the farmer himself – are much more to-
gether than the sum of those parts. obviously, there are 
occurring synergies which we do not take into account 
when we work only with the improvement of the iso-
lated parts. an easy example of this can be shown  
in seed breeding: a breeder would like to select an apple 
variety that has more yield, or apples that will last longer 
on the shelf. if he or she does not look at it holistically – 
and this was the case in agricultural breeding institutes 
during many recent years in europe – the result will be 
an apple variety that will satisfy the pocket of the farmer 
or of the trader but may harm the environment, or may 
have lost a lot of its original taste. how can this happen? 
the high yield cultivars were interconnected with a great 
sensitivity to pests and illnesses. as this question was not 
focused, the researcher did not pay attention to this  

reto ingold
(Swiss Association For Biodynamic Agriculture)

wHaT doeS HoliSTic TeacHing 
mean? an essay inspired by teaching with all the senses.

selection criteria. the result is that we have good apple 
varieties that are highly sensitive to illnesses and have to 
be sprayed intensively with poisonous pesticides.

It must be our goal to approach 
teaching subjects in a holistic 
way!
 
taking this as an axiom for our teaching, we ask ourselves 
quite quickly: how is teaching done? What happens be-
tween teacher and student? of course, everything pro-
ceeds through the perception of the student! If the stu-
dent is absent, is not open to learning, not much will 
happen! But it also seems to be important what percep-
tion guides the student when he or she is learning. can 
we say a holistic approach also must reach out to all our 
senses? Yes, I would agree with this! If as a teacher you 
call the student only on one line, like by telephone, this 
line may become overexcited rather quickly. it is much 
more effective to teach along many lines, especially if stu-
dents’ main skills do not lie in intellectual dispute.

so how to teach with all the senses? hearing, seeing – 
ok! But also touching, tasting, smelling? If we are to be 
honest, we need to state: actually we can never stop 
our (other) senses! Our senses are continually at work. 
We just focus our concentration on one sense (hopefully 
on the speech of the teacher!). So if there is a lesson on-
going and the students hear the teacher, there will always 
also be something to see, to touch, etc., at the same 
time! Every teacher knows that teaching has to attract 
the focus of the students, otherwise the other senses can 

very quickly take over if too many things around attract 
the other senses (whatever that might be, and often it is 
not foreseen by the teacher!) The student’s interest 
moves quite fast with the other senses: to see what hap-
pens outside the window, to taste the cedar wood of the 
pencil, to smell the new colour of the classroom walls.

therefore, the hypothesis here is: if a teacher is able to 
attract more senses with his or her lecture than only 
hearing, students will stay focused for longer on the sub-
ject of the lecture. and it is easier for the students to fol-
low. What are the reasons for this? neuroscientists think 
that our senses follow a hierarchy. smelling something 
has much greater priority than to hear or to see. so we 
seem to be used to let what we hear pass by when  
a new smell arrives (for instance from the kitchen).  
the same with tasting and touching. these two senses 
can hardly be overlooked.

We choose the most distant senses to transport the 
message of our lectures, by teaching with sound and im-
age! But to use both is definitely better than only  
a monotone speech. on the other hand, sound and im-
age seem able to be loaded with a lot of information. 
speech can be packed so strongly with it, that sometimes 
we just cannot follow anymore. is this possible with tast-
ing, smelling or touching? no, i cannot imagine it. in any 
case, it cannot be packed with as much information. We 
need time to identify arising odours (good or bad).

this overload of information in lectures often happens  
to people who are not skilled in reading and writing.  

1. an introduction round about the farm in Grzybów. 
Photo: Zofia Włodarczyk
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gans or if our brain, heart and body are adding enough to 
make it work. for me, it is just an attempt to deepen the 
question of holistic perception, to include all the channels 
that can be used to reach out to students when we 
teach.

1. the senses to perceive our 
own body
To touch, to get in touch!
the sense of touch is generated by a large number  
of tactile receptors situated just under the surface of the 
skin between the epidermis and the dermis. the effect 
of this sense is not very colourful, it is not more than  
a simple answer: yes, there is something, and it is not 
me! This is of course really exciting and no more forget-
table, but it does not tell big stories! In a lecture, we 
should use the sense of touch to get really in touch with 
new elements, like the soil. there is now something the 
teacher shows to me. it is out there and i got in contact, 
in touch with it.

in reality, our tactile senses delimitate our body. it indi-
cates where we end and something else begins. Without 
the sense of touch, we would not feel this boundary, and 
we would not know that there is something new, some-
thing not part of our self. We would literally be boundless 
and not able to distinguish nature outside from ourselves 

without the sense of touch. Without a sense of touch, 
we would have no physical self-awareness and therefore 
no chance to learn something about the world and nei-
ther in a second step about ourselves. touching really 
seems to be a basic element of teaching and it does not 
wonder that we use this sense for the basic start: “getting 
in touch”. But to understand soil it is not enough to get  
a living picture.

soesman summarizes the experience of touching also 
with a quite sad experience. We notice by touching that 
we are not part of the world, we are outside it! And spiri-
tually speaking, we could say that getting in touch with 
the stuff of learning shows us in clear way that we are 
outside nature, that we need to search for knowledge  
(it will not come to me by itself) as we are “thrown out 
of paradise” since eva and adam ate of the forbidden fruit 
of knowledge.

We have to touch things physically and spiritually to get 
an understanding. this is a very sharp description of what 
we want in teaching: the teacher helps in a “touching” 

way to bridge the gap between nature 
and me, to become again a part of the 
world by learning.

To be alive, to be free
to learn
normally speaking, we are not conscious-
ly aware of our body or our organs.  
our attention is not drawn inward, and 
this enables us to focus on the world 
around us. When we are sick or in con-
siderable pain, we are less attentive  
to our surroundings and we suddenly 
feel our sense of life. the sense of life 
works in a negative way: as long as eve-
rything with my body is ok, the life sense 
is not in our conscious, but we are se-
cured, confirmed by it to go out and 
meet the world. the life sense is a basic 

internal sense that helps us to work with our body and 
not to focus on all its functions. if something is wrong  
in our organization, the life sense asks us to pay attention 
to it. for instance, to care about our aching stomach.  
in this case, we are very much occupied and we have dif-
ficulties perceiving things from outside.

this handicap seems to be characteristic for those who 
cannot so easily uptake or understand intellectual content.

But i have the impression that “to teach with all the sens-
es” must be a little more than to arrange, in an agricul-
tural lecture, for additional elements such as smelling, 
touching (and some teachers ask their students even to 
taste) the soil. i personally have a lot of good experiences 
with integrating “sense exercises” in teaching. the soil  
is a good example. as the soil never speaks, all informa-
tion has to be extracted from soils. instead of download-
ing data to students in tables and graphs about the im-
portant knowledge of soils, it seems to me so much 
important to invite interested people to experience soil 
with their own senses.

learning to identify the structure of the soil: is it a sandy 
or a clay soil? Is it rough or fine? You can even hear it be-
tween your fingers. When we – teaching soil science – 
walk over the soils of a farm, we can find so many differ-
ent odours. from malodour to odorant aroma, we can 
easily find a broad diversity. It is so interesting that all peo-
ple seem to have strong guidance as to what is a good 
soil smell and what is not. Where does this come from? 
I have no idea! Do we have some genetic orientation 
that we can find the good soils to stay on and grow our 
food? good soils always smell like fragrant wood soil. 
students all to be merely reminded that this is the smell 
of good soil, they all seem immediately agree to it as if 
drawing upon old memories, even if this is their first time 
trying to identify the “perfume” of good soil.

i have also done some “tasting” in soil lessons. for some 
students, it is too much. they just cannot take dirt in their 
mouth. But nevertheless, the ones who do join such an 
experiment are very much touched (confusion of sens-
es!). We do not have enough expressions to fit this ex-
perience. We do not have the skills to express exactly 
what we taste. But it is easy to distinguish differences.  
so it is a very strong tool, it goes quite deep, but we are 
not used to using it.

five senses do not seem to be enough for me to de-
scribe the totality of what is possible to achieve with all 
the senses. While preparing these lines, i remember that 
many years ago i read a book by albert soesman on the 
twelve senses described by rudolf steiner (soesman, 

1999). i remember that i was touched by this book as  
it deepened my understanding of sensory perception, 
but on the other hand i also felt left alone with questions 
as it was not always possible to identify the exact organs 
who perceive these additional sensations. But this pro-
ject “to teach with all the senses” made it suddenly much 
easier to integrate what rudolf steiner said in his lectures 
and albert soesman said in his hands-on book. it be-
came much clearer to me and i will try to explain their 
knowledge out of the view of a teacher who wants  
to support students as much as possible. i used for this 
text a basic description of the twelve senses of a friend  
of mine who died in 2011, tom van gelder (Van gelder, 
2004). he was a dedicated teacher teaching at the Bio-
dynamic school of Warmonderhof in the netherlands, 
and we were allowed to use his description for our 
courses in the swiss biodynamic vocational school. and i 
want to thank him again for his diligent work. May he be 
part of this essay in some way! Steiner and Soesman 
were both dedicated teachers who taught most time in 
their life. i saw the reason why their knowledge is even 
easier to understand from this pedagogical point of view 
than from that of anatomy.

twelve senses? What might they be? We have already 
touched upon five (to hear, to see, to taste, to touch and 
to smell), but what are the additional perceptions that 
we could have to complete the understanding of a lec-
ture given in a folk high school lesson where holistic 
teaching is the goal?
 
steiner’s twelve senses can be grouped into three cate-
gories. he distinguished senses which relate to the per-
ception of:

•  our body: the senses of touch, of life,  
of movement and of balance

•  the external world: smell, taste, sight  
and temperature

•  the immaterial, spiritual world: hearing, speech, 
thought and ego

let us try to go through the twelve senses that comprise 
a holistic understanding of a lecture given wherever it is 
held, be it in a farm school or at a university. i will also in-
clude once again the five common senses to get a full 
overview. for me personally, it is not important if these 
perceptions finally are grounded on single sensory or-

2. understanding the soil with all the senses: 
a workshop at Grzybów. photo: ri
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existed before the hand went to the glass. in the sense  
of self-moving, we discover plans, goals and achieve-
ments.

to teach with all the senses is to give the student a chance 
to reinstall the whole movement, the whole story in front 
of his inner eye. By understanding the final goal, he can 
recreate with his own movements the full move. We can-
not build a cathedral with students when we start with  
a garden house and try to make it bigger and bigger until  
it is a cathedral (gibran, 2019). We need to communicate 
the plan from the beginning, to build it from the correct 
foundations. this means as a teacher that we have to take 
our counterpart, the student, as being skilled and able like 
an architect to recreate the full move by his own.

Sense of equilibrium, staying  
upright
Just as we have a sense of moving, of moving ourselves, 
we also have a sense of balance. Balance is more than 
“not being moved”. it is an active status. in the common 
language, we quite often introduce the picture of equilib-
rium with holistic aspects: equilibrium of work and pri-
vate life, balanced life between work and culture, health 
and work, etc. Balance has to be acquired permanently 
and we sense it permanently. if we do not maintain the 
equilibrium we slide down from our balance.

our body also has a dynamic equilibrium. We maintain 
our balance by making very small adjustments in muscle 
tensions in our muscles all over our body. every time we 
stand up we rediscover our balance by using this sense. 
our organ of balance is not, however, the only organ 
that we use to maintain our balance. our eyes are  
at least as important to orient ourselves in our surround-
ings. our eyes see vertical and horizontal objects which 
confirm the information given by our organ of balance. 
if we try to walk in a room where everything is at odd 
angles, our balance can easily be distorted.

our sense of equilibrium offers human beings a unique 
chance to live upright. No other animal can profit from 
this sense in such a perfect way. it offers us to free up our 
arms completely, to use them for uncounted and com-
plex actions like using a hammer, steering a car or using  
a computer. soesman points out that human beings have 
developed, with the sense of equilibrium, a broad range 
of adaptations to connect with the whole world. We can 
see this equilibrium also in our legs, arms, body size and 
proportions of human organization. remember leon-
ardo da Vinci’s picture of man in a pentagram! It is not by 
chance that we have this genius proportions in our body, 
it is closely connected with our balance. soesman gives  
a nice example that he thinks the average size of a human 
being is not by chance, it is connected to the size of the  

3. understanding the soil with all the senses: a workshop at Grzybów. photo: ri

as a teacher, i need to work with the life sense of the stu-
dents. expressions of the life senses of the students 
should not be present in the room, otherwise, it is diffi-
cult to work. if students do not feel well, if they have  
a cold, if it is too noisy, if they are hungry, it is not possible 
to teach in a good way. the same with fear, insecurity 
and nervousness. the students are taken by internal  
or external influences that do not open their senses  
towards the lecture.

in the lecture the student can add to his or her earlier 
perception, that there is something new, with the sense 
of life, that this subject has an inner life, a full story that will 
be unveiled if we can trust (the teacher) and if we feel  
at ease and not bothered by our own organization.

soesman points out in his description that by the life 
sense the student also becomes aware that knowledge 
must be acquired with “sweat”. as we need to over-
come small pain reactions from our body to make the 
concentration free for new perceiving, the student must 
hold back small discomfort in and outside himself to focus 
on the new things to learn. Without this pain of concen-
tration, the stories of nature will not unfold and not ma-
terialize in front of our consciousness. this is also de-
scribed in the story of adam and eve: all their 
achievements after they had left the garden of eden are 
connected to sweat and pain. life sense informs us of 
how much we can invest without harming ourselves. in 
the classroom, the teacher has very limited power to in-
fluence the life sense of the students. But with a little en-
thusiasm, we can convince the students to concentrate, 
to make the next step.
 
Sense of movement, to follow 
the idea
a third awareness, after we get in touch with something 
new and we are able to free the will to unfold the new 
knowledge, comes from movement. often when we 
touch, we need also to move the touched object to get 
more information. When we examine the soil, for in-
stance, we start to rub and squeeze it between our fin-
gers to understand the structure. We notice how the ob-
ject can be moved, how we can move while doing it. 
our self-movements inform us about the form of things. 
With some experience, we can even imagine the move-
ment and imagine how our eyes or arms would likewise 

move. this is called sensorial fantasy or muscular image-
ry, and you can apply it to understanding movement 
whenever you want to observe and imitate shapes and 
movements even without external movement.

the moving or muscle sense is situated in spindle-shaped 
receptors in the muscles, which measure the degree  
of tension in the muscle fibres. There are similar recep-
tors in the tendons. the bending and stretching of the 
limbs are perceived by receptors in the joint tendons and 
in the surrounding tissue. our sense of movement is pri-
marily focused on perceiving our own body, but we 
have learnt to use it to observe things around us.

one very impressive example for me is to teach geology 
in an agricultural school. soil and the mother earth under 
it seem to be stable, solid and of eternal stability. on geo-
logical excursions, we climb up the hills and walk down 
the valleys to explore the structure of rocks underneath 
the soils. they build the base of the future soils that are 
created by weathering of the geological ground. When 
we study the pictures of rock layers we suddenly notice 
dynamic forms, waves, folds, ruptures, stretching. pic-
ture by picture, we add to our memory and we start  
to bring them together with our moving sense. the si-
lent rock starts to tell a story.

even if there is no apparent motion, as a participant we 
start to talk about rock like moving dough, which gets 
worked by invisible hands and forces. With our own 
motion sense we are able to imagine the whole story  
of what must have happened to form the actual result, 
the picture of what can be seen today. We can share this 
experience and it gives us a full picture of the past. it is 
like we could feel the motion in our body and history be-
comes a living fact.

if we analyse what happens, we can see that we do not 
construct a film out of all the pictures that we collect. It 
looks like we go back from the result to the earlier stages.

rudolf steiner explains our self-moving sense in a very 
strange, but very plausible way (steiner, 1998): the self-
moving sense discovers a finality, a plan. He describes 
that there is not only a hand going from ourselves to-
wards a glass to take it. there is also a hand moving from 
the glass towards us. This hand is fulfilling the plan that 
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Scent strongly influences our judgment. Our experienc-
es taught us what is good or bad.

We can distinguish about 2000 scents, from roses  
and chamomile to the smell of horses, goats and cows; 
from milk, wine, cola and beer to wood, cement, asphalt 
and stone and so on. We can even “smell” someone’s 
mood: someone who is afraid emanates different scents 
than someone who is at ease. We respond to all these 
smells, usually without being conscious of it. scents  
and smells can affect us more strongly than observations 
made with other senses.

our sense of smell is quite primitive compared to that  
of animals. a dog’s sense of smell is so much more sensi-
tive than ours. a dog has no trouble smelling the fear  
of a person and responds directly to it. Because  
of the short reaction time, instinct is closely connected  
to the sense of smell. an animal’s behaviour seems  
in a large degree be determined by what it smells.

if our sense of smell were as good as that of an animal, 
we would constantly judge by instinct and be incapable 
of more objective decisions. our sensitivity to scents 
would leave no chance for objective response, and our 
thoughts would be driven only by instinct.

so most of the time this sense is much too fast. and we 
are a little bit protected by a reduced sensitivity if we 
compare it to animals. We can learn not to judge  
by smell. for instance, if we join a meeting in a closed 
room, where people were already working hard  
on some issues, we, at first, may notice a bad smell and 
immediately have a negative impression. We need to 
give it a second chance and wait until we do not smell  
it anymore. We normally do a lot to avoid strong scents 
because we know that they have big effects on our 
openness toward new things.

What does this mean for teaching: no bad-smelling 
teachers? no kidding, the idea is not to avoid strong 

whole world. he speculates that a hu-
man being with its length of legs and 
the angles of its walking needs around 
a year to walk a distance of the outline 
of the earth. neither strolling nor hur-
rying, approximately walking at 4.5 
km/h, we would need 365 days to 
walk around the world (40,000 km). 
he thinks our size is in harmony with 
the proportions of the earth, that 
there is a hidden common plan forming man and earth.

if i look to balance sense in teaching, it is quite clear to 
me that i have to address the participants of a seminar  
in their balance! What does it mean? For me, informa-
tion, knowledge, content of learning must be given  
in such a way that the person is still free to take it. for a 
person in balance, it is important to be able to keep a 
small distance between him or herself and everything 
that comes from outside. there must be a chance to de-
cide, in balance, if we want to get closer and deeper with  
a subject or not. if teaching is so confrontative that we 
feel thrown back, we cannot stay in balance.

in one of his lectures, held in 1918, rudolf steiner de-
scribes the situation of a teacher (steiner, 1990). i will try 
to summarize his words in my own way, as follows: 
there is a certain tendency that teachers need to make 
their students fall asleep. the students have to make this 
gesture of dormancy to be able to take up the content 
brought by the teacher. if they are too awake, hyperac-
tive, they reject what comes from outside. this gesture 
of dormancy i would call an invitation of the student to 
swing with the vibes of the teacher. But before this hap-
pens, as a teacher i try to install a moment where the 
student can stay upright, feel his or her balance and de-
cide out of this balance if the new story that is told fits 
into his or her own situation.

there is also an element of proportion: does the teach-
er give the student a chance to put the learned knowl-
edge into the right proportion in comparison to the 
whole subject? is the student able to create a new whole 
with what he or she is learning? sometimes i feel very 
uncomfortable when i see that teachers try to explain a 
detail that becomes a monstrous giant during the lesson, 
but in fact does not have a big impact on the understand-

ing of the whole! This is where our sense of balance 
should intervene, should correct and the student should 
be supported to reject the attack, not to fall asleep and to 
act out of his or her balance.

2. the senses to perceive  
the outer world
Sense of smell, learning to judge
the sense of smell is easy to understand. our nose 
seems to be our external organ for smelling, but in fact, 
it is the sensory receptors in the nose that can perceive 
scents. each time we breathe in, new scent particles 
brush past the nasal mucosa deep inside our nose.  
the nasal mucosa is connected directly with the brain  
by a short nerve so that we perceive scents almost im-
mediately. it is so fast that we can be taken by surprise 
when we suddenly smell something. We cannot block 
out scents without holding our breath, something we 
can never do for long. When we have been exposed to 
a scent for a while, we stop noticing it and, furthermore, 
will not notice a gradual strengthening of the scent.  
We would only notice it if we go away from it for a while 
and then come back to it. in that case, we will probably 
be amazed that we did not notice it before.

in agriculture, we are very often bothered by these 
strong scents, like animal manure for instance. and it is 
often embarrassing for farmers that this typical smell tells 
their intimate story and they themselves cannot smell it. 
But this also illustrates how intimate smells are.

since we have to keep breathing, we cannot help but 
perceive scents. there is no way to block them out.  
We perceive scent immediately and classify it as distaste-
ful or tasteful, pleasant or unpleasant, vile or attractive. 

4. Students learning with a farmer how machinery works. photo: ri

5. doing biodynamic preparation 
with all the senses. photo: ri
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choose the quality knowledge, to chew it, to weigh it,  
to taste the hidden flavours of knowledge and to slowly 
make it, after prudent choice, part of his or her own 
knowledge. We have such a wide choice of expressions 
from the world of taste to describe what things do to us! 
sweet words, bitter truth, the taste perceiving is widely 
used in our culture to describe what is good for us and 
what not.

Sense of sight, embrace 
the diverse world
our eyes are our most important sensory organs. they 
are most visibly located on our face. “seeing” is often 
used synonymously for “observing” or “understanding”. 
if we review this in detail, we notice that our eyes only 
see colours, light and dark. We can see shapes, motions 
and proportions because our eyes move and work to-
gether with the senses of movement and balance.

it is easier to block visual stimuli than smells or tastes. 
there is a distance between us and what we see  
and thus we observe more consciously. of all our sens-
es, sight contributes most to our awareness. We are  
an organism with conscious seeing. constantly we inter-
pret what we see. this also means that it is easier to be 
mistaken about what we see than what we smell. often 
our thoughts determine what we intend to see. We can 
experience this in many nice eye-tricking exercises.

The sense of sight is the most popular sense for scientific 
observation. everything is expressed visually, often  
in numbers, because the eyes are supposed to be more 
reliable than other, ‘more primitive’ senses such as smell 
and taste. the eyes are considered to be objective,  
but they can easily be cheated, what a contradiction!

the eye is a transparent oval ball organ which light en-
ters. Light enters first through the cornea and then 
through the pupil. the pupil detracts and expands,  
depending on how little or how much light there is.  
the pupil is located in the centre of the iris. after passing 
the pupil, the light is concentrated by the lens, it passes 
through the eyeball and falls onto the backside retina. 
The retina has specific black/white and colour receptors. 
What a wonderful experience to realize the difference 
between a world in black and white and a world full  
of colours!

the eye can be tricked. other senses cannot be mocked? 
If you feel that it is salty, then it is salty! But the eye can be 
humbugged. the reason seems to be that the eye is  
already part of our brain. We are always thinking with our 
brain when we use our sense of sight. and of course, our 
brain can be humbugged. scientists say that our eye (our 
brain) always “totalizes” – it is adding missing pieces! There 
are many interesting games where we can prove that the 
eye (our brain) is adding contrary colours, additional ele-
ments and finally that we often see what we want to see.

Another phenomenon of seeing is the world of colours! 
Colours enrich the world so much! The cosmos enters 
with the light directly into our eye and to see the colours 
our eyes must be completely translucent. the eye must 
maintain this transparency for nearly a century! What  
a task! Everything becomes blurry, foggy, but our eye 
stays clear!

this is also the motto of teaching with the eye sense:  
to sharpen and differentiate your perception. to see 
things from different angles, with different shapes, in dif-
ferent proportions and also diverse colours. often we 
put “to see” and “to observe” as synonyms. i always 
want to open the eyes of the student to the diversity  
of the world. i want to train them to observe subjects 
from various angles. We have also a tendency to totalize 
with our opinions as the eye does. from our sight we 
decide how things are. But reality can look different and 
can have many sides at the same time. participants should 
learn to break through their nutshell, like the eyes break 
through our bodies, to let the light of the world shine 
into their souls and brains.

the sense of sight has a huge importance in teaching or-
ganic agriculture. this sense “opens our eyes” for the bi-
odiversity of nature. it is a crucial learning tool to get clos-
er to nature and to accept that there are not only humans 
but an unlimited number of other beings that are silent, 
shy, and can be overlooked very easily.

Sense of temperature, to fan 
the flame of interest
We use our sense of temperature to observe how hot 
or cold objects are in surroundings. the sense of tem-
perature is made up of distinct sensory receptors for hot 
and cold located in the dermis. there are more recep-

scents! Not at all! Teaching includes the sense of smell by 
focusing on the process of judging. this is a very impor-
tant point for me! To teach means for me to examine  
the way how we judge. if the teacher does not open  
the floor to discussion about how we get an opinion 
on what is taught, then the sense of smell is excluded. 
and that means that judgement is made by unknown 
ways, most probably by our instinct. By instinct means 
we prefer what we always knew, what had been sup-
ported by our parents in childhood, what is comfortable 
and easy to follow. this is exactly what teaching should 
be about: Open up the horizon to new points of view!
a preliminary condition for teaching with all the senses is, 
therefore, to give students the chance to discuss preju-
dices, to create a space in teaching where the students 
can revise their fast judgements, judgements that have 
been taken by wrinkling the nose. 
 
Sense of taste, to choose 
the right bite
the tongue is the organ of taste. in order to taste some-
thing, we must actually put it in our mouth. in addition, 
the substance must be dissolved in water or saliva, as we 
can only taste liquids or soluble solids.

the observation of taste has two important compo-
nents: the actual taste of something and its smell. When 
something is in our mouth, its smell also enters our 
nose. When we put something in our mouth, its smell 
can change as new scent particles are released. actual 
taste is limited to four possibilities: sweet, sour, salty 
and bitter. if we hold our nose and put something  
in our mouth, we will only be able to distinguish these 
four tastes. there are no olfactory observations. if we 
could not smell, all jams would taste the same: sugary 
and sweet. the four tastes are perceived by the tongue 
which has four zones, one for each taste. the sweet 
zone is on the tip of our tongue so we will perceive this 
taste first. The receptors for sour and salty are on the 
sides of the tongue, and bitter is tasted at the back edge 
of the tongue. We cannot bear very strong tastes: with 
the exception of sweet, too much of any taste quickly 
becomes an unpleasant experience.

tasting is something very intimate. We need to trust  
to take something into our mouth. it is very different 
from smelling. contrary to that we cannot avoid smell-

ing, which is connected to breathing, we can normally 
choose to taste something. this is connected to our 
own activity.

therefore, tasting is something we cannot introduce  
in teaching at the beginning of our lecture! It must be 
well prepared. i often do tastings of diverse varieties  
of fruit, for instance, apples, or different oils in my les-
sons. this is always highly appreciated by the partici-
pants. immediately there is an intimate atmosphere 
growing when we start to protocol our opinions. i have 
also noticed that the knowledge that students gain  
by tastings is anchored very deep. students will not for-
get them anymore. something that was in my mouth  
I cannot forget!

But there is another important subject included in taste! 
We can easily decide if something is tasty or not. if we 
compare to animals we can see that the root of this sen-
sorium is to decide if something is healthy for us or not. 
the cow or the sheep, for instance, know so well  
if something is healthy for them or not. We, human be-
ings, have more difficulties in all this tasty but unhealthy 
food around us. Many experts who went back to unpro-
cessed natural food say that they can again find out  
“by taste” if something is good for them or not.  
The sense of taste is in reality to identify quality! If we 
were able to identify the right food in the right quantity 
for us, no overweight problems would exist, no diets 
would be necessary. This seems to be a really difficult 
subject for us.

in teaching, there is a similar issue: What is the right 
knowledge in the right amount for us? So difficult  
in teaching! On one hand, students have such different 
levels and they have all different demands and needs. 
the universe of knowledge is so huge and diverse and 
we want to teach all of it. But in fact, it is the teacher’s 
task to choose an essential bite and to prepare it in a di-
gestible manner so that the student can swallow it with-
out being overloaded. too often we want to teach too 
much and try to fill the head of the participants with “im-
portant” facts. the effect is contrary; students forget 
what they have learnt (a really healthy reaction!) or be-
come fact addicted consumers of knowledge that are no 
more able to distinguish what is important and what not.
to teach with the sense of taste is to teach the student to 
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open to sounds from our entire surroundings; it is not 
necessary to position the ears directly in front of a sound. 
We cannot close our ears, so we are connected with the 
world of sound during all our waking hours. We cannot 
help but hear sounds.

listening – conscious hearing – requires us to be quiet. 
We must keep still ourselves. listening is a social activity 
focused on others, but it is also an internal activity. how 
often did your teacher say: “sit still and listen carefully”? 
animals can turn their ears towards a source of sound. 
Humans do not have this ability to ‘see’ with their ears. 
animals hear well, but they do not listen, as they cannot 
step out of themselves and become silent.

the hearing organ can be divided into three parts.  
the external ear, consisting of the concha and the ear ca-
nal, captures sounds. the eardrum is situated at the end  
of the ear canal. the middle ear carries the sound fur-
ther. the middle ear is made up of the tympanum which  
in turn contains the three ossicle bones (malleus, incus 
and stapes) and the eustachian tube which connects  
the tympanum to the throat. the eustachian tube stays 
open when we swallow so that constant pressure  
is maintained on both sides of the tympanic membrane. 
the ossicle bones pick up vibrations in the air and pass 
them on from the tympanic membrane to the inner ear. 
the inner ear is located in the temporal bone and con-
sists of a labyrinth, a cavity filled with fluid that is made up 
by the vestibule, cochlea and three semicircular canals 
which are used to maintain balance. the cochlea is the 
actual hearing organ, where vibrations of the air are 
transformed back into sounds. We can distinguish three 
types of sounds. first, there are the common, everyday 
sounds such as the rustling of leaves, the wind howling 

around the house, babbling water and all sorts of me-
chanical noises such as cars, creaking doors, and so on. 
the second type of sound is music, which is made up  
of sounds and tones. the third type of sound is human 
speech.

listening to an object gives us an idea of what is inside. 
Often, for example, it is difficult to distinguish a pane  
of glass from a plastic one by sight alone. if you tap the 
pane, however, the sound will tell you which it is right 
away. you can also hear if a plate or a bell is cracked, even 
if you cannot see the damage. listening to people can 
also reveal information about their inner lives. people 
might look smart, but if they feel bad inside it is immedi-
ately apparent in their voice. someone’s intonation 
shows whether he or she is sad, happy or excited. noises 
happen everywhere, sounds are real! Noises are earthly, 
sounds are considered a cosmic, immaterial phenome-
non. We can distinguish noise immediately from music 
and from speech, and we can feel intimately connected 
with tones and melodies. Music seems to come from 
heaven, a cultural creation, not from nature.

this is the reason why rudolf steiner suggests that  
the sense of hearing is already connected with the imma-
terial world. this sense does not only transport an earth-
ly perception to our consciousness, but it is also able  
to reconnect us with the afterlife. the ear is not only  
a transporter of vibrations from our surroundings to our 
brain. in recognizing music as different from noises,  
we can feel that we perceive another dimension, that 
this sense has higher capacities.

addressing ourselves to the students is what we do  
in teaching. We use mostly the channel of hearing  
to connect with the participants. We have developed  
rituals of welcoming, introduction, deepening and also 
the closure of our lectures. there is one thing we always 
need from the student: attentive listening! When a lecture 
“works” it is like a composition of music, there are differ-
ent parts that grow together into one piece, like music. 
does not have to be nice always, it can be dramatic,  
dangerous, interrupted, touching but it should always 
come to wholeness.

i always try to put my teaching in the context of a bigger 
dimension. the ear is the door to a higher level of un-

tors for cold than for hot. as with the sense of touch, eve-
ry part of our skin senses temperature. the larger the sur-
face area perceiving the change in temperature, the more 
accurately we can estimate the difference. lying naked in  
a bath, we can perceive deviations of only 0.3 degrees 
celsius. Warmth and cold enter our body through our 
skin. By exposing a large area of skin to warmth, more 
warmth can enter the body and we feel warmer than  
if we only expose a small part of our skin. our sense of 
temperature is closely connected to our own tempera-
ture. in other words, we do not measure absolute tem-
peratures, but temperatures relative to our own.

temperature affects our mood more strongly than  
the other senses. only moderate temperatures do affect 
our mood in a positive way. too cold and too hot are 
negative for us. i once read about a strange experiment 
with the temperature sense. people were asked to de-
scribe the mood and ambience of certain persons. they 
did not know that the experimenter gave them a glass  
of hot or cold water into their hand. later the opinions 
of the persons were compared. can you imagine that 
the participants with cold water in the hand found more 
“coldness” at the judged people, the persons with warm 
water in their hand found more “warmth” (sapolsky, 
2017). isn’t that crazy? We are highly dependent on the 
ambient temperature! It really does not make sense  
to teach when it is too cold or too hot! Warmth goes 
through everything!

We should also take into account warmth and cold  
in our social life. if we want to get to know somebody, 
we need to radiate warmth. then we can expect 
warmth in return. if we are cold, normally we are reject-
ed. We need to feel the warmth from other human be-
ings, to stay healthy. there is a reason for such sayings  
as “to be left out in the cold”.

We need an approximative difference of 17 degrees be-
tween our body and our surroundings. if it is 20°c around 
us we can work most effectively. at night we need more 
warmth to recover. all our body parts are covered and 
raise their temperature close to 37°c. our need for tem-
perature, and therefore our sense changes during the day.

What does it mean to include the sense of temperature 
in teaching? i believe that a balanced “temperature”  

in the classroom is important. not to be too familiar  
and to cause phenomena like cosy sleeping, not too cold 
like outside shivering winter winds, as otherwise, we do 
not have a good learning impact. this is the teachers’ 
task, to set the “temperature” of activity, cold enough 
and not too cosy! I see the task of the teacher to fan  
the flame for learning, to let the interest for the world 
grow. We need to teach with warmth and enthusiasm! 
this is exactly what is needed and students’ sense  
of temperature immediately responds in a positive way. 
the teacher has to radiate warmth and enthusiasm.  
he or she needs to create a good feng shui, where the 
students feel invited and welcomed. for this, the teacher 
must be connected with the world and be able to bring 
the warm breath of interesting things into the classroom.
rudolf steiner says that the sense of warmth is our most 
basic perception as a human being (steiner, 1983).  
it is the oldest sense and dates already from the begin-
ning of the world. in earlier times this organ was  
on the top of our head. animals still can feel infrared  
radiation at this place. We could call it the third eye! Later 
this organ moved inward in the human head, back into 
our brain, and is now our pineal gland. it is still today  
the organ in our brain that obviously can notice social 
warmth! This organ is a mystery for me.

3. the senses to perceive  
the immaterial, spiritual world
Sense of hearing, to reconnect  
with the immaterial world
our ears pick up our own sounds and those made  
by others, human or animal. unlike our eyes, our ears 
are positioned at the side of our head. our ears are 

6. out of single parts 
becomes a whole,  

a composition  
like music. photo: ri
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questions that others have, and thus get an idea of what 
they are thinking. in order to understand what someone is 
saying, we need to decode the meaning of the speech.

When we focus on someone’s way of speaking, the con-
tent of what he is saying will pass us by. But when we con-
centrate on the content, we do not hear the way the mes-
sage is transported. the third level of understanding is  
if we agree with the idea that someone is sharing with us. 
When we talk we have to choose words, and everybody 
associates different pictures with words. But when we suc-
ceed by talking we are able to transport our idea to our 
counterpart. Ideas are on a different level than our speech! 
sometimes it takes us a lot of work to make our counter-
part understand our ideas. too often we feel misunder-
stood when we suppose that our speaking partner does 
not use his sense of thought accurately enough to really 
get the idea of what we want to say or express.

We have a very strong feeling that we are free if we want 
to agree or to disagree with the thoughts, ideas of some-
one else. This is wonderful freedom! In this field, nobody 
can dictate anything to us. But we have to learn to use 
this freedom. sometimes we notice that people care 
more about this their freedom than the ideas them-
selves. for instance, when we explain something  
in mathematics, we have to admit, after long and hard 
learning, that it does not make sense to decide on our 
own if two plus two is four or not.

ideas have their own principles. We need to focus our 
attention to observe the thoughts of another person.  
We discover some terms and concepts that we learnt 
before, some that are new to us. the concepts that  
we build up by experience are essential to understand 
someone else’s line of thought.

the sense of thought is very important in people’s spir-
itual development, as it enables us to learn. new con-
cepts, in turn, broaden our mental horizon and encour-
age us to integrate them in our own way. it is not easy  
to understand, absorb and integrate new concepts.  
the road to truth can be a painful one.

as teachers, we should recognize the participant as a free 
individual who is broadening his or her range of concepts 
by learning. We have to show that we respect the free-

dom of the person in front of us even if there is not yet 
this big experience and this wide horizon. this is of huge 
importance if we want to teach with all the senses and 
the full respect of the future development, the practical, 
theoretical and spiritual development of the person  
in front of us.

this is a far-reaching experience that all of us have had  
in school! Did we have a teacher in front of us who 
wanted us to follow his or her ideas, or did the teacher 
accompany us to develop the concept of ideas through 
our own experiences? did he or she respect us  
as a learner, but also as a potential partner in learning?

Sense of ego, to recognize 
our eternal soul
the twelfth and last sense in this portfolio to make it  
a whole is the sense of ego or individuality with which 
we observe the personality of other persons. this sense 
needs some activation, because in practice – the sense  
of ego is not used very often. Why not?

as already described in the discovery of ideas and con-
cepts in our speech, we have the aibility to disagree with 
what another person says. it makes us feel strong and in-
dependent that we can follow our own track, and it is  
an important experience to develop ourselves. only  
if we find coherence in our understanding of concepts 
(yes, 2 and 2 is 4, all over the planet!) we can find agree-
ment with others. in fact, there is a zone within us, 
where we seem to be the only governor and where we 
cannot stand another. this is the sphere of the ego.

if we want to get to know someone’s personality,  
we must allow him or her to enter into our inner being. 
it is not enough to just listen; the encounter must happen 
with all our senses.

We can tolerate such a deep intrusion only for a little 
while. after a short moment we need to have our inner 
being back for ourselves, and so we push back the other 
out again. We have to make these small openings! If we 
do not allow the other to enter our inner being, we will 
not be able to observe the other’s individuality. this pro-
cess of letting the other in and throwing him or her out 
again is repeated constantly when we want to exchange 
with others. it seems that in this inner sphere we are not 

derstanding between us. the “music”, the composition 
of my teaching is probably mine, but that there is a deep-
er order behind things, that it makes sense to study  
nature, is not my achieving as a teacher. i am only the 
messenger. in the best case the student “opens his or  
her ears” to the sound, the music of spheres that is part 
of the cosmos around us. 

Sense of speech, to recognize 
a counterpart
there is a difference between the perception of music 
and the perception of speech. When we listen to human 
speech, we perceive the vowels and consonants which 
make up words. our ears perceive both the acoustic 
and the musical aspects of language, but not the essence 
or meaning of speech. the spoken words are perceived 
by another sense that we could refer to as the sense  
of speech. By listening to the words people say, we can 
observe a person’s thoughts, opinions, judgments, expe-
riences and personality. as we saw on the level of the 
ear, which can rise to a higher level by understanding 
music, we can recognize that speech is more than a mu-
sic of agreements (soesman, 1999).

When we listen to someone speaking, we normally do 
not hear how this person speaks. We immediately are 
taken by the meaning of the words. it is not easy to stop 
this sense and to return to the pure perception of the 
rhythm and intonation of the speech. the music  
of speaking – reveals agreement or rejection, scorn or 
admiration, good or bad intentions, and so on. We hear 
more than just the meaning of the words. We can per-
ceive how the speaker intended to convey the message, 
and in so doing we have observed something about  
the speaker’s inner being.

letters and stories have a different quality than spoken 
words. spoken words still harbour connotations and ges-
tures, which can be perceived. We can also focus on  
the phonemic image of a word. This is even more difficult 
to do. for this, we preferably have to speak the words out 
loud. the observation of a phonemic image is not the 
same as hearing, it is an onomatopoeia, the “picture”  
of the sounds. Word eurhythmics, an anthroposophical 
movement art, can help to visualize the gestures of words, 
as each speech sound has its own gesture. that is why  
the word eurhythmy is often called visual speech.

the ears only register the sounds. When we are using 
speech or when we are listening, our body is constantly 
making tiny, almost imperceptible movements. these 
unconscious micros-movements are made by different 
parts of our body, from our head to our toes, and are 
highly supporting our speech. Within a short time, the lis-
tener starts making the same micro-movements as the 
speaker. the speaker makes these micro-movements 
because he is listening to his own words. We can call this 
“phonemic gestures”. rudolf steiner pointed out our  
understanding of language is supported by the musculo-
skeletal system. Our flesh and bones are the sensory  
organs for words. in other words, language is not heard 
just by our ears, it is heard by the whole body. We al-
ways observe body language or facial expressions,  
respond to it with our body even so minimally and brief-
ly that this is often not seen.

for me, this exchange of words between teacher and stu-
dents, but also among students, is like a dance. speech 
gives us the chance to use the instruments of our voices 
and gestures like a composer, as a director of an orchestra. 
every time we talk in front of a different group we choose 
a different composition of speech and moves. We can 
change our way of presenting by choosing a more open, 
a more serious, a more collegial cocktail of words and 
movements. When we talk to children we talk differently 
and we are able to be on their “level”.

the sense of speech is a very holistic perceiving organ, 
which I like very much. Good teachers are definitely able 
to play more virtuously on these instruments and give 
the participants the chance to follow with their whole be-
ing, with their head, heart and body! Teachers can get  
familiar with their way of teaching when they exchange  
in a college (Kollegium) when colleagues visit their lectures 
and give feedback. this is an important tool to become 
able to make full use of the sense of speech to address  
the participants of a course.

Sense of thought, to advocate 
for ideas
it is now very easy to deduce that we need this sense to 
understand not only the meaning of speech but also if we 
can follow the idea, the content of what has been said. 
our sense of thought observes the thoughts of others. 
Specifically, we observe the views, considerations and 
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open to welcome another person for a longer period. 
this is our own realm, where we need to govern alone 
and only by ourselves.

this is how steiner describes the observation of some-
one’s personality: We spend some time observing  
the other so that we have an impression of him or her. 
this impression imposes, on our inner being, a feeling 
that is recognized as an assault. our response is to retal-
iate and throw the other out of our inner being.  
this causes a kind of aggression within us and we have  
to calm ourselves down so that we can allow the other 
in again. attraction and repellence, sympathy and antipa-
thy alternate between two egos (steiner, 1958).

the ego sense is active in various ways: We can observe 
the intimacy of the encounter with someone’s individuality 
when we look straight into the eyes of the other.  
the eyes give us an unfettered and deep view of the oth-
er’s ego. the handshake is also an expression of some-
one’s personality and enables the mutual observation  
of each other’s egos. the same as with eye contact,  
the handshake is also an intensive encounter between 
two individuals.

all religions that i know of focus on this situation: are we re-
ally the king or the queen in our inner kingdom, or is there 
a being bigger than ourselves which guides us? it takes a lot 
of self-criticism and reflection to allow a being of highest po-
tential and benevolence (and yes, it cannot be a human be-
ing), to be welcomed in our inner being and even feel that 
we are not the governor of ourselves. the ego of man is 
exposed to specific temptations. Perhaps we experience 
that we can have power when we follow this sense of ego. 
But this is not the thing i want to focus here.

When we are teaching, we have the chance to be part  
of the development of other personalities. But this does 
not mean that We as teachers develop the personalities. 
development is driven by the ego itself, by the eternal 
soul of every single personality. this is the axiom of learn-
ing and also a precondition for a successful learning event. 
as a teacher, we can only support this in a wise way. as  
a teacher we are not different from the student, it is the 
same for ourselves. With the sense of ego, we have the 
chance to look at each other in our eyes, to shake hands 
and meet for a moment as eternal stars.

i am always grateful when i am able to grab a bit of the 
personality of my students. these are rare moments  
because the learning setting is “asymmetric”. not every 
invitation to the student for exchange with the teacher 
comes from free will. the teacher has to work for it,  
before situations on eye level can develop. this is mainly 
to allow the student to get into your own inner sphere 
as described above, to make an encounter of personali-
ties possible.

i remember so well a certain teacher my daughter once 
had in the first years of school. He had a strange habit: 
every morning he was the first in the classroom and he 
stood beside the entrance door and when the pupils 
came in, he shook hands very carefully with everyone. 
for a moment he only focused on the children in front  
of him and i felt that he did it as an exercise for himself. 
only later i realized that he created a possibility to en-
counter the personality of each of his kids, to invite the 
eternal soul of each one to meet into his inner realm just 
for a small moment and only then to allow daily life  
to steer the way of the exchange.

4. all the senses as a whole

this text is not intended to give the impression that  
the teacher has to work with all these senses like a tool-
box. Try another one, if the earlier one did not fit well – 
no! All the senses are always connected and manifest  
a beautiful picture of how the world is a whole unity.  
all our senses work (normally), we have only to address 
our focus on the diversity to reach more of our students.
it is important to remember that we cannot use our sens-
es well unless we train them well. Practice makes perfect! 
We will notice that practising observations with one sense 
improves the observational capacities of the other senses, 
too. if we start tasting things more consciously, our other 
senses will also become more perceptive and we will be 
able to observe subtle differences better.

May this essay help you to be more aware of how many 
ways a teacher can connect to apprentices, a consultant to 
address his clients, a professor to reach out to his students. 
classrooms do not have to be reduced to frontal spoken 
lectures with a text-overloaded picture in the background. 
let us use all the senses to teach in a holistic way. l
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including schools and folk high schools along with the so-
lutions used therein. it is worth noting that modern folk 
high schools make use of each of the above-mentioned 
perspectives.

As specialists in the field point out, folk high schools are 
likely to become one of the leading forms of adult educa-
tion in poland and in the world, empowering citizens  
in social, private, professional or political life. these edu-
cational institutions, which have quickly and effectively re-
sponded to social needs, belong to very few of this kind. 
undoubtedly, the reason for this is the idea behind folk 
high schools, i.e. an independent programme “school for 
life” created by N.F.S. Grundtvig already in the first half  
of the 19th century. however, people who throughout 
the following decades tried to put his ideas into particular 
educational practice – from christian flor and christen 
Kold in 19th-century denmark, to a countless number  
of teachers, educational specialists, and leaders in various 
countries all over the world referring to the grundtvigian 
heritage nowadays – they all have contributed to it (Mali-
szewski, 2003).

among sceptics, a concern may arise whether grundt-
vig’s idea is so convincing that even after many years and 
in different circumstances it guarantees folk high schools 
an educational success comparable to the initial one.  
a picture of folk high schools’ effective educational phe-
nomenon arises from the analysis of source materials 
and studies as well as the assessment of didactic solutions 
applied today in these institutions. this will be discussed 
further in the following paragraphs. 

Didactics of Folk High School 
according to N.F.S. Grundtvig’s 
concept
the folk high school methodology was generally based 
on two basic assumptions: communicating in the mother 
tongue and co-creating relationships between the teach-
er and the adults taking part in classes. the spoken lan-
guage played a key role. it was intended to evolve from 
a formal language into a “living” language, “human” lan-
guage where colloquial expressions, metaphors, digres-
sions and proverbs were to be found. such a symbolic 
dimension of the language was to inspire reflecting  
on various issues and building close relations within  
the community. as Bron-Wojciechowska emphasises, 

“such a state of partnership can be achieved only when 
the situation in which the two parties of the educational 
process are present is changed from passive into active. 
the deciding factor of the change was supposed to be  
a conversation – dialogue initiated first by the teacher  
and the participants, and next between two people or 
within the group”. (Bron-Wojciechowska 1986, p. 79).

the art of teaching at a folk high school consisted in un-
locking the learners’ potential and supporting their devel-
opment. Merely memorizing and learning book content 
by heart was not considered as significant as the fact that 
the folk high school teacher could explain a given topic to 
the learners in a vivid, interesting manner of speaking and 
telling stories. the living word played a very important 
role and is still one of the basic elements of didactic im-
pact of folk high schools. grundtvig believed folk high 
schools, in principle, should not be based on plans drawn 
by any educational specialist. the most essential thing 
that takes place at folk high schools is life itself. each such 
institution should be shaped by people who create it. 
folk high schools belong to the so-called “free schools”, 
i.e. they can independently decide on the subjects they 
teach and create an autonomous curriculum. the pre-
condition, however, is meeting the general educational 
requirements outlined by law. 

one of the basic principles put into practice at danish 
folk high schools was an idea spread by grundtvig that 
we were given freedom to make use of it. the principles 
are also applied at modern folk high schools, as Jørgen 
carlsen and ole Borgå underline: each approach to 
teaching is based on a particular way of understanding 
what it means to be a human. the way of understand-
ing it, however, cannot be imposed by the state. using 
grundtvig’s terminology, the human is “a divine experi-
ment” and nobody has a patent on it – neither the 
state, nor the church, nor any other institution. such  
a perception of freedom and humanity is typical not 
only for danish folk high schools but also for the whole 
educational system in denmark. such a way of looking 
at freedom is rooted in 19th-century denmark, when  
a strong, grassroots objection to the central power 
took place at various levels. since then the principle that 
freedom is a sacred value to be defended has been the 
foundation of the political life in denmark (carlsen  
and Borgå 2017).

Introduction
adult education is currently considered one of the most 
significant factors influencing the economic growth  
and social development of humankind. the terms 
“knowledge society” and “knowledge-based economy” 
can be found in many studies and documents in poland 
and in the european union. not only are they nowadays 
a reality, but they are also a challenge and a programme 
for the future. improving one’s knowledge and develo-
ping new skills are valuable tools that can be used  
to achieve high social status. In efficiently functioning or-
ganisations, career and success at work are values gained 
first of all by means of education.

Andragologists – specialists who study the lifelong 
learning of adults – describe current civilisation as “knowl-
edge-based”, with knowledge becoming both an auto-
nomic value and social capital. the current strategy  
of lifelong learning, which is so important for the devel-
opment of every human, focuses on creating a learning 
society out of which a progressing society will grow.

it needs to be emphasised that adult education is enjoy-
ing a renaissance along with development and changes 
that have taken place in the post-industrial society. 
Hence, there is a question: are adults able to learn effi-
ciently, and, if so, how? finding an answer is a prerequi-
site to creating modern systems of general and profes-
sional education for adults, which is an investment  
in human capital. another question also needs to be 
asked: what kind of educational tasks will come up  
in consequence of the expected changes and challenges 
in the 21st century? As Kwieciński pointed out 20 years 

ago, according to the well-known forecasters dalin and 
rust (1996), the current century is expected to become 
a time of the broad application of science in various fields. 
a rapid expansion of information technology based  
on electronics and global governance infrastructure will 
take place, and trade globalisation and population move-
ment will increase rapidly. a new understanding of life  
on earth and our limitations for the future will become 
widespread (Kwieciński 1998). 

Therefore, it is possible to determine the most significant 
areas of educational activities: education for democracy 
and understanding multiculturalism, developing media lit-
eracy, education to respect the natural world, training  
of self-education, aesthetic education, skills development 
or education in relation to work. 

the search for new educational solutions appropriate for 
modern-day challenges is accompanied by questions on 
the future and the possibility of using formal and non-
school institutions for adult lifelong education that have 
already existed for some time in social spaces. as pier-
ścieniak (2012) emphasises, education has always played 
an important role not only in an individual’s life but also  
in the life of the community they belong to. the impor-
tance of transgenerational transmission and its functions 
have been of interest for cultural anthropologists as well 
as historians of education. outstanding representatives 
of the former have seen the guarantee of cultural pattern 
transmission quality in local social structures and func-
tions they perform. researchers of the latter have paid 
particular attention to the role of supra-local initiatives 
and culture institutions, specifically the formal ones,  

Iwona Błaszczak
(Warsaw university of life sciences sggW)

TeacHing and learning  
oF adulTS. Reflections on Methods  
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Modern Models of Didactic Work 
at Folk High School
the overview of the didactic system of nikolaj f.s. grun-
dtvig presented above corresponds to solutions applied 
in modern culture of adult education, in which there are 
many models of educational work. the various needs  
of adults require different strategies, which forms  
the foundation of didactic work at modern folk high 
schools. the choice of educational work model will, 
therefore, depend on many factors, including:

• the formulated educational aims,
•  the organisational culture of the educational  

institution,
• the personal preferences of the adults’ educator,
• the type of adult education participants,
• the social environment.

adults’ learning at folk high schools is currently under-
stood as a process of acquiring knowledge and skills. 
adult learners need to control their learning process,  
the consequence of which is a much better effect they 
achieve. the uniqueness of adults’ learning at modern 
folk high school is determined by the principles that guide 
adults in the process of learning, and an efficient accom-
plishment of learning depends on respecting their indi-
vidual attributes and finding a place for them at all stages 
of the didactic process. Accepting this logic is the first step 
towards creating an innovative methodology of educa-
tional work with adults, which in harmony with a chosen 
model of education guarantees achieving the intended 
result (Pierścieniak 2005).

the basis of teaching at folk high schools consists of di-
dactic principles, which both set forth certain procedur-
al norms considered appropriate for achieving the in-
tended pedagogical goals, and also formulate the basis 
upon which the procedures appropriate for the pro-
cess of upbringing or teaching rest (Półturzycki 1991,  
p. 141).

in the educational practice of folk high schools, all princi-
ples should be creatively and interchangeably used  
in various models of educational work with adults. pier-
ścieniak emphasises that although the aims and tasks  
of folk high schools have currently changed, many still 
use didactic solutions of grundtvigian provenance.  
the latter include group work, division of content ac-

cording to thematic areas, not subjects, ongoing proce-
dures of comparing the teaching content with the partic-
ipants’ needs, individualisation of learning paths and 
guidance (Pierścieniak 2005, p. 79).

therefore, teachers planning their educational work in 
formal institutions of adult education focus mostly on 
preparing a detailed curriculum. for this reason, they 
search for answers to the following questions: What 
content to include? how to divide the content into sepa-
rate, ordered parts of the curriculum (chapters, topics 
and assigning hours to them)? how to organise the logi-
cal sequence of the content? finding answers to these 
questions is the essential part of the planning aspect  
of teaching at the school education system. it works  
in a completely different way at folk high schools, where 
the duty of the teaching staff is to update their knowledge 
sources and skilfully point them out so that the learners 
have access to them. teachers of folk high schools look 
for answers to quite a different set of questions, focusing 
on facilitating the learning process of adult learners.

Actions taken by the folk high school teaching 
staff are considerably different from traditional 
educational patterns and can be encompassed 
by the following catalogue:
1. They create an appropriate climate of respect 
and mutual trust, according to the principle that 
the prerequisite of effective learning of adults  
is the atmosphere. two aspects of the issue should 
be highlighted – the atmosphere of a given institution  
and the climate during the learning or training process.
2. They create conditions for joint participation  
of learners in shaping the learning process. at folk 
high schools learners support particular decisions or ac-
tions to the extent to which they take part in their plan-
ning or to the extent to which they participate in them.
3. They can make a preparatory analysis and diag-
nosis of educational needs of participants of various 
forms of education.
4. They can turn educational needs into concrete 
action aims. This is a very significant stage since adults, 
having realised their educational needs, face the neces-
sity to put them into operational learning aims, allowing 
them to determine the course of their development.
5. They project and put into practice a model  
of acquiring educational experience. having formu-

organising the recommendations made by n.f.s. grun-
dtvig in one coherent pattern poses a considerable chal-
lenge, since they are hardly possible to classify in a formal 
manner. to demonstrate their uniqueness and originality, 
it is worth comparing the didactic implications presented 
by grundtvig with modern didactic systems applied 

among adults, which will help to order the qualities ac-
cording to some defined rules. 

an interesting approach to this kind of order was offered 
by Pierścieniak, who presented a general juxtaposition  
of didactic rules of n.f.s. grundtvig (table 1). 

no. Quality range and features
  of the System  
 
 1. Aims personal and comprehensive development of young rural residents by connecting individual  

   and universal values in such a way as to create best conditions for the residents’ growth and  

   achieving the highest possible perfection of their inborn potential, which would allow so-far  

   “excluded” individuals to become active participants in community life.      

 2. Content participants’ life experiences (their individual life stories), but also the history of the nation,   

   poems, sagas, legends, songs, parables, etc., products of culture, primarily folk culture.

 3.  methods dialogue, with an exchange of opinions and life experiences, stories, conversations 

   and discussions slightly led by teachers having feeling and experience in this kind of work.   

   Collective singing, individual reading, physical exercises, practical exercises (e.g. field work 

   or work at a cooperative farm).

 4.  means Spoken native language, symbolic and allegoric interpretations of everyday life situations.   

   metaphors, e.g. myths and legends used to illustrate the discussed personal matters.

 5.  Forms collective work of the whole group. boarding school mode includes also the collective rhythm  

   of the day; prayer, meals, and also spending the so-called “free time” together, which should  

   be focused on cultural activities. rhythm (schedule) of activities in a given course adjusted 

   to the natural rhythm of nature.

 6. means lack of any direct control and progress assessment of the participants at all stages of the course  

   (no entrance or final exams). An indirect form of control and assessment of classes quality, 

   and therefore of participants’ progress, is a measurement of teacher’s everyday work performed  

   by the “collegial body”. Next, a discussion in a manner of “mutual influence” in the team 

   on the information gathered from the participants on the usefulness of what and how they learn  

   and whether the teacher teaches “for life”, and not “for the exam”. 

 7. Duration Defined by the dates in the schedule of the course. Classes adjusted to the natural   

   rhythm of nature.

  

of control  
and 
assessment

Table 1. An Overview of Didactic System of Nikolaj F.S. Grundtvig (according to Krzysztof Pierścieniak)  
Source: K. Pierścieniak, Model uczenia się w uniwersytecie ludowym. Od historii do współczesności, Edukacja Dorosłych 2012, no 2 p. 69.
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the learning process starts with a new experience.  
the cycle, however, can start at each of the stages. Most 
people develop their own, preferred style of learning, 
concentrating on one of the four elements of the cycle. 
referring to Kolb’s four elements of acquiring knowl-
edge, the following learning styles can be pointed out 
(Kolb 1984, p. 83-85):

1.  Converging style – preferred by so-called activ-
ists, empiricists.

2.  Assimilating style – preferred by so-called ana-
lysts, reflective people.

3.  Diverging style – preferred by so-called theo-
rists. 

4.  Accommodating style – preferred by so-
called pragmatists.    

if we apply the presented learning styles in planning adult 
teaching, the traditional approach to teaching, i.e. that 
the learners should be presented with the theory first 
and should acquire some theoretical knowledge before 
practice, needs to be rejected. Kolb’s concept presents 
the opposite manner of didactic proceeding. the learn-
ers can generalise the observed regularities and use 
them in other situations, and refer their experience to 
broader theoretical concepts, allowing them to better 
understand these concepts. 

examples of teaching aids  
and exercises in organising 
didactic Work at folk high 
schools

1. Design training according  
to Kolb’s cycle.
the task consists in designing training according to the ef-
fective teaching method by Kolb for the following target 
group: women, young mothers (aged 25-35), on paren-
tal leave, thinking about their return to work. the period 
they stayed at home excluded them from regular social 
life. they have been on parental leave at least for 2-3 
years. they are motivated to get back to work, yet they 
encounter various limitations and barriers. determine 
their needs, potential and barriers before the training.

2. Show the elements which, 
in your opinion, can be useful  
for the teaching staff
consider the direction of changes in the areas of self-im-
provement for the teaching staff presented below. for 
example:
•  in the area of beha viour, one can shape and mas-

ter particular skills, develop self-
control;

•  in the area of cognitive struc-
tures, one can enrich one’s 
knowledge concerning oneself 
and the world around, build and 
improve various cognitive com-
petences;

•  in the area of personality chan-
ges, it is good to take care  
of one’s mental and physical 
health, develop self-awareness, 
readiness for self-realisation and 
ability to practise it;

•  in the area of changes in the 
relation person – surround-
ings, one can shape various so-
cial competences (interpersonal, 
organisational).

reflection
conclusions 

from experience

KnoWledGe
lecture, theory, 
principles, rules

experience
exercises, simulations, 

games

application
relation to professional 

reality

Scheme1. Kolb’s cycle. Source: own compilation

lated the educational aims, teaching staff and learners de-
velop a plan to achieve it.
6. They evaluate and assess the extent of accom-
plishing particular aims. an andragogical model at folk 
high schools requires participants of the learning process 
to take an active part in assessing the results of the activity.

Methods of Teaching and Learning  
of Adults
the teaching method, as a manner of proceeding in the 
educational process on the teacher’s side, deserves  
attention since a lot depends on the method as well as 
the perception of education principles and selection  
of training aids when it comes to achieving education 
goals at folk high schools. in the education of adults, there 
are methods based on:

• word,
• observation,
• measurement, 
• practical action of the learners.

observation and word methods prevail at courses fo-
cusing on theoretical content and at conferences and 
symposia, whereas practical methods are used where 
the focal point is teaching skills together with allowing 
learners to acquire theoretical background. in any case, 
one sees the need for cooperation between the teacher 
and the learners. one of the most frequently used meth-
ods is a lecture. it consists in transmitting the knowledge 
from the teacher to the learners in as logical a manner as 
possible. By discussion, a joint searching for the asked 
questions is meant. the most frequently applied types 
are the following: conference, roundtable, panel and 
new-ideas discussion. important didactic methods in-
clude the case-study method, situational method, staging 
method and board-game method (one advantage  
of these methods consists in creating real-life situations). 
consultations, offered to the learners by the teacher, 
play an important role.

Quite similar is the instructing method (especially in practi-
cal professions – introductory and final instruction). Exer-
cise, on the other hand, is a method which develops men-
tal and practical skills which turn into habits because of their 
frequent repetitions. exercises aimed at developing habits 
are strictly connected with instructing. the last method in-
volves working with a book or any other text which  

enables the learner to get to know new phenomena, situ-
ations, along with revising information independently.

Based on the comparison of didactic methods applied  
in formal and informal education, including folk high 
schools, a considerable difference can be noticed. for-
mal teaching presupposes the involvement of the teach-
ing staff with little possibility for learner activity. such is the 
case of teachers and lecturers who independently decide 
on the content and form of teaching, whereas at folk high 
schools both parts of the learning process are active  
– the teacher and the learners. 

in order to effectively prepare the didactic process,  
it is important to know the learning styles of adults.

adopting the right methodological solutions, taking into 
account the needs of learners, will surely enable the ef-
fective and optimal organisation of adult education,  
and will make the didactic process at folk high school  
efficient. Therefore, teachers planning the learning pro-
cess need to take into account different learning styles  
of their learners.

learning, in colloquial language, is understood as an acti-
vity taken in order to acquire some knowledge or to mas-
ter a given skill. it consists of a process leading to changes 
in one’s individual experience. such changes are possible 
because of one’s memory and the ability to store traces 
of the experience. A specialist in this field, David Kolb, 
underlines that the process of adult learning should 
be considered as a cycle, in which senses along 
with the experience of the learner and its analysis 
play the key role. Kolb distinguishes four stages  
of the process:

• concrete experience – what the person learns, 
experiences in an educational situation;
• reflective observation – a reflection on the ex-
perience, for instance, observation of one’s own re-
actions, reactions of other group members;
• abstract conceptualisation – further analysis  
of the experience, drawing conclusions, formulating 
generalisations, referring to a broader context or  
the former and newer knowledge;
• active experimentation – checking conclu-
sions drawn at the previous learning stage by means  
of practical action or other situations.
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learninG Style

actiViSt

reflector

theoriSt

praGmatiSt

adVantaGeS

– involvement in new experiences,
– openness,
– willingness to act,
– initiating changes,
– effectiveness and speed of action,
– approach: try everything

– preciseness and methodological approach,
– action preceded by in-depth thinking,
– ability to listen and absorb information

– logical thinking, rationalism and objectivism,
– searching for cause-and-effect relationships,
– proneness to perfectionism and organising everything
– analytical approach

– interested in practical usage of knowledge,
– pragmatism,
– realism,
– technical approach,
– getting to the nub of the matter

diSadVantaGeS

– excessive risk-taking,
– acting without thinking,
– boredom while implementing projects,
– poor consolidation skills

– withdrawal and observation,
– slow decision making,
– excessive carefulness, avoiding risk
– hardly any assertiveness

– low tolerance for uncertainty, chaos, vagueness,
– low tolerance for subjectivism and intuition,
– pressure to do one’s work

–  rejecting everything without obvious practical 
application,

– lack of interest in theory and basic principles,
– task-oriented, not person-oriented,
– impatience,
– choosing the first suitable solution

Table 4. Learning Styles advantages and disadvantages of different learning Styles. Source: own compilation

Final Thoughts 
in the contemporary didactics of adult learners, there is  
a search for more and more effective models of educa-
tion, and the most important task for andragologists  
is to determine which ones are the most useful in a given 
situation. 

as Kazimierska underlines, it is essential to differentiate 
between the process of teaching-learning of adults and 
education of children and youth as:
• Adults are autonomous. they need to know the 
goals of the training and internally agree with them. train-
ing is more effective if learners have an impact on its 
course. We cannot coerce adult learners to learn. they 
need intrinsic motivation to study.
• Adults base their learning on their experience 
and knowledge. Teaching of new skills should refer to 

their previous knowledge, skills and experience. it is im-
portant to get to know them while preparing a meeting, 
workshop or training.
• Adults focus on achieving goals. they should de-
fine or get to know them at the beginning of the learning 
process.
• Adults need to know the link between the 
knowledge offered to them and their tasks at 
work or personal needs. they want to know how  
to use the acquired skills in practice, therefore they pre-
fer practically-oriented teaching staff and they like practi-
cal parts of the courses. they want to learn how to deal 
with concrete situations.
• Adults want to be treated with respect. they 
should have space to express their remarks and opinions 
and be sure that they are listened to. information that 
strongly contradicts the previous knowledge or value 

differentiatinG 
criteria

Social leVel

human ontoloGy

ideal of education

teacher’S role

teacher’S taSKS

type of education

learninG methodS

role of experience

teacher’S poSition

reSponSibility

criteria of learninG 
effectiVeneSS 

technoloGical 
model

Social development

cognising being

community involvement

Guiding

Knowledge transmission

teaching

providing

Worthless

domination

teacher

Knowledge 

reproduction

humaniStic 
model

individual awareness

acting being

integrated personality

Sustaining learning

constructing competences

learning

accessing

potential source of learning

partnership

teacher and students

problem-solving skills

critical 
model

optimal living conditions

free being

emancipating orientation

awakening awareness

Questioning students’identity

Critical reflection

Socratic (dialogues)

basic source of self-awareness

Service

learner

ability to change one’s life 

(emancipation)

Tabela 2. models of Work with adults. Source: own compilation

behaviour 

Knowledge, 
emotions, 
motivation

personality

relationships 
with the 
environment

chanGe (deScription)

Table 1. important elements of Staff Work
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system is acquired more slowly; they necessitate practi-
cal exercises aimed at changing the approach. the more 
they pertain to personality changes, the more difficult the 
learning process.
• Adults prefer training focused on one problem 
and exercises at a rather slow pace. too much infor-
mation blocks the acquisition.
• Adults are more risk-averse, they are afraid  
of making mistakes. they work more slowly, using 
the insight method rather than the trial and error meth-
od. they expect the tasks they are given to be discussed 
during classes.
• Adults expect involvement and very good prepa-
ration for the classes. training for adults needs to be 
organised in such a way as to ensure physical and mental 
convenience. long lectures, incompetent trainers,  
uncomfortable chairs, monotony, lack of practical exer-
cises, the inadequacy of the training topic to their expec-
tations evoke permanent irritation and resistance (Kazi-
mierska 2014, p.3-4).

the contribution of folk high schools to the theory and 
practice of teaching adults rests upon the fact they have 
long been institutions that focus on human empower-
ment. one can see today the possibility to incorporate 
various priceless, unknown and underestimated goods, 
values, symbols and patterns of folk high school didactics 
into social life, contributing to the democratisation  
of the culture and social activation. the opinions and di-
dactic experience of folk high schools related to the pro-
cess of building social relationships, which show particu-
lar and practice-proven experience and models  
of actions that aim at group integration and its cementing 
with ideal and emotional relationship, also seem to be 
relevant. the principle of mental, social and moral inte-
gration, which has been practically demonstrated  
at danish and polish folk high schools, has proven to be 
creative, modern and in line with the spiritual needs  
of adults. grundtvig’s idea of awakening self-learning  
and self-education aspirations among adult people fully 
corresponds to the needs of the contemporary world. l

DR IWONA BŁASZCZAK ph.d. is assistant director at the institute of social sciences and pedagogy at the Warsaw university of life  

sciences; university of Warsaw graduate; polish andragologist; currently focuses her research interests on adult education, in particular 

on the polish folk high schools.

Scheme 2. SWOT analysis of the adult learner – strengths and 
weaknesses. Source: own compilation

S T r E n GT h S

PErSOnALITY OF ThE ADuLT LEArnEr

W E A k n E S S E S

deVelopment ability paSSiVity

WiSdom reluctance to chanGe

rich experience reluctance to experiment

Self-creation ability eluctance to beinG aSSeSSed

Self-Study ability eVeryday life routine

creatiVity conSerVatiVe lifeStyle

inner motiVation

expanSiVe lifeStyle

Scheme 3. SWOT analysis of the adult learner – opportunities and threats. Source: own compilation

O P P O r T u n I T I E S

EXTErnAL EnVIrOnmEnT VS. ADuLT LEArnEr

T h r E AT S

Variety of educational offerS difficultieS on the employerS’ Side

Variety of educational formS
lacK of underStandinG  

and acceptance amonG friendS 
and relatiVeSmulti-leVel form of learninG

hiGh coSt of educationopen acceSS to learninG SyStem

poor Quality of Some formS  
of education

external motiVation:

– employment possibilities
– promotion

– pay rise
– financial benefits and others eVeryday life routine

conSerVatiVe lifeStyle

References

Błaszczak, I. (2012). Idee i wartości duńskich uniwersytetów ludowych w recepcji Ignacego Solarza. In: K. Stefaniak-Najder, ed., Homo 

Viator w świecie spotkania kultur, Warszawa: Zakład Filozofii SGGW.

Bron-Wojciechowska, a. (1986). Grundtvig, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Wiedza powszechna.

Carlsen, J. and Borgå, O. (2017). Od Grundtviga do Folkehøjskole. In: I. Błaszczak, T. Maliszewski and E. Smuk-Stratenwerth, eds., Uniwer-

sytety Ludowe XXI wieku. Tradycja – Współczesność – Wyzwania Przyszłości, grzybów: stowarzyszenie ekologiczno-Kulturalne Ziarno.

Karawajczyk, W. (2009). Kształcenie dorosłych w ujęciu andragogicznym. collocquinum Wnhis, i/2009, p. 106.

Kazimierska, i. and others (2014). Uczenie się dorosłych. Warszawa: Ośrodek Rozwoju Edukacji, p. 3-4.



86

Kolb, d. (1984). experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-

hall, p. 83-85.

Kwieciński, Z. (1998). Edukacja wobec nadziei i zagrożeń współczesności, Polski Uniwersytet Ludowy. Młodzież - Kultura - Wieś, War-

szawa 4/39/1998.

Maliszewski, T. (2003). Uniwersytety ludowe na ziemiach polskich w XX wieku. In: M. Byczkowski, T. Maliszewski and E. Przybylska, 

eds., Uniwersytet Ludowy – szkoła dla życia, Wieżyca: Kaszubski Uniwersytet Ludowy.

Pierścieniak, K. (2005). Specyfika uczenia się dorosłych. in: M. owczarz, ed., Poradnik edukatora, Warszawa: Centralny Ośrodek 

doskonalenia nauczycieli.

Pierścieniak, K. (2012). Model uczenia się w uniwersytecie ludowym. Od historii do współczesności. Edukacja Dorosłych, 2012/2,  

radom: Wydawnictwo naukowe instytutu technologii eksploatacji – piB.

Półturzycki, J. (1991). Dydaktyka dorosłych, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo szkolne i pedagogiczne.

Supplementary literature:

Boone, E.J., ed., (1980). Serving Personal and Community Needs Through Adult Education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Boshier, p. (2006). Perspectives of Quality in Adult Learning. london: continuum international publishing.

Bound d., Keogh r. and Walker d., eds., (1985) Reflection: Turning Experience into Learning. new york: nichols publishing co.

Brookfield, S. D. (2005). The Power of Critical Theory for Adult Learning and Teaching. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

dalin, p. and rust, V. d. (1996). Towards schooling for the twenty first century, london-new york: cassell.

davis, l. n. and Mccallon, e. (1978). Planning, Conducting and Evaluating Workshops. austin: learning concepts. 

guba, e. g. and lincoln, y. s. (1981). Effective Evaluation: Improving the Usefulness of Evaluation. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.  



chapter 3

THe living word



88 89

chapter  3

Especially after the breakthrough of 1968, the signifi-
cance of the spoken word in folkehøjskoler decreased to 
a large extent.4 Korsgaard quotes Vilhelm nielsen, who, 
after 1970, reported on danish folk high schools on be-
half of the government. first he was amazed at what he 
saw, and then he felt obliged to express his strong criti-
cism of the betrayal of the oral tradition at folk high 
schools. People talk about body language as if it were an 
alternative to the spoken word! Absolutely false alterna-
tive (...) They dance, photograph, weave, play, draw, 
paint, sculpt in clay and other materials, for weeks, 
months. Words have lost their value. They became  
a thing of the past (Korsgaard, 2019). the youth revolu-
tion of 1968 had a strong impact on folk high schools 
with subjects like history and literature being replaced by 
music, crafts and yoga. although the importance of the 
spoken word decreased, other forms of individual and 
group expression developed.

folk high schools established outside of denmark re-
tained various forms of the living word. in a publication 
issued by the ecological and cultural association Ziar-
no (eng. seed) as part of a project under the socrates-
grundtvig 2003-2006 programme, our danish partner, 
Mogens godballe, recalled: When we use the living word 
during conversations, dialogues, telling stories, reading po-
ems, singing, learning becomes the closest to life’s senses 
and experiences. From the perspective of Grundtvig, 
books are dead, devoid of the intensity of the message 
and vibration (godballe, 2006). Bridget condon who 
taught a a folk high school course for local community  
at clonakenny in ireland, wrote in her summary how 
important it was to tell a story, especially when students 
were joined by members of the travellers’ community:5 
During the course we used the method of telling stories. 
At one point, a woman from the travellers’ community 
started telling us what it was like to be a traveller  
in Ireland today. She did it with a great deal of talent.  
It has helped us to understand her roots and to get rid  
of the prejudices that were inside us (smuk-stratenwerth 
ed., 2006).

nowadays, the threat is various virtual media that im-
poverish our language and culture of expression, reduc-
ing our statements or messages to clicks on ready-made 
icons on the computer or smartphone. on the other 
hand, as Katarzyna iskra and Barbara Mincewicz write  
in their article, new types of media offer new, different 
possibilities of expression. at the same time, the story-
telling trend is flourishing in various areas of social, eco-
nomic and political life. We clearly have a need, written 
in our dna, to listen to and share the word. But do we 
know how to do it? 

in this publication we look at how to cultivate the culture 
of the spoken word in modern folk high schools. We see 
a profound need for this, not least because of the fact 
that language is the basic instrument of enlightenment,  
or oplysning in danish, a basic concept in the pedagogy 
of grundtvig, in the area of building one’s individual iden-
tity and expression, as well as community.6 

using the folk high school in grzybów as an example,  
i will discuss two different forms of verbal expression, 
mainly singing and storytelling, showing how they can be 
potentially used in the teaching and learning process. 

Singing in Folk High Schools
in grzybów, we have adopted the tradition of mor-
ning meetings, having observed it earlier in denmark: 
half an hour before the classes the students and teachers 
meet in the main hall to sing. 

When we invite people to sing together, there is usually 
a certain reluctance to confront the undervalued tradi-
tion at the beginning. And there’s the fear: I can’t sing! 
unfortunately, singing wasn’t particularly well promot-
ed in the mocking, although charming polish hit from 
the 1970s performed by Jerzy Stuhr: Anybody can sing, 
a bit better or a bit worse, but it’s not important, how you 
do it. Sometimes a man has to do it, or he’ll suffocate (in 
polish: Śpiewać każdy może...)... these frequently quot-
ed words have become a part of our everyday culture, 

when speaking about grundtvigian pedago-
gy, we very often refer to the notion of 
the “living word”. What is it? When one 

looks up “living word” in the Polish dictionary, one finds 
“spoken word” as the synonym. the spoken word has 
been with us for at least 100,000 years,2 i.e. about half  
of human history, and oral culture determined the direc-
tion of human development before the invention of writ-
ing. language is one of the characteristics that distinguish-
es us from our animal ancestors and relatives. although 
we are fascinated with discovering the communication 
possibilities of other animals, such as primates, an aver-
age human three-year-old has language skills at a higher 
level than the most advanced hominoid apes (Konner, 
2010). the contemporary israeli anthropologist, yuval 
noah harari sees the causes of the great breakthrough 
that took place in the history of Homo sapiens about 
70,000 years ago, which from an insignificant inhabitant 
of africa made us a threatening ruler of the planet and its 
future, in the imagination and in the stories that man has 
created and reproduced (harari, 2014).

so the spoken word is as old as the human world...  
so why is the spoken word so unique? for grundtvig, 
the unique thing about his learning method was putting 
aside the dusty latin books and sharing words, conversa-
tions, stories and songs in the native language. and what 
about today? 

in his latest book, A Foray into Folk High Schools Ideology, 
ove Korsgaard shows different stages in perceiving  
the meaning of the “living word” in the pedagogy  
of folkehøjskoler.3 at the very beginning of the emer-
gence of folk high schools in the middle of the 19th cen-
tury, Grundtvig mentioned five most important teachers 
of subjects: 
1.  a native language teacher to teach literature, poetry and 

proverbs, 
2. a history teacher, 
3.  a music teacher (“the folk song is the most fruitful 

method of education, formation”), 
4. a geography teacher, 
5.  a sociology teacher who would teach the constitution 

and legislation.

this illustrates the great importance of the native lan-
guage in educating adults in rural areas. throughout its 
175-year history danish folk high schools evolved, 
reducing the number of history and literature classes.  

ewa smuk-stratenwerth 
(Ecological Folk High School in Grzybów)

THe living word 
in Folk HigH ScHoolS

“Words are the source of misunderstandings” 
 – antoine de saint-exupéry

of many wonders that you work so well –
you, poetry, and all that you do spell –
There’s one that always will be chief by far:
The words must tell things as they really are!1 
– cyprian Kamil norwid

1/ translated by patrick corness. 

2/ Determining the origins of the language is difficult because “speech, by its very nature, does not reveal itself in archaeological material. Information 

is sought in indirect sources: stone tools, guidelines for social and economic organisation, the content and context of paintings and other forms of ar-

tistic expression, as well as in the remains of fossil dwellings (...) endocranial casts and creating structures associated with voice (throat and larynx)” 

(lewin, 1999).   

3/ Folkehøjskoler is the danish term coined by grundtvig referring to schools for adults, mainly from rural areas. in poland there was a wider interest 

in these schools at the end of the 19th century, and the first attempts to create them were made before the First World War in the regions of Mazo-

via and Wielkopolska. in time, their polish name uniwersytety ludowe (“folk universities”) became established (Maliszewski, 2019).

4/ other changes in the programme of danish folk high schools since 1968 have also included the removal of vocational subjects, particularly agriculture, 

which was always part of the curriculum for the first 125 years (Korsgaard, 2019).

5/ Travellers are a nomadic ethnic group of irish origin with a distinct language and culture. they live mainly in ireland, the united Kingdom and the 

united states.

 6/ ove Korsgaard speaks of folkeoplysning and livsoplysning in the interview included in this publication.
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english or german (e.g. silent night). our favourite sim-
ple song in english, often broadcast on the radio, is louis 
armstrong’s “What a wonderful world”. these simple 
songs were a good introduction to getting used to a for-
eign language and sometimes brought unexpected results, 
e.g. some mothers started to practice english at home 
with their children!

We also tried to match the theatrical and musical num-
bers to the participants. sometimes, however, we set 
the bar a bit too high. for example, in the winter  
of 2017/2018 we organised a musical performance 
called “the olender nativity scene”.8 We started by 
practicing songs, which in a sense were carols, but prot-
estant. at this point things were still going relatively 
smooth, but before long “a rebellion broke out. the stu-
dents felt it was too difficult for them, but eventually 
through conversations and other activities, we managed 
to overcome this “barrier of fear” together, which result-
ed in an extraordinary performance. in the Mazovian 
countryside we presented the mystery of christmas 
from the perspective of German infidels! It was a deeply 
enriching experience for everyone involved.

Singing instructors at folk high schools, according to 
Anna Długosz, should be: “patient, open and attentive”. 
They must be able to find the key to the listeners, to 
their hearts and emotions. they should not evoke fear, 
but trust and a sense of security. yet they must also be 
professional, not necessarily having “papers” or university  
diplomas, but should simply love music and be able to 
sing. Fortunately, with a bit of effort, it is possible to find 
such, often hidden, masters who can elicit enthusiasm 
for singing together, enthuse others with their passion 
and open hearts and voices. 

Singing develops basic key competences, such as 
expressing oneself in one’s own or in a foreign language, 
cultural expression and social competences. When we 
look at human history, we will find many followers of this 
thesis. greek philosophers strongly emphasised the im-
portance of music in education. in his work Politics,  

aristotle even wrote about the importance of music  
in the development of civic skills and attitudes. 

from more recent history, we can quote Karol szyman-
owski, an outstanding composer and musician of many 
talents. szymanowski underlined how performing music 
together unites people, creating not only a cultural, but 
also a social community (Kamper-Kubańska, 2005). 

I will conclude my reflections on singing with a fragment 
of a song by carsten Borby nielsen, sung at danish folk 
high schools:
Sing a song and learn to live, 
Discover that although there is no other person like you,
What you are and what you share with others, as long as 
you are authentic,
When your voice in harmony connects with the choir
– Then you are free.9 

Storytelling 
When erik lindsø, a teacher and rector at folk high 
schools in denmark, formulated the decalogue of the 
folk high schools teacher (lindsø, 2016), based on his 
many years of experience, as the first commandment he 
wrote: Learn 25 stories by heart. He further justified this 
as follows: It seems to us that we can manage something 
knowing a few modest social theories. We are worried, but 
we do not show sadness. We are excited, but we do not 
show happiness. We are critical, but we do not cry. If a young 
teacher comes to me and asks: What can I do? I would 
like to answer: Find 25 good stories about life, learn them 
by heart and share them with others. Then your students 
will revolutionise the world! If a teacher is able to tell such 
stories, he or she will find his or her place in a folk high 
school. This is exactly what a folk high school teacher 
must be able to do – tell stories with passion – no matter 
what subject he or she teaches.

But how and when should storytelling or poetry be in-
corporated into the curriculum? this is a challenge faced 
by every teacher creating a curriculum for a folk high 
school course. above all, it is important that we as teach-

they have also become a humorous excuse for many:  
I won’t sing because I can’t! And yet, as Anna Długosz, 
our singing instructor, writes in her article: Anyone with 
legs can dance, and anyone with a mouth can sing. she 
also stresses the most important thing about singing  
in folk high schools: It helps us work together and be open 
to others. Despite differences in opinion, lifestyle or even 
language, when combining our voices into one sound we 
are joined together at a completely different level, which 
creates a magical experience.

perhaps humans sang before they learn how to speak? 
hence the magic of singing. if only we let it carry us away. 
a common sound that binds and energises the group. 
We have experienced the power of singing many times 
during both morning meetings and singing workshops. 
We have always stressed that our goal is not to perform 
or to create a professional choir. We wanted to support 
individual expression and discover the power of singing 
together. 

Selection of Songs
in observing the singing classes, i realised how important 
it is for the song repertoire in a folk high school to be 
adapted to the needs of the participants. it should be 
their choice, one that best expresses their emotions, 
style, their interpretations of the world. participants most 
often chose indigenous polish folk songs, although not 

the most popular ones from songbooks, but found 
somewhere by the teacher or the students themselves, 
and often not easy to sing, such as a song by stefania 
Gadzińska from Zdziłowice in the Roztocze region, Jas-
ny miesiącejku chyla na niebie gwiazdecek, tyla u ciebie 
mości gospodarzu kopecek (in free translation: As many 
stars accompany the moon in the sky, as many goods you 
have, honourable host).  

for adult students we often hold classes in the winter, 
usually from december to february. christmas carols 
are a good and natural repertoire for this period. We 
also try to broaden our repertoire and look for songs 
that on one hand address the needs of the learners, and 
on the other deal with the season, important holidays or 
celebrations. For example, we tried to find patriotic 
songs, not always easy, but beautiful ones that carry  
a deep message, such as: Sadźmy, przyjacielu, róże (Let’s 
plant roses, my friend) to lyrics by Seweryn Goszczyński 
or Modlitwa o wschodzie słońca (Prayer at sunrise).7 
these songs were an opportunity to intertwine a story 
about important historical events, such as the novem-
ber and January Uprisings, or the events of March ‘68. 

Once the students have gotten over initial difficulties and 
challenges, we can take up more difficult forms, such as 
singing songs in a foreign language or theatrical and musi-
cal numbers. sometimes we sing well-known carols in 

Group singing during a course in a folk high school, may 2019. 
photo: e. Smuk-Stratenwerth.

7/ Song sung by Jacek Kaczmarski; lyrics by Natan Tenenbaum and music by Przemysław Gintrowski.

8/ the olender nativity scene, or the Oberüfer Weihnachtsspiele (translated from german into polish), is a performance by the protestant german  

minority from the area of present-day slovakia.

9/ in danish, the passage reads as follows: Syng da livets sang og lær, skønt ingen anden er som du, hvad vi alle har til fælles, for da ser du i et nu: Når din 

lovsang med de andres kan forsamles i et ”vi”, er du fri. 
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ers understand the importance of storytelling in educa-
tion and master our skills in this form of art. 

our publication provides a handful of stories to use, but 
we also encourage you to explore and create your own 
library. in grzybów we used the morning meetings to 
tell stories. usually teachers began by telling stories about 
events that were important to us, or about people who 
were or still are authority figures in our lives. Then we 
encouraged students to come up with their own few-
minute stories on the subject. We suggested the topic, 
but also had students come up with their own ideas, 
which resulted in a great variety of stories, both in terms 
of content and form. This encourages reflection on one’s 
own life, inspires courage in formulating one’s views and 
organises one’s life experience. at the same time,  
it shows the richness of the stories in which we function 
today.

another form of storytelling that we use in folk high 
school courses is theatre, especially shadow theatre.10 
We chose shadow theatre because of its simplicity, as 
well as for shy people who are not willing to perform on 
stage. hiding behind a white sheet and reading a text 
from a piece of paper makes it easier for actors to make 
their debut. the stories we have used in grzybów in-
clude: “the indian legend”, “the story of a Man Who 
planted trees” and “peter and the Wolf” with the music 

of Sergei Prokofiev, as well 
as our own scripts adapt-
ed to our times (for exam-
ple, when xenophobic 
moods intensified in Po-
land we wrote a christ-
mas story about “aliens”, 
refugees from the first 
century of our era).

Final thoughts
it seems that despite the evolution of the “living word” 
from an idea created by the father of folk high schools 
(where the main focus was on literature, history and 
songs in the native language), it still seems to be the key 
method in adult education. We have a strong need to 
learn how to formulate and express our views, emotions 
and experiences. as norwid wrote, “the words must tell 
things as they really are”. But we also desperately lack 
the ability to communicate, to use language as a source 
of dialogue, communication and to bind this solidarity-
based, good community on which social capital is built 
and developed. according to the american sociologist 
robert putnam, social capital consists of three main ele-
ments: trust (facilitating interpersonal cooperation and 
supporting coordination of actions), norms of reciprocity 
(“give and take”, solving dilemmas) and networks of civic 
involvement (generating social trust and the aforemen-
tioned norm of reciprocity), (Kubit, 2019). for all three 
elements, the importance of the “living word” is crucial.
listening to other people’s stories or telling our own sto-
ries, we come out of our closed up safety zones, from 
which we observe and criticise the world from the per-
spective of a laptop or smartphone. our stereotypes and 
prejudices fall away and we see the people around us. 
people who may feel, think and seek like we do, with 
whom we can bond and do something useful and good 
for others, for the world that so badly needs our solida-
rity to survive.  l

10/ a shadow theatre is a kind of puppet theatre in which the audience watches the shadows cast by decorations, props, puppets and actors on  

a screen. shadow theatre was created in china in the 3rd century Bc.

Shadow theatre created by students of ecological folk high School. 
photo: a. Sarzalska.
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Stories are found in every area of life, every era, 
culture and social group. storytelling and listening 
skills are human qualities. Many psychological 

studies show that stories are a reflection of how we 
think. the human mind is “programmed” in such a way 
that it remembers numbers and facts better when they 
are interwoven into a story. Values and ideas conveyed 
to people through stories are better understood and re-
membered.

Stories help us reflect on and understand ourselves bet-
ter. in order to grow and gain experience, humans also 
draw on the experience of others, on situations they 
have not experienced themselves.

in the past, the purpose of telling stories was to explain 
how the world functions (e.g. myths) in social and edu-
cational terms, in terms of living in harmony with nature, 
in accordance with the norms and rules in force 
(Świątecka, 2013).

Experts believe that stories are a significant tool for creat-
ing relationships with other people. these days as well 
most of the conversations we hold are stories of a per-
sonal nature. this is evidenced by a study conducted  
in 1997 by A. Świątecka (2013), which shows that such 
stories constitute about 65 per cent of all respondents’ 
statements. 

listening to a lecture or a presentation activates the ar-
eas responsible for speech processing in the human 
brain, such as Broca’s area (speech processing and un-
derstanding) and Wernicke’s area (language skills), which 
are responsible for giving meaning to words. other ar-
eas of the human brain used in experiencing the de-
scribed events are also activated when listening to a sto-
ry. these include the motor cortex, emotions, smell, 
sight, amygdala (emotional reactions), and hippocampus 
(memory processes). for example, if the sender talks 

about food or uses metaphors related to sensory per-
ception, the part of the receiver’s brain responsible for 
sensory perception is activated. Thus for Świątecka story-
telling has a significant impact on activating the entire brain.

The origins of storytelling
storytelling affects the imagination and emotions of the 
audience by means of stories and metaphors. telling  
a story is a communication skill that emotionally engages 
the listener in a memorable dialogue. stories are an ex-
cellent educational tool, helping the listeners remember 
and learn. the receiver is able to visualise the conveyed 
information and associate them with emotions, which 
makes the facts easier to remember for the human brain. 
Nowadays, this method is used in various fields: market-
ing, politics, business, and therapy. it also works well as 
a tool in adult education, including in the curricula of folk 
high schools. storytelling can also be used to work with 
low-skilled people from rural areas who are at risk of so-
cial exclusion. this method can be used in places where 
traditional and commonly known teaching methods  
do not work (chodniewicz, 2018).

the story is supposed to stimulate the audience to think 
about the future and the goals they want to achieve  
in life. stories should not impose any top-down, “cor-
rect” solutions. receivers can take from the story what 
they think they need. storytelling is supposed to per-
suade listeners to draw their own conclusions. it is based 
on a lively, emotional relationship between the storytell-
er and his or her audience.

storytelling is popular in all communities. Before the 
written word became widespread, humans exchanged 
information through oral communication in the form of 
stories, sages, fables and fairy tales. stories have been an 
effective tool for sharing information and educating future 
generations. in today’s world, too much information 
causes distraction. 

Katarzyna iskra, 
Barbara Mincewicz 

(Folk High School in Radawnica)

StorytellIng

dancing and singing have always been part  
of human culture. this means that they are 
really important to us as a species, as evi-

denced by various situations when singing is a big part 
of the day or event that brings people together. it helps 
us work together and be open to others. despite dif-
ferences in opi-nion, lifestyle or even language, when 
combining our voices into one sound we are joined to-
gether at a completely different level, which creates  
a magical experience.

i am a singing teacher and i love what i do. More impor-
tantly, I also feel I have a mission to fulfil.

people are afraid to sing. they are afraid of making a mis-
take. they are afraid to scream. i want to show every-
one that singing alone or with fellow singers should be 
for our sheer joy and self-satisfaction, not for a perfor-
mance. singing also exposes one’s fears but also help 
overcome them. the results are very impressive and 
motivate people to open up even more. suddenly it 
turns out that: “i know how to sing aloud”, or “i didn’t 
know that i have such a loud voice”. and at the same 
time “we create something beautiful together”.

singing is a kind of meditation. it works best when you 
stop thinking and are simply present in the moment. 
You are a voice that connects with other voices and fills 
the space. in singing, just like in meditation, you focus 

on breathing and release the tension in the body. it just 
happens on its own, without thinking about it too much. 

singing classes should be fun. they should be pleasant 
and light, especially for those who haven’t had the cour-
age to sing before. you should ensure a relaxed atmos-
phere by conducting classes indoors, in a closed space, 
inviting people into the circle or asking “the audience” to 
wait behind the door and avoid recording. the classes 
should start with body and voice exercises as we sing 
with our entire bodies, not just our throats. 

for more advanced students you can offer extra training 
on voice emission or more difficult songs. 

there are things you can’t say in my classroom: “i can’t 
sing”, “i sing badly”, “i sing out of tune”, “it’s too hard”. any-
one with legs can dance, and anyone with a mouth can 
sing. What we think about ourselves is what conditions us. 

We are a very timid society. We are more often punished 
than praised. i always try to openly and honestly recognise 
the progress and strengths of the people i teach to sing. 

you have to be patient, open and attentive. help some-
one if he or she can’t cope or got lost, and make sure 
they know there’s nothing wrong with that. My voice 
also breaks sometimes and it’s good that others can hear 
it and see that it can happen to everyone.   l

Anna Długosz 
(Ecological Folk High School in Grzybów)

SHaring THe experience 
oF Singing

ANNA DŁUGOSZ is an herbalist and wildlife lover, and a passionate traveller who loves singing. she studied herbalism and plant 

therapies at the university of life sciences in lublin. she regularly works with the green education foundation (Zielona edukacja)  

as an educator at the “rainbow Warriors’ traces” camps for the young, the permaculture gardens foundation (ogrody permakul-

tury) and the ecological folk high school in grzybów.
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music, whereas the left is responsible for the ability to in-
terpret the written word, linear thinking and counting. 
the storyteller and the listener activate both cerebral 
hemispheres. they process the sequences of words and 
events and imagine subsequent scenes. stories stimulate 
people’s creativity. they make it easier for a person to 
remember the content. in storytelling, the information is 
specific, structured and prepared for easier assimilation. 
the story should always have a climax.

according to peszko (2015), the content of the story that 
evokes emotion is associated with the limbic system (re-
sponsible for emotions) in the brain. this system is locat-
ed next to the area responsible for remembering infor-
mation. emotional stimulation activates the limbic 
system, which improves memorization. in order to stim-
ulate imagination and influence emotions the story 
should have a happy ending, which will make it easier to 
remember. storytelling is a prelude (introduction) to cre-
ative tasks requiring activating methods, such as brain-
storming and mind maps, which involve associations, vis-
ualisation and connecting pieces of information.

In order to choose the right story for a particular 
educational situation, storytellers should ask 
themselves the following questions (Peszko, 2015):
•  What do I want to achieve through a specific story (in-

spiration, educate through an example, illustrate a situ-
ation, stimulate creativity, relax the listener)?

• is storytelling a right tool for the topic?
• could the story offend anyone in the group?
•  What type story will be appropriate (personal anec-

dote, a story rooted in a certain culture, a fairy tale,  
a joke, an urban legend)?

•  What information do i want to convey through the 
story?

•  are the metaphors i want to use obvious, clear and 
not likely to be misinterpreted?

•  What additional elements can be used to visualise  
the story?

• What kind of reaction do i expect?
• When should the story be told?

A well-told story should engage the listener using 
identifiable emotions and credible interactions be-
tween the characters. For Świątecka (2013), the 
most common topics for a story may be:
•  a story about characters that played an important role 

in the storyteller’s life. this is about our relationships 
with other people.

•  a story about an event in one’s own life, about suc-
cess, an extraordinary achievement, achieving a goal 
that is difficult to reach or about something one is ex-
tremely proud of.

•  a story about an important place with which a person 
is emotionally connected.

•  a story about what a person does: work, passion, vol-
untary activity.

•  other stories may relate to the process of coping with 
a problem or illness, love, growing up, adolescence.

The storytelling process includes the following ele-
ments (Świątecka, 2013):
• Title – it is the “business card” of the story. it should 
attract attention, be catchy, and it should make it easier 
to remember the story through appropriate associa-
tions.
• Main character – he or she should have qualities that 
are important for the development of the storyline.  
they must have qualities that will make them credible  
in the eyes of the audience. the listener should be able  
to identify with him or her. Minor defects and weakness-
es will make the main character more credible.
• Other characters – they should be outlined in such 
a way that they are important to the storyline.
• Context – time, place, and the scenery in which the 
story takes place. it is also the initial situation in which  
we first meet the main character.
• Challenge – a problem the main character has to 
face. this is the moment when the enemy appears (for 
stories told by organisations this enemy does not have to 
be a person. it could be something that the organisation 
is fighting against, e.g. climate change, human trafficking). 
it is important to remember that the challenge (problem) 
should be real, have a human dimension. it should be 
based on a specific experience, not abstract ideas  
or generalisations.
• Storyline development – the final confrontation, the 
main character achieves or does not achieve his or her 
goal. the main character’s transformation should be 

storytelling can be a tool for learning how to focus and 
pay attention. human beings have an inner desire to lis-
ten to stories and drawn their own conclusions. the 
original form of stories has changed and today stories are 
told in the form of books, theatre performances, films, 
tV series, vlogs and other forms of communication. 

researchers studying the psychology of narration  
examined how a story affects the audience (Stączek, 
2014). They concluded that there are three as-
pects to the listener’s reaction: 

EmOTIOnS – having listened to the story, the audi-
ence feels interest and tension.
ThOuGhTS – refers to the intellectual dimension, 
the listeners reflect on what will happen next.
ImAGInATIOn – the listener visualises the charac-
ters in the story.

researchers studying the impact of narration in the con-
text of the story talk about mental transporting. listeners 
are mentally transported into the world of the story. 
they alienate themselves from the outside world and 
enter the diegetic world of the story. this process in-
volves releasing a combination of attention, imagination 
and feelings. Richard J. Gerrig explains this phenomenon 
by means of a traveller’s metaphor. like travellers, listen-
ers leave their own, familiar world. the journey changes 
the mentality of the travellers who return to their world 
more experienced. a well-told story makes listeners 
leave their world and thus their mental patterns behind. 
they concentrate on the mental patterns of the storyline 
(Stączek, 2014).

as d. Miale points out, the narrative technique helps al-
ienate the audience from their worlds (putting aside their 
daily routine, seeing certain aspects from a different, new 
perspective). an intriguing story provides an opportunity 
to gain new experiences and question existing views. 
the story impacts the real world of the listener to the ex-
tent that the listener is able to “blend in” with the sto-
ryline. the more the viewer enters the world of the sto-
ry, the greater the chance to change his or her perception 
of the world (Stączek, 2014).

How to build a story?

A good story should be:
• Simple
• Surprising
• Emotional
• Specific

the most important thing in a story is emotions, which 
encourages the receiver to listen to what the sender has 
to say. the story should have an element of surprise but 
follow a certain pattern, so that the listener is able to pre-
dict what will happen next, but if the sender deviates 
from this pattern, they will surprise the listener, which is 
essential in a well-told story. simplicity consists of the 
schematic nature of a story, but it also includes the ele-
ment of surprise and emotion. the story should be spe-
cific. Stories about individual people work much better 
than ones about anonymous crowds. 

stories can become an effective tool for internal com-
munication, e.g. during training, e-learning or online 
communication. storytelling can also be key to external 
communication, e.g. newsletters or audiobooks. infor-
mation conveyed in this form can significantly influence 
the effectiveness of communication and the impact  
of the message.

According to Peszko (2015), any good story used as 
a communication tool should have the following ele-
ments:

• A story
• A storyteller
• A listener

Training based on storytelling comes down to:
• People
• Outline of scenes
• Climax
• Morale (conclusions)

for peszko, an important part of storytelling is allowing 
the audience to visualise facts and associate them with 
emotions, which makes the facts easier to remember for 
the human brain. Both cerebral hemispheres are work-
ing while listening to a story. the right hemisphere is re-
sponsible for dreams, creativity, imagination, colours and 
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• forums,
• blogs,
• comic books, etc.

digital storytelling has been widely used in education,  
as one of the methods of teaching adults and adult learn-
ing. the method can be applied in teaching art, foreign 
languages, literature, history, mathematics and many 
other subjects. this is particularly important as nowadays 
young people are part of the digital generation (szczepa-
niak-sobczyk, 2015).

When creating a digital story, the author should keep  
a few issues in mind, such as (szczepaniak-sobczyk, 
2015):
• The point of view – the main theme of the story. 
What is the author’s perspective?
• The dramatic question – the key problem, a riddle 
that holds the receiver’s attention.
• The emotional charge of the story.
• the power of the narrator’s personal voice – the per-
sonal nature of the story helps the audience understand 
the context.
• The soundtrack – music and other sound that help 
drive the message.
• Cost-efficiency – using the right amount of resources 
to tell a story without overwhelming the receiver.
• The pace – the rhythm of the story, how fast or how 
slowly it develops.

creating a digital story starts with choosing a topic and 
determining the story’s potential audience. next,  
the author chooses the means by which he or she 
wants to present the story. the second stage involves 
writing the script and creating a storyboard. production 
is the third stage and involves creating and acquiring the 
project’s elements (text, images, animations, etc.),  
as well as composing and completing the story. the 
fourth stage involves publishing the results online or 
presenting them directly to the audience. The final step 
is an assessment by the teacher or peers. at each stage, 
the student should receive feedback on their project 
(szczepaniak-sobczyk, 2015).

digital and theatrical storytelling affect us not only with its 
content but also its visual aspect (movement, expression, 
facial expression, body language, image, sound), which is 

of great importance in both forms of storytelling. What 
distinguishes theatrical storytelling from digital storytelling 
is contact with a “living receiver”. the story takes place 
on stage, here and now. the author interacts with the 
audience, the author and the audience interact with each 
other (scheibal, 2017).

theatre is a storytelling-based art form, so there are 
many ways to present the story. in contrast, digital story-
telling has specific rules and guidelines for creators.  
theatre does not have such guidelines, which should be 
respected in storytelling (scheibal, 2017).

the text is not the only important aspect of a theatre 
script. The script includes an outline of a fictional reality 
that we want to present on stage. it can consist solely of 
imaginary actions and images. a non-verbal narrative is 
particularly important when working with people with 
verbal communication problems (people with intellec-
tual disabilities, foreigners, etc.). unlike in digital narra-
tion, the focus should be on experimenting with different 
materials and objects. spontaneous improvisations are 
the starting point for transitioning to a planning phase that 
completes the process (scheibal, 2017).

theatrical and digital storytelling is an effective method to 
increase self-awareness, understand the views of others 
and develop communication skills. these methods are 
worth including in adult education. 

in folk high schools, the “living word” has long been used 
as an educational method. contacts with other people, 
direct messages, and emotions within a story become  
an inspiration for change.  l

 

shown. the fundamental questions arise: what is the les-
son to be learned from this story? What is the main mes-
sage, what should the audience take away from this story?

sharing stories in a traditional way can be done by sitting 
in a circle and have participants tell their stories while lis-
teners give feedback. the leader of this storytelling meet-
ing acts as a facilitator, he or she does not interfere in the 
storytelling process, ensuring the psychological comfort 
of the speaker, moderating the discussion, monitoring 
the speakers’ time, and pointing to conclusions that can 
be drawn from the story. in order for the meeting to be 
effective and conducive to establishing positive interper-
sonal relations, it is advisable to use active listening 
techniques, such as:

• “This story tells us about you that…”
• “In your story, I liked…”
• “This story will help me remember…”
• “Your story can make…”

Not only is it important to communicate efficiently, but 
also listen effectively. you should signal that you are inter-
ested in what the interlocutor tells you. in non-verbal 
communication, this means turning towards the interloc-
utor, maintaining eye contact, encouraging the storyteller 
to continue speaking, abstaining from criticism, not dis-
turbing the sender of the message (Świątecka, 2013).

Active listening gives the storyteller a chance to 
freely express his or her thoughts. According to 
Świątecka (2013), it is good to use the following 
techniques:
• Clarification helps to make sure that everyone un-
derstands the content. By asking the interlocutor further 
questions, we get more information.
• Paraphrasing shows that we are active listeners and 
that we understand what the story is about. We do it by 
summarising what the interlocutor said in our own words.
• Reflection of the feelings – showing the interlocutor 
that we understand what he or she is experiencing by 
naming the emotions we have observed.
• Recognition – making the interlocutor understand 
that he or she is important by recognising his or her work 
and efforts.
• Summary – structuring statements, summarizing im-
portant facts, conclusions, etc. We achieve this by reiter-
ating key thoughts and feelings.

Theatrical and digital storytelling
digital storytelling is a modern form of continuing the tra-
dition of storytelling. new technologies have made it 
possible to create multimedia messages. it should be 
stressed at this point that although technologies facilitate 
the creative process, we should bear in mind that 
 the story ought to remain the central point of the multi-
media message with an authentic voice of the author  
of the story (Meagher, 2017).

digital storytelling involves multimedia and digital tech-
nologies (computers, tablets, scanners, etc.). the con-
tent of the message is personal and emotional. these 
works are often created with the creator’s equipment 
(szczepaniak-sobczyk, 2015).

szczepaniak-sobczyk (2015) explains that the term digi-
tal storytelling was coined and popularised by the center 
digital storytelling (cds) in california (usa). in 1993, 
the creators of this concept held the first workshops that 
taught participants how to make short videos through 
which they told their stories. nowadays, digital storytell-
ing continues through various organisations, festivals, 
conferences and contests. Many digital stories have been 
created all over the world. they are made by people 
from all walks of life: teachers, businessmen, community 
workers, as well as institutions: schools, libraries and mu-
seums. the story’s authors are individuals, groups, com-
munities, amateurs and professionals.

inspirations for stories are drawn from reality, one’s own 
life, literature, or they can be the product of a vivid im-
agination. Due to the wide variety of digital stories, 
they have been divided into three main genre cat-
egories (szczepaniak-sobczyk, 2015):
•  Personal narratives (presenting the authors’ own 

stories).
• Tales about historical events (documents).
• Tales of informative or instructive nature.

a variety of digital tools allows us to tell stories in various 
forms, e.g. (szczepaniak-sobczyk, 2015):
• videos,
• animation,
• sound files,
• interactive whiteboards,
• interactive posters,



100 101

chapter  3

BarBara MinceWicZ is an experienced teacher and headmaster of the folk high school in radawnica. conducts classes in educa-

tion, therapeutic education and handicraft workshops. Working at the folk high school is her greatest passion and way of life. 

KatarZyna isKra graduated in Polish philology from the Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń. Employed at the Folk High School 

in radawnica since 2013. Works with children at risk of social maladjustment and teaches adult classes in polish and world literature. 

References

chodniewicz, M. (2018). Stara sztuka w nowoczesnym stylu. [online] Available at: https://www.frse.org.pl/artykul/stara-sztuka-w-now-

oczesnym-wydaniu/ [Accessed: 06 Oct. 2018].

Meagher, B. (2017). Metodyka storytellingu cyfrowego, in: Partnerzy projektu T&D Stories, Storytelling teatralny i cyfrowy w nauczaniu  

i szkoleniu. [pdf] Bielsko-Biała: Bielskie Stowarzyszenie Artystyczne Teatr Grodzki. Available at http://www.teatrgrodzki.pl/wp-content/

uploads/2017/10/TDstories_PL_final.pdf [Accessed: 12 Jul. 2019].

peszko, p. (2015). Jak opowiadać historie? Storytelling jako narzędzie trenera (recenzja). [Blog] blog.2edu. Available at: http://blog.2edu.

pl/2015/09/storytelling-narzedzie-trenera.html [Accessed: 5 Oct. 2018].

schejbal, M. (2017). Metodyka storytellingu teatralnego, in: Partnerzy projektu T&D Stories, Storytelling teatralny i cyfrowy w nauczaniu i 

szkoleniu. [pdf] Bielsko-Biała , Bielskie Stowarzyszenie Artystyczne Teatr Grodzki. Available at http://www.teatrgrodzki.pl/wp-content/up-

loads/2017/10/TDstories_PL_final.pdf [Accessed: 12 Jul. 2019].

Stączek, M. (2014). Storytelling. Warszawa: edisonteam.pl.

szczepaniak-sobczyk, l. (2015). digital storytelling w polskiej edukacji, in: d. Becket-pestka and e. Kowalik, eds., Wyzwania współczesnej 

pedagogiki, Warszawa: Wyższa Szkoła Bankowa w Gdańsku.

Świątecka, A. (2013.), Digital storytelling. Podręcznik dla edukatorów, Warszawa: fundacja ad hoc.

SelecTed STorieS 

the selected stories are a dozen or so 
narratives that can be used in various forms 

during lessons at folk high schools. 
for example, the “contemporary indian 
legend” story can inspire a shadow play,  

the “fairy tale about a hen Who Wanted  
to lay golden eggs” can be a poetic starting 

point for a discussion about industrial and natural 
poultry farming, and the “story about long 

spoons” can encourage discussion about  
the importance of empathy and cooperation 

within the community. 
these stories were researched  

and recommended by representatives  
of our partner organizations: apostol apostolov, 

Martin nobelmann, ewa smuk-stratenwerth, 
whereas the short story “a symbol  

of the present day”, based on the prose  
of olga tokarczuk, was written  

by Katarzyna iskra. 
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Then the chicken started talking again: “When I grow up, I will lay golden eggs”. “Hahahahaha!”, the hens coughed. 
“But first I will learn how to swim”, said the chicken.

“Don’t even try it!”, said the grown-up hens. “I will try anyway”, the chicken replied and went over to the hole  
in the corner. it pecked and scratched  until the hole was open again. the chicken squeezed through it, ran to the 
wheat field and jumped into the pond with the ducks. It could do so because it was so small. It breathed fresh air, 
scratched in fresh soil, and drank as much fresh water as it wished.

“You call this swimming?!”, mocked the big hens. “The water is too wet for my stomach”, said the chicken. One 
day the hole was again big enough for the grown up hens to squeeze through. They ran out into the wheat field 
and into the duck pond. They pecked and scratched and clucked with joy. “Not again!”, yelled the far manager, 
seeing all of his 3333 hens in the pond.

When the farm manager sent his people to catch the hens, they dispersed in every direction, and it took a whole 
day again to catch them. they sat in their smelly henhouse pulling out their feathers and coughing. only the chick-
en didn’t cough. the hole in the corner was covered up again. But the chicken didn’t despair: “When i grow up, 
I will lay golden eggs.” “Hahahahaha!”, the hens coughed. “But first I will learn to fly”, said the chicken. “Don’t even 
try!”, said the grown-up hens. “I will try anyway”, replied the chicken.

Again it pecked and scratched until it dug a hole. It squeezed through it, ran into the wheat field and in the duck 
pond, and finally into a dung heap. It was so small that it could do it. It pecked in the fresh soil, breathed fresh air 
and drank fresh water. Every day it jumped from the dung heap into the air as far as it could, fluttering its wings. 
“You call this flying?!”, the grown up hens laughed.

one day the hole was big enough for all the hens again. the chic clucked and led the 3,332 hens into the fresh 
air, to the wheat field, through the duck pond and finally to the dung heap. This turned out to be a great day. 
When the farm manager sent his people to catch the hens, they couldn’t do it. the hens ran away quickly in all 
directions and always found a new hiding place. in the evening the men said: “We will not be able to catch them 
today. We’ll continue this tomorrow”. But the next day nothing changed. or the day after. in the evening the men 
told the farm manager: “There are 3,333 hens and you can’t catch them all against their will”. “It’s a disaster!”,  
the farm manager yelled. “How are we supposed to sell the eggs?!” “It’s not a disaster”, replied the men.

“if we build a big outdoor henhouse for all 3,333 hens, it’ll be all right”. and that’s what they did. from that day 
on, the hens could go outside every day. they could cluck, scratch and peck at will, and at night they would sleep 
in the henhouse. they laid eggs in new nests. and the farm manager would send his people to collect them. soon 
the hens grew new feathers and none of them coughed anymore. and the chick had become as big as the other 
hens.Finally it was time for the chick to lay its first egg. The other 3,332 hens watched with curiosity. “Let’s see if 
it lays a golden egg”, they said. The chick sat on the ground and lay its first egg. When everyone looked at it, they 
saw a beautiful, smooth, round, bright… brown egg. “See?!”, said the hens, “This is not a golden egg. You will 
never lay a golden egg”. But the chick laughed at them and said: “did you really think a hen could lay golden eggs?”

Text: Hanna Johansen. Illustration: Kathi Bhend

Source: „O czym śpiewają skowronki – zeszyt dla gimnazjum” (What do larks sing about – a notebook for junior high schools),  

grzybów 2001

once upon a time there were 3,333 hens that lived on a chicken farm in a large henhouse. the stench  
of dirt and feed was in the air. there were so many hens on the ground that there was only room for their feet.

the 3,333 hens were not well. Many of them had a cough and nearly all of them had lost their feathers, pecking 
at each other when one stood on another. the hens lay one egg per day on average, and would loudly proclaim 
to each other when they’d done so. every day the farm manager would count the eggs laid by his 3,333 hens.
 
there was one young chick among them. it couldn’t wait for the big day when it would become a grown-up hen, 
laying one egg every day. It said: “When I’m big, I want to lay golden eggs”. “Hahahahaha!” – the grown-up hens re-
plied. “Golden eggs!”, they laughed, coughing. As the chick was still too young to lay eggs, it decided to learn how to 
sing first. “Don’t even try it!”, said the grown-up hens. But that didn’t stop the chic and it set off to look around the 
henhouse for a place where it could peck and scratch. it pecked and scratched until it dug a hole. the hole was small, 
but when the chicken looked through it, it could see something green on the other side. the chicken had never seen 
anything like it before. everything it knew was either red or brown, yellow or grey. so the chicken continued to peck.

the hole grew bigger every day. the chicken pecked and scratched until the hole was big enough for the small 
chick to squeeze through. on the other side everything was different. there was fresh air and it didn’t smell like 
dirt and feed. When the chicken got used to the brightness, it noticed that, in addition to the green colour there 
was also blue.

After a while, the chicken found a wheat field where it could run and peck, scratch and cluck at will. When dark-
ness fell, the chicken squeezed back through the whole into the henhouse, to join the 3,332 hens.

Every day the chicken made the hole a little bigger. Finally, it came out on the wheat field to sing. It clucked and 
clucked, and one day it said: “I have had enough practice, now I can sing”. “You call this singing?!”,chuckled the 
grown-up hens.

the hole was now big enough for the grown-up hens. all 3,333 hens squeezed through it one by one. they ran 
out to the wheat field where they pecked, scratched, and clucked with joy. “Oh no!”, shouted the farm manager, 
“The hens are all in the wheat field!” And there were 3,333 of them! When the farm manager sent his men to 
catch them,  the hens dispersed in every direction. it took all day to gather and lock them back up again. they sat 
in their smelly henhouse pulling out their feathers and coughing. only the chicken didn’t cough. the hole in the 
corner was covered up.

a fairy tale about a chicken 
that Wanted to lay golden eggs
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of the brooks. all he listened to was himself. he thought only about himself. he cut trees. he 
poisoned rivers and seas. he invented new machines and mechanisms. some of them could 
travel down roads, others could swim in the rivers and seas, and some hovered in the air like 
birds. “I am Great!”, he would say over and over, “I am the most powerful creature on Earth!” 
the Man started building camps for animals, to abuse and to mistreat them with no mercy.  
as a result, animals suffered and many of them died. as discouraged as he was, Wasakuch de-
cided to hold another major assembly. as animals began preparing for the assembly, it turned 
out that many were lost forever. those who had survived were very upset with the Man  
for all the suffering he had inflicted on them. As soon as he arrived, they began yelling at him. 
the Man started to feel very lonely and apologised for all the wrong he had done. then a little 
mouse approached him and asked: “Maybe at least you have found the answers to our ques-
tions?” at this point, the Man forgot about his repentance and began to praise his great discov-
eries, impressive achievements and incredible machines he had invented, presenting charts, 
tables and figures.

contemplating his own cleverness, he did not notice that the animals, not able to understand 
what he was saying and thus growing more and more tired and bored with him, had begun to 
leave one by one. suddenly he realised that he was completely alone. he looked around with 
regret. everybody had gone. yet, there was a river at the bottom of the mountain on which 
he sat. He heard the quiet sound of its water flowing. This water reminded him of the blood 
that was running in his veins. Then he heard tree branches rustling and he felt the air floating 
from the green leaves going through him. he looked at the mountains in the far distance and 
he felt that his bones, every inch of his body, were made of the same clay that those marvel-
lous hills were built from. the memories of his true origin came back to him and he started 
feeling deeply sad and sorry that he had forgotten all about his roots, about the things he de-
stroyed and the suffering and harm he had caused. at the same time, however, he realised that 
he was the only one who could do something about it, who could change something and save 
the world. 

Text: M. schneider (hrsg.), Den Tieren gerecht werden, zur Ethik und Kultur der Mensch-Tier-Beziehung, 2001, 

Schweisfurth-Stiftung, Universität Gesamthochschule, Kassel 2001 – English version by Elżbieta Wiatrowicz 

a long, long time ago the earth was full of all kinds of animals inhabiting its every corner. 
some of them were as huge as the tallest trees; the others were as small as the 
grains of sand. some of them could move their wings and hover above the earth’s 

surface. others swam in the waters of rivers and oceans. Many galloped and sprinted through 
savannas. there were also some that climbed the trees very skilfully. every creature lived in its 
small world knowing as much as nothing about the other side of the river or the forest.  
one day, the great spirit Wasakuch decided that he would make animals curious about the 
world. Having figured out a plan, he invited them all to a sunny glade for a big assembly.  
as soon as the animals got their invitations, they set off on a journey.

one by one, they arrived at the meeting point. looking around, they were astonished. it was 
the first time in their life that they met each other! They admired the tail colours of the proud 
peacock, the slow stately walk of the snail, the bright and lively nature of the chubby piggy, the 
serenity and melancholy of the ruminating cow. the animals were surprised by the diversity 
and variety of incredible skills that have helped them expand all over the world. yet, when Wa-
sakuch asked them who they were, how did they get there and why were there so many  
of them, the animals couldn’t answer. only one young plucky ape jumped down from the tree 
and came over to the centre of the glade: “I will try to find the answers to those questions.  
i have been looking for some new challenges recently. i have even been trying to walk on two 
legs and I am quite successful at it. I am going to see the world and I am sure I will find the an-
swer. Come with me!” But most animals didn’t want to set off on a journey full of the un-
known, especially with an ape that walked on two legs. only a horse, a cow, a goat, a pig,  
a dog and a cock had decided to trust this unknown leader and agreed to accompany him on 
his journey.

as it turned out, the ape was not only good at walking on two legs but also proved to be a very 
clever, indigenous, crafty creature, able to conceive plans, invent tools, and set traps. soon,  
the ape began giving names to other animals and called himself Man. Wasakuch anxiously ob-
served the events and even began regretting giving Man such freedom, allowing him become 
so curious about the world. he saw how quick Man was at exploring nature, how fast he was 
at learning new things, how he managed to discover fire, which so far had been solely ruled 
by the spirit. Wasakuch decided to stop the Man and made him forget that he once too was 
an animal. But it was too late. the Man couldn’t be turned back from the path once he had set 
on it. the problem was, he would not listen. he would not listen to Wasakuch, he would not 
listen to his companions, he would not listen to the whispering of the wind or the murmuring 

contemporary indian legend
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the elephant’s rope

one day a man was passing by some elephants. suddenly he stopped, dazzled by the fact that 
such mighty and strong creatures were tied only by weak and thin ropes at their legs. it was 
obvious that the strength of such a mighty being could, at any time, help them break away from 
there. But, for some reasons, they did not.

he saw an elephant trainer nearby and asked why the elephants just stood there and made no 
attempts to break free. “Well”, replied the elephant trainer, ”when the elephants were young-
er and less powerful, we used the same ropes to tie them. at that age, these ropes were 
enough to hold them. as the elephant grew up, they were conditioned to believe that they 
cannot break away. they believe that the ropes can still hold them, so they never try to break 
free”.

the man was amazed by the trainer’s answer. these powerful animals could free themselves 
from their restraints at any time, but they are stuck right where they are because they believed 
they were incapable of doing so.

like these elephants, many of us go through life holding onto a belief that we cannot do some-
thing, simply because we failed at it once before.

failure is part of learning. We should never give up trying because we might be just an attempt 
away from breaking free.

 

retrieved and adapted from https://alltimeshortstories.com/5-inspirational-short-stories/. 

[Accessed: 05.03.2019].

The Starfish

one lovely morning a man was taking a walk on a deserted beach. the sun was shining and 
the sea looked amazing. as he strolled along the beach, he could see a man going back and 
forth between the surf’s edge and the beach. as he approached the man, he noticed that he 
was throwing starfish into the sea. The man noticed hundreds of starfish stranded on the sand 
brought by the tides.

The man was struck by the apparent vanity of the task. There were hundreds of starfish on the 
beach and many of them were sure to perish as the sun grew stronger by the day. But the man 
continued to pick up the starfish one by one and throw them into the sea.

“I must ask, why are you throwing starfish into the ocean?” he asked as he approached the 
man throwing the starfish.

the man replied, “the sun is up and the tide is going out. if i don’t throw them in, they’ll die 
soon”.

Observing the futility of the task, the man said, “There are thousands of starfish stranded on 
the beach. there is no way you can throw all of them back to the surf. you can’t possibly make 
a difference”. The person looked at the man, stooped down and picked up one more starfish 
and threw it as far as he could into the ocean. he turned back to the man and replied: “it sure 
made a difference to that one!”

retrieved and adapted from: https://alltimeshortstories.com/5-inspirational-short-stories/. 

[Accessed: 05.03.2019].
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sleeping through the storm

 
A young man applied for a job as a farmhand. When the farmer asked for his qualifications, he 
said, “i can sleep through a storm”.

this puzzled the farmer... but he liked the young man. so he hired him.

a few weeks later, the farmer and his wife were awakened in the night by a violent storm rip-
ping through the valley. he leapt out of bed and called for his new hired hand, but the young 
man was sleeping soundly.

so they quickly began to check things to see if all was secure. they found that the shutters of the 
farmhouse had been securely fastened. A good supply of logs had been set next to the fireplace.

the farmer and his wife then inspected their property. they found that the farm tools had 
been placed in the storage shed, safe from the elements. he sees that the bales of wheat had 
been bound and wrapped in tarpaulins.

the tractor had been moved into its garage. the barn was properly locked tight. even the an-
imals were calm and had plenty of feed. all was well.

the farmer then understood the meaning of the young man’s words, “i can sleep through a 
storm”.

Because the farmhand did his work loyally and faithfully when the skies were clear, he was pre-
pared for any storm. so when the storm did actually break, he was not concerned or afraid. 
he could sleep in peace.

retrieved and adapted from http://www.inspire21.com/stories/faithstories/sleepingthroughthestorm. 

[Accessed: 05.03.2019].

life is an echo 

a father and his son were walking in the mountains. suddenly, the son falls, hurts himself and 
screams: “AAAhhhhhhhhhhh!!!”
to his surprise, he hears the voice repeating, somewhere in the mountain: “aaahhhhhhhhh-
hh!!!”
curious, he yells: “Who are you?”
he receives the answer: “Who are you?”
Angered at the response, he screams: “Coward!”
He receives the answer: “Coward!”
he looks to his father and asks: “What’s going on?”
the father smiles and says: “My son, pay attention”. and then he yells to the mountain: 
 “I admire you!”
The voice answers: “I admire you!”
Again the man yells: “You are a champion!”
The voice answers: “You are a champion!”
the boy is surprised but does not understand.
then the father explains: “people call this echo, but really this is life. it gives you back eve-
rything you say or do. Our life is simply a reflection of our actions. If you want more love in the 
world, create more love in your heart. if you want more competence in your team, improve 
your competence. this relationship applies to everything, in all aspects of life; life will give you 
back everything you have given to it”.
* YOUR LIFE IS NOT A COINCIDENCE. IT IS A REFLECTION OF YOU!

Retrieved and adapted from http://www.naute.com/stories/echo.phtml. [Accessed: 05.03.2019]. 
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a giant ship engine failed. the ship’s owners tried one expert after another, but none of them 
could figure but how to fix the engine.

Then they brought in an old man who had been fixing ships since he was young.

he carried a large bag of tools with him, and when he arrived, he immediately went to work. 
he inspected the engine very carefully, top to bottom.

two of the ship’s owners were there, watching this man, hoping he would know what to do.
after looking things over, the old man reached into his bag and pulled out a small hammer. he 
gently tapped something.

Instantly, the engine lurched into life. He carefully put his hammer away. The engine was fixed!
a week later, the owners received a bill from the old man for ten thousand dollars.
“What?!” the owners exclaimed. “He hardly did anything!”

so they wrote the old man a note saying, “please send us an itemized bill”.
the man sent a bill that read:

 tapping with a hammer.........................................$ 2.00
 Knowing where to tap...................................$ 9,998.00

Effort is important, but knowing where to make an effort makes all the difference! Keep study-
ing hard. Don’t give up!

Retrieved and adapted from https://academictips.org/blogs/the-value-of-knowledge/. [Accessed: 05.03.2019].

a lesson in life: priorities

a philosophy professor stood before his class with some items on the table in front of him. 
When the class began, wordlessly he picked up a large, empty mayonnaise jar and proceeded 
to fill it with rocks, about two inches in diameter. He then asked the students if the jar was full.
they agreed that it was full.

so the professor then picked up a box of pebbles and poured them into the jar. he shook the 
jar lightly and watched as the pebbles rolled into the open areas between the rocks. the pro-
fessor then asked the students again if the jar was full.

they chuckled and agreed that it was indeed full.

Next, the professor picked up a box of sand and poured it into the jar. The sand filled the re-
maining open areas of the jar. “now”, said the professor, “i want you to recognise that this jar 
signifies your life. The rocks are the truly important things, such as family, health and relation-
ships. if all else was lost and only the rocks remained, your life would still be meaningful. the 
pebbles are the other things that matter in your life, such as work or school. The sand signifies 
the remaining ‘small stuff’ and material possessions”.

“If you put the sand into the jar first, there is no room for the rocks or the pebbles. The same 
can be applied to your lives. if you spend all your time and energy on the small stuff, you will 
never have room for the things that are truly important”.

“pay attention to the things in life that are critical to your happiness and well-being. take time 
to get medical check-ups, play with your children, go for a run, write your grandmother a letter. 
There will always be time to go to work, clean the house, or fix the garbage disposal. Take care 
of the rocks first – the things that really matter. Set your priorities. The rest is just pebbles and 
sand”.

retrieved and adapted from https://medium.com 

motivationapp/a-philosophy-professor-stood-before-his-class-with-some-items-on-the-table-in-front-of-

him-d288ec4210fe. [Accessed: 05.03.2019].
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What is heaven? What is hell? 

the parable of the long spoons.

o 
ne day a man said to god, “god, i would like to know what heaven and hell are 
like”.

God showed the man two doors. Inside the first one, in the middle of the room, was a large 
round table with a large pot of stew. it smelled delicious and made the man’s mouth water, but 
the people sitting around the table were thin and sickly. they appeared to be famished. they 
were holding spoons with very long handles and each found it possible to reach into the pot 
of stew and take a spoonful, but because the handle was longer than their arms, they could not 
get the spoons back into their mouths.

the man shuddered at the sight of their misery and suffering. god said, “you have seen hell”.
Behind the second door, the room appeared exactly the same. there was the large round ta-
ble with the large pot of wonderful stew that made the man’s mouth water. the people had 
the same long-handled spoons, but they were well nourished and plump, laughing and talking.

the man said, “i don’t understand”.

god smiled. it is simple, he said, love only requires one skill. these people learned early on 
to share and feed one another. While the greedy only think of themselves… 

retrieved from https://theunboundedspirit.com/heaven-and-hell-the-parable-of-the-long-spoons/.

[Accessed: 05.03.2019].

the parable of the Mexican fisherman

an american investment banker was at the pier of a small coastal Mexican vil-
lage when a small boat with just one fisherman docked. Inside the small 
boat were several large yellowfin tuna. The American complimented the 

Mexican on the quality of his fish and asked how long it took to catch them.

the Mexican replied, “only a little while”.

The American then asked why didn’t he stay out longer and catch more fish?

the Mexican said he had enough to support his family’s immediate needs.

the american then asked, “but what do you do with the rest of your time?”

The Mexican fisherman said, “I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, take siestas with 
my wife, Maria, and stroll into the village each evening where i sip wine and play guitar with 
my amigos. i have a full and busy life”.

the american scoffed. “i have an MBa from harvard, and can help you”, he said. “you should 
spend more time fishing, and with the proceeds, buy a bigger boat. With the proceeds from 
the bigger boat, you could buy several boats, and eventually you would have a fleet of fishing 
boats. instead of selling your catch to a middle-man, you could sell directly to the processor, 
eventually opening up your own cannery. you could control the product, processing, and dis-
tribution”, he said. “Of course, you would need to leave this small coastal fishing village and 
move to Mexico city, then los angeles, and eventually to new york city, where you will run 
your expanding enterprise”.

The Mexican fisherman asked, “But, how long will this all take?”

to which the american replied, “oh, 15 to 20 years or so”.

“But what then?” asked the Mexican.

the american laughed and said, “that’s the best part. When the time was right, you would 
announce an ipo, and sell your company stock to the public and become very rich. you would 
make millions!”

“Millions – then what?”

The American said, “Then you could retire. Move to a small coastal fishing village where you 
could sleep late, fish a little, play with your kids, take siestas with your wife, and stroll to the vil-
lage in the evenings where you could sip wine and play guitar with your amigos”.

Retrieved from http://renewablewealth.com/the-parable-of-the-mexican-fisherman/. 

[Accessed: 05.03.2019]. This is a common modern adaption of the original story by the German writer Hein-

rich Böll “anekdote zur senkung der arbeitsmoral” (“anecdote concerning the lowering of productivity”), 

which was published in 1963.
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the Man, the Boy, and the donkey – an aesop’s fable

a man and his son were once going with their donkey to market. as they were walking 
along by his side a countryman passed them and said, “you fools, what is a donkey for 
but to ride upon?” so the man put the boy on the donkey, and they went on their way.

But soon they passed a group of men, one of whom said, “see that lazy youngster, he lets his 
father walk while he rides”.

so the man ordered his boy to get off and got on himself. But they hadn’t gone far when they 
passed two women, one of whom said to the other, “shame on that lazy lout to let his poor 
little son trudge along”.

Well, the man didn’t know what to do, but at last, he took his boy up before him on the don-
key. By this time they had come to the town, and the passers-by began to jeer and point at 
them. The man stopped and asked what they were scoffing at.

the men said, “aren’t you ashamed of yourself for overloading that poor donkey of yours – 
you and your hulking son?”

the man and boy got off and tried to think what to do. they thought and they thought, until 
at last they cut down a pole, tied the donkey’s feet to it, and raised the pole and the donkey to 
their shoulders. they went along amid the laughter of all who met them until they came to a 
bridge, when the donkey, getting one of his feet loose, kicked out and caused the boy to drop 
his end of the pole. in the struggle, the donkey fell over the bridge, and his fore-feet being tied 
together, he was drowned.

“that will teach you”, said an old man who had followed them: “please all, and you will please 
none”.

Source: Joseph Jacobs, The Fables of Aesop. (london: Macmillan and company, 1922), no. 63, pp. 149-51. 

Retrieved from https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Fables_of_%C3%86sop_(Jacobs)#xxiii [Accessed: 

12.02.2020].

Reflections

once upon a time a russian peasant went to visit Moscow, the big city. he arrived at 
its fanciest hotel. his boots were covered with mud, his clothing was torn, and his 
appearance was dishevelled. despite all this, the clerk at the hotel smiled at him. 

he gave the peasant a key to his room, the highest and most elegant room in the hotel. the 
peasant began walking up the hotel’s beautiful winding staircase.

When he arrived at the first floor, he walked right in front of a full-length mirror. He had never 
seen a mirror before, and he was terrified because it contained a beastly image staring back at 
him. he growled and shouted at the beast but found it did the same right back to him. he 
screamed and ran up the next set of stairs. On the second floor, he ran into the beast again. 
he screamed, and the beast screamed back at him. once again he ran up the stairs, to the 
third floor. The beast stared right back at him. They exchanged insults and stood toe to toe.

realizing he could not escape, the peasant ran back down to the lobby. he went back to the 
clerk at the desk. he told the clerk about the beast stalking him. the clerk quickly realized the 
man was seeing his own reflection in the mirror. Rather than embarrass or shame him, the 
clerk told the peasant that the strange-looking man was there to protect the hotel’s guests.

“here’s the trick”, the clerk says. “if you make an angry face at him, he will do the same to you. 
But if you greet him with a smile and kind words, he will do the same to you”. the peasant 
thanked the clerk and went up to his room. he had no more terrifying stops.

Source: Evan Moffic, The Happiness Prayer: Ancient Jewish Wisdom for the Best Way to Live Today, center 

Street, 2017. Retrieved from https://philipchircop.wordpress.com/category/wisdom-stories/page/3/. [Ac-

cessed: 05.03.2019].
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Modern day symbols

every day is filled with the same ordinary, mundane tasks and repetitiveness. I need 
space, air, and respite from the hustle and bustle of the big city. living in constant rush 
and everyday routine overwhelm me. i am determined so i pack up and leave. i don’t 

have a specific place I want to go to. All I want is a taste of freedom, a fresh gust of wind, birds 
singing and the softness of grass under my feet. 

I finally arrive. I had a feeling this would be my place. A nice old couple give me the keys to my 
room. the window looks out onto a beautiful nearby forest and surrounding lakes.

the days are carefree, full of interesting experiences. i am fascinated by the way the local peo-
ple live, which is in harmony with nature, and with knowledge passed on from generation to 
generation.

on the last day before returning to my everyday life, i walked around the area all alone, with-
out the old lady, to take a piece of this place home with me, to capture it in my memory. i de-
cided to go farther than i used to do with my companion. the places and the views i already 
knew made the same strong and positive impression on me as they did on the first day, which 
soothed me. at one point, i reached a place where dried trees were disturbingly sticking out 
from the barren, scorched earth. nearby you could see unnatural hills. i knew from the old 
lady’s stories that when she was a little girl, the locals were said to sacrifice a holy cow to the 
earth once a year on the first Saturday of the calendar spring, after performing some rituals. 
then they would leave the carcass of the cow to let nature take care of it. this was supposed 
to protect the locals from evil spells. only the initiated ones knew where the ritual took place. 
the old lady said that those were old times when people still believed in superstitions.

i went up closer. i expected to see the remains of the rituals from the past. i found an unnatu-
ral, multi-coloured, relatively fresh cluster of plastic, predigested bags with visible logos of well-
known companies. 

no organic digestive juice could handle advanced human chemistry. the cows, which, as it 
turned out, had previously been subject to local rituals, had to eat rubbish when grazing, while 
the undigested remains stayed in their stomachs. that was the only trace left by the animals. 
the carcasses were eaten by insects and predators. the only thing that remained was the ev-
erlasting rubbish. the sole symbol of old beliefs among contemporary locals.1 

 Katarzyna Iskra

it was six men of indostan, to learning much inclined,
who went to see the elephant (though all of them were blind),
that each by observation, might satisfy his mind.

The first approached the Elephant, and happening to fall,
against his broad and sturdy side, at once began to bawl:
‘God bless me! but the elephant, is very like a wall!’

The second feeling of the tusk, cried: ‘Ho! what have we here,
so very round and smooth and sharp? to me tis mighty clear,
this wonder of an Elephant, is very like a spear!’

the third approached the animal, and happening to take,
the squirming trunk within his hands, thus boldly up and spake: ‘I see,’ quoth he,
the Elephant is very like a snake!’

the fourth reached out his eager hand, and felt about the knee:
‘What most this wondrous beast is like, is mighty plain,’ quoth he;
‘Tis clear enough the Elephant is very like a tree.’

The fifth, who chanced to touch the ear said; ‘E’en the blindest man
can tell what this resembles most; deny the fact who can,
This marvel of an Elephant, is very like a fan!’

the sixth no sooner had begun, about the beast to grope,
than, seizing on the swinging tail, that fell within his scope,
‘I see,’ quothe he, ‘the Elephant is very like a rope!’

and so these men of indostan disputed loud and long,
each in his own opinion, exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right, and all were in the wrong!

Moral,

so, oft in theologic wars the disputants, i ween,
rail on in utter ignorance of what each other mean,
and prate about the Elephant, not one of them has seen!
      
           John Godfrey Saxe

1/ the author was inspired by the story Góra wszystkich świętych by olga tokarczuk (in: opowiadania bizarne, Kraków 

2018, pp. 195–196). 

the Blind Man and the elephant 

The Blind Men and the Elephant is originally a famous Indian or Hindu fable. This version is a poem by John 

godfrey saxe (1816-1887).
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nicate effectively. one of them is the norwegian nansen 
centre for peace and dialogue (www.peace.no). the 
other is a polish initiative bringing together 7 organisa-
tions: “turn off your ego, listen to each other” (polish: 
Wyłącz ego, zrozum drugiego, zrozumdrugiego.pl). 

and what is grundtvig’s role in education for peace, dia-
logue and solidarity? i will not dwell on the 19th century 
and the role of the father of folk high schools in building 
the democratic danish state, as this is referred to in the 
article by Grażyna Szelągowska and in the interview with 
ove Korsgaard, as well as in their publications. i will 
mention just one story that shows in an unusual way 
how grundtvig, 70 years after his death, mobilised his 
compatriots to a collaboration that saved the lives of 
95% of Jews in Denmark. In his article, Hal Koch, 
Grundtvig and the rescue of the Danish Jews: A case 
study in the democratic mobilisation for non-violent re-
sistance, american anthropologist steven Borish, fasci-
nated by the grundtvigian education since his youth, 
presents the story from both an artistic and a documen-
tary point of view (Borish, 2009).

after a devastating defeat on 9th april 1940, when the 
danes were unable protect the country against the nazi 
invader, the morale of the nation fell dramatically. But 
when in october 1943 german authorities ordered to 
turn in the Jewish population, this small nation of 4 mil-
lion people was mobilised in an unprecedented way to 
save its Jewish fellow citizens: 7,220 people were safely 
transported by land and sea to neutral sweden.3 Borish 
states that grundtvig played a role in this heroic uprising, 
which involved the vast majority of ordinary danish citi-
zens. this was thanks to the danish theologian hal Koch 
who, six months after this defeat, abandoned his aca-
demic career and got involved in the resistance move-
ment. In autumn 1940, he gave 10 high-profile lectures 
at the university of copenhagen, which attracted count-
less crowds of listeners.4 the lectures began with grund-
tvig and his role in building the Danish nation!

Discussions and debates
the contemporary tools for building solidarity and mu-
tual understanding are debates and discussions, which 
are also key in adult education. these two forms differ 
significantly. The debate has a specific structure, during 
which appointed, previously prepared people take the 
floor. Specific rules apply, and the audience, a bit like in  
a theatre, assesses the arguments and behaviour of the 
debating parties. during a discussion, however, everyone 
has the right to express their opinion. debates assume the 
victory of one of the parties, while discussions aim to reach 
a compromise and a solution. debates have a set amount 
of time, whereas discussions can continue indefinitely, un-
til the arguments are exhausted.

during a discussion or debate, participants can formulate 
a view on the matter at hand. divided (in a planned or 
spontaneous way) into groups or teams, they learn to 
work as a team, recognising and using different disposi-
tions and abilities. it is important to choose a topic that 
fits the participants, their interests, their lifestyles and the 
form in which it will be presented, e.g. a short film.  
in our course we used such tools as a shadow theatre  
(a story connected to christmas but with connotations 
to the refugees crisis), and the film “Seeds of War”.5 
they sparked very interesting discussions on pressing 
contemporary problems, such as migration of people 
from war-affected areas.

the debate format i highly recommend is the oxford 
debate, which originated at oxford university and was 
popularised in poland in the 1990s by professor Zbig-
niew Pełczyński. The Oxford debate teaches the culture 
of discussion because it is absolutely forbidden to insult 
or ridicule the other side’s speakers. the focus should be 
on rational arguments supported by facts and data. the 
oxford debate helps to “get into the shoes” of the oppo-
nent, i.e. to look at the problem from the opposite per-
spective. in our experience, we encouraged supporters 
of a given issue, such as ‘GMO food is dangerous to 

3/ the story also appears in: https://sprawiedliwi.org.pl/pl/o-sprawiedliwych/sprawiedliwi-na-swiecie/sprawiedliwi-w-danii

4/ this is how Borish writes about it: Koch’s lectures at the university of copenhagen in autumn of 1940 gained him instant prominence as a spoke-

sman for democratic denmark. standing somewhere at the lectern with him as he delivered his memorable lectures was the spirit of one of his pre-

decessors, a man whose voice was not silenced with his death. his name is known to all danes but few foreigners: n. f. s. grundtvig. the contribu-

tions of these two men played a significant role in creating the circumstances in which the later rescue took place (Borish, 2009, p. 87). 

5/ https://www.arte.tv/pl/videos/080754-000-a/liban-nasiona-wojny/ (accessed: 20.11.2019).

Time to gather stones and rocks
the poem, a fragment of which is the motto of my arti-
cle, dates back to the “grundtvigian” times and was writ-
ten in the mid-19th century. on the surface, it is about 
compassion for unhappy lovers. But its message is deep-
ly universal. to what extent are we able to feel compas-
sion and empathy towards people affected by misfor-
tune, tragedy or simply difficulties, and to what extent do 
their appearance, beliefs and their “otherness” make us 
reach for the stone? in contemporary poland, these 
questions are not purely rhetorical. thus when thinking 
about challenges of contemporary folk high schools, we 
need to talk about education for peace and dialogue. 

in one of his books, contemporary czech philosopher 
tomáš halik, a professor at charles university in prague 
born and raised during the communist era, asks the 
question: “What is this the time for? What do the signs  
of the times tell us?” and referring to ecclesiastes (eccle-
siastes 3:1-5), he responds: “now is the time to gather 
the stones, the time to remove the stones” (halik, 2009). 
in the 21st century, we witness the escalation of deep di-
visions. this is not a new phenomenon, but the univer-
sality of the internet, social media, communication via 
text messages and many other electronic forms has con-
tributed to making the problem much bigger. i think that 
to some extent this is similar to ‘progress’ in the arms in-
dustry, or rather in war technology, where the warring 
parties abandon hand-to-hand fighting and switch to fire-
arms or missiles, nuclear, chemical or biological weap-
ons. It is much easier to fight with weapons, including 

verbal aggression, without seeing the enemy. it is much 
more difficult when we meet face to face, when we look 
each other in the eye and try to talk. 

halik believes that the main axis of divisions in modern 
times is the polarization of positions between religious fun-
damentalism and aggressive secularism. the divisions also 
concern attitudes about the threats of climate change, 
which some underestimate, while others fear the disaster 
that awaits us. there are more divisions of this kind. 

usually, before real stones are thrown, we throw 
“stones” of words, terms that often first appear on the 
internet. Most often these words are vulgar, so i will not 
quote them, but we can also hear “innocent” words or 
neologisms, such as “global climacteric”.2 Words like “vi-
rus” and “plague” are used more and more often against 
one’s opponents. and so we gradually become tribes 
hostile to each other. 

What does “gathering stones” mean in practice and what 
does grundtvig have to do with it?

today this process of “gathering stones” can mean non-
violent communication, or nVc, and learning how to 
have a dialogue. a number of organisations in europe, 
including poland, are involved in promoting various 
forms of dialogue for peace and solidarity. i will name 
only two initiatives that provide concrete examples, tips, 
and scripts on how to conduct a good dialogue, how to 
solve conflicts in a non-violent way and how to commu-

ewa smuk-stratenwerth 
(ecological folk high school)

on THe need For dialogue

But many people, in a sagely fashion, say 
That it is rocks and stones not tears that fall today, 
Stones and rocks—that no one’s been waiting for!1 
 cyprian Kamil norwid

1/ https://wolnelektury.pl/media/book/pdf/norwid-in-verona.pdf retrieved on 19.09.2019, translated by Jarek Zawadzki.

2/ title on the cover of Gazeta Polska of 5 June 2019: “Global menopause – three decades of left-wing hysteria” (Polish: Globalne klimakterium – trzy 

dekady histerii lewactwa).
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health and the environment’, to form a team of oppo-
nents to this thesis. this helps better understand the ar-
guments of the opposing party and defend one’s own 
views more effectively and rationally in the future.6

Both formats should be used 
to teach how to formulate and 
express one’s personal views,  
to learn that differences  
can be good, that we do not 
always have to have the same 
opinion on all issues but can 
still work together and act in 
solidarity for the common good. 

Dialogue as a value
the formats described above also show different facets 
of conversation, which erich fromm associates with dif-
ferent states of mind (fromm, 1976). a typical debate  
in which the interlocutor strongly identifies himself with 
his own opinion and jousts with the opponent without 
being interested in his point of view, fromm juxtaposes 
with a “possessing personality” (Mode to have). on the 
other hand, he describes the “existential personality” 
(Mode to Be) as drawing strength from the fact that it ex-
ists and talks, and that something completely new can 
emerge in the course of the dialogue. such attitude helps 

overcome self-centredness, and the conversation ceases 
to be an exchange of information and views and be-
comes a real dialogue in which the victory of either party 
is irrelevant. fromm writes: “recent opponents in a ver-
bal duel stop fighting; fighting is replaced by a kind of 
dance, after which parting does not bring a sense of tri-
umph or sadness, (...) but joy”.

And finally, there is one more Grundtvigian aspect. This 
dialogue-dance was the basis of the concept of folk high 
schools (Carlsen, Borgia, 2017). On 24 June 1830,  
an extraordinary conversation between n.f.s. grundtvig 
and a young english woman, clara Bolton, took place  
in england. this conversation turned the philosophy  
of the danish theologian, dominated by ascetic puritan-
ism, upside down. as carlsen and Borgå describe it, “he 
concluded that the task of christianity is not to free peo-
ple from this world, but the other way round. it is about 
freeing humanity to live – to be able to live here on earth 
(...), to engage in life for good and for bad – fully. grundt-
vig realized that human life is a concrete task that we car-
ry out in relation to ourselves and others. it is a precious 
gift that brings a lot of sense and meaning and is given 
to us so that we can use it”. this idea, which was born in 
the head of the 47-year-old pastor during this ground-
breaking conversation, or as fromm would call it,  
this “conversation-dance”, became the guiding principle 
of folk high schools, or “schools for life”.  l

6/ the next publication in this series, containing sample lesson scenarios, contains a detailed description of the oxford debate.
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tion, etc. i was amazed as a student in the last year of phi-
losophy when in these books i often found theses 
identical or similar to what plato, aristotle or the stoics 
wrote over 2000 years ago! The knowledge of classical 
virtue ethics, which i began to be interested in at that 
time, gave me a tool to criticise the concepts i read 
about. the criticism was not so much about their cor-
rectness and conformity with the latest psychological  
research to which they usually referred, but about the 
ability to evaluate them from the philosophical, anthro-
pological and ethical perspective. in my opinion, this is 
more basic and primary than evaluating it from the per-
spective of psychological research, because psychology 
can examine facts and say whether something is effective 
or not, but does not answer the question of what is good 
or valuable, who is a good person, or what should one 
do and how to live.

At first glance, this thesis may seem controversial. Our 
contemporary culture, which has been strongly influ-
enced by positivism and scientism, makes us ask: “What 
do you mean by saying that psychology doesn’t tell us 
what to do and how to live? after all, it is a science and as 
such it is based on empirical research, rational inferences 
and proven methodology. of course, it is constantly 
evolving and perhaps there will be new discoveries, but 
it has already proven its effectiveness. it has pulled mil-
lions of people out of mental illness, depression, it has 
formulated principles of what to do in order to maintain 
mental health, and in recent years it has even started to 
study happiness”.1 it is, therefore, able to tell us what 
helps us achieve happiness and provides specific tips on 
what make a person’s life happier, more effective, and 
their achievements even greater. thus can’t we say that 
“psychology tells us what is good for us, what brings 
good results and what activities are valuable”?

classical philosophy from the times of aristotle divided 
philosophy (and thus the whole science) into theoretical 
– whose goal was cognition, and practical – whose goal 
was action. nowadays, philosophers discuss to what ex-
tent theoretical conclusions can become the basis for 
practical reasoning, but a thesis that facts or phenomena 
alone, i.e. what something is like, cannot lead to conclu-

sions about what it should be or how it should be, seems 
to be convincing.2 What does this mean for the subject  
of the discussion? Well, psychology as a science research-
es “how something is”. it is an empirical science that 
studies facts and phenomena and their relationships.  
it can, therefore, say that such and such behaviour in-
creases the likelihood of a specific mental illness to occur, 
but is this equivalent to saying that we should not do this 
thing as people at all? it may also indicate that such and 
such action may lead to a greater sense of happiness  
or satisfaction with life, but does it mean that, regardless 
of other factors, we should do it? psychology and empirical 
sciences are therefore able to determine relationships 
between phenomena, but whether these phenomena 
or actions are good or bad is beyond the scope of this sci-
ence. this is because the question is not about facts, but 
about duties, about good, and these questions can be ra-
tionally posed on the grounds of philosophy and ethics. 

therefore, philosophy, and especially, as i will try to con-
vince the readers of this article, classical philosophy and 
virtue ethics, give a broader, more holistic and primary 
perspective on human development. We can talk about 
the development of this or that competence, e.g. in the 
context of a given profession, but we can also ask about 
the development of people as human beings. there is 
no doubt that a good teacher should have a number 
of competences described by pedagogy. for example, 
he or she should be able to use different methods of 
transferring knowledge and activating methods, should 
have communication skills, but also be able to establish 
relations with students. similarly, we can relatively strictly 
define the competence profile of a good footballer, gui-
tarist, official or farmer. There are also appropriate fields 
of knowledge which, similarly to pedagogy and the role 
of a teacher, determine their competence profiles. How-
ever, aristotle in his nicomachean ethics asks an impor-
tant question: if we are able to define the functions and 
corresponding competences in the case of different hu-
man roles (listing contemporary exaples we could talk 
about a good teacher, football player, guitarist, official, 
farmer), are we also able to define the functions and 
competences that should be performed by people  
as human beings? is it possible to specify the competences 

1/ in the positive psychology movement. see M.e.p. seligman (2011), 

2/ This notion is convincingly argued by, among others, John Finnis (1980).

many people who deal with competence 
development certainly know about the so-
called competence ladder, or competence 

steps. it is a model presenting the four stages of compe-
tence development. The first level is called unconscious 
incompetence. We experience it when we first come 
across a certain competence, observe another person 
and state: “This doesn’t seem difficult! All you have to do is 
take the wheel, press on the gas, and the car will drive on 
its own”. Or: “it’s so easy to use ‘I-message’ in a conversa-
tion. Just structure the message according to the three-
step model and that’s all it takes! I don’t understand why 
people attend training to learn it”. however, when we un-
dertake an action that requires a certain competence for 
the first time, it turns out that it is not as easy as we thought. 
there is also the coordination of clutch and gears (think 
about your first attempts at the wheel!), the need to watch 
out for road signs, the situation on the road and a few oth-
er elements. the three-step model of the “i-message” re-
quires a proper naming of your emotions or feelings, 
whereas separating facts from interpretations or generali-
sations requires a moment of reflection at the beginning.  
if we are aware of this and feel embarrassed about our 
lack of skills, it is a signal that we are in the second stage  
of competence development: conscious incompe-
tence. Knowing what I do not know is the first step  
to knowledge! 

if we want to develop a particular competence, we need 
a lot of concentration, focus and slow practice. first, we 
practice driving in a large, empty area. We learn how to 
coordinate steering, pedals and gears. We move slowly, 
sometimes we have to stop for a moment to remember 
how to turn on the windscreen wipers. switching on the 
radio while driving at this stage of competence can lead 
to an accident. “i-message” is practised in situations taken 
from our own lives, when we had to respond to a diffi-
cult situation. first, we have to write down sentences  
on a piece of paper to check we haven’t omitted anything, 
and a sentence uttered with good intentions is not, in 

fact, an accusation. the entire process sounds quite arti-
ficial at the beginning and we sometimes have doubts 
whether communication between people has to be so 
schematic. this stage of development, called conscious 
competence, lasts the longest because it involves all our 
conscious efforts put into practising a given competence. 
at the same time, it is the most diverse stage, because 
over time our car moves more and more smoothly, and 
the sentences become more natural. 

this stage ends when we no longer need to put so much 
effort and concentration into performing the action cor-
rectly. the competence “gets into our blood”, becomes 
something natural, something we do freely, in the right 
place and at the right time. While driving a car, we can 
even relax, and in difficult interpersonal relations, it will 
not even come to our mind that we could say something 
to a person that will touch a nerve. We have “in our 
blood” the fact that we concentrate on facts, we talk 
about our feelings and our attitude towards these facts 
and we are focused on searching for solutions, not accu-
sations. this is a reliable sign that we have reached the 
level of unconscious competence. now, in truth, we 
can say: “Driving a car is not difficult, I even rest while 
driving!” “I can’t imagine how I could address other peo-
ple differently. i would have to think for a moment about 
how to formulate a different sentence!”

Why do i quote a concept developed in the early 1970s 
in such detail (rae, 2003, 81)? it perfectly illustrates the 
thought that came to my mind when I first started work-
ing in the training and education sector. taking part in my 
first large training and development project after gradua-
tion, i had to create additional materials and a publication 
from which project participants could gain additional 
knowledge about the topic ‒ tutoring. Since the topic was 
still relatively unknown in poland, and i myself was at the 
stage of conscious incompetence, i read a lot of books 
on talent development, competence, personal develop-
ment, setting goals, effective action, coaching, motiva-
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a wallet in the same circumstances, he looks inside and 
finds the same contents. “Someone must have lost their 
wallet”, he thinks, “good thing it was lying on the side-
walk and hadn’t fallen on the side of the road as no one 
would have noticed it. Oh, fortunately, there’s an ID!  
it will be easy to locate the owner. What luck he lives so 
close, I can return it straight away!”

these two situations have the same outcome, or even, 
to be more precise, the same decision. the protagonist 
of the story decided to return the wallet and followed 
this decision. the difference, however, is in what hap-
pened inside (we could say philosophically ‒ inside the 
soul) of the protagonists in our stories, from the moment 
they found the wallets to the moment they made their 
decision. In the first case, Tom experienced internal con-
flict. Something told him to do it this way and something 
told him to do it another way. His decision was not firm, 
preceded by hesitations and temptations. It was influ-
enced by external factors: what his wife would say and 
what reward he would receive for his deed. in the sec-
ond situation, there were no external factors. luke was 
even glad to find the wallet, but not because he could 
own it or get a reward for its return ‒ he was glad that the 
wallet is not lost and he can quickly return it to the own-
er. the process of making the decision and answering 
the question: “what should i do in this situation?” was ef-
ficient, without hesitation, and putting his decision into 
practice was accompanied by joy, caused not so much by 
the thought that he would get the finder’s fee, but simply 
because he could do someone a favour. for the record, 
i will add that the answer to the question of whether 
Luke’s act was based on virtue is affirmative. So how 
could we describe what virtue is?

“Virtues are abilities that constantly encourage us to do 
good deeds” (Gilson, 1998), briefly sums up a 20th-cen-
tury researcher of medieval philosophy. aristotle writes 
that virtue is “a permanent disposition, thanks to which 
man becomes good and thanks to which he will perform 
his functions properly” (aristotle, p. 1106a) . the cate-
chism of the catholic church, on the other hand, de-
fines virtue as: “a habitual and firm disposition to do 
good”. (catechism of the catholic church, p. 1803) 
These “abilities” and “firm disposition” mean that virtue is 
competence, something that improves our actions, 
something that enables us to perform our actions well, 

easily and effectively. It is something firm because it is our 
way of doing things that has “gotten into our blood” and 
has become our “second nature”. it is “habitual” since  
it is a kind of habit, custom, but it is also different from the 
habit which is automatic, involuntary. Virtue results from 
experience and conscious practice. at the same time, 
it is not a competence that a person can develop in him-
self or herself, depending on the need ‒ just as he or she 
can develop the competence of teaching others if he or 
she wants to be a good teacher. everyone, regardless  
of their role and function, should practice virtues, be-
cause it is virtues that make, as aristotle points out in his 
definition, a person become good.

there is an analogy to the concept of the competence 
ladder mentioned at the very beginning of the article. Vir-
tue is unconscious competence. When we already have 
a certain virtue, it is easier for us to act on it, with less ef-
fort or without any effort. luke did not have to think 
about what he should do. it was easy for him, and he did 
not even think that he could keep the wallet or the mon-
ey. at the same time, it was not a thoughtless act. luke 
knew what was good and he naturally acted in accord-
ance with this knowledge. tom, on the other hand, was 
at the level of conscious competence. although he knew 
what was right and as a result, he did the right thing, his 
actions cost him more effort. he had to think about it 
and consider different options. Just as a person learning 
to drive a car needs help from outside at the beginning, 
such as in the form of instructor’s tips, tom needed “out-
side support” in the form of external stimulus (the ex-
pected opinion of his wife, vision of a reward) in order to 
lean towards the right action. 

the transition from the level of conscious competence 
to the level of unconscious competence does not hap-
pen automatically and external factors are not sufficient, 
they can only support it, but the will, the readiness to de-
velop a certain competence or virtue is crucial. if a novice 
driver does not want to continue practise driving and be-
lieves that this level of competence is sufficient for him or 
her, he or she will not devote sufficient effort and attention 
to the particular elements of driving. similarly with tom: 
if his intention is not to find a good solution in a given situ-
ation and make a good decision, but to please other 
people or avoid punishment or bad consequences (“what 
will his wife say”), he will never develop the virtue, 

of a good person regardless of his or her role? are there 
any competences that are common to all people, or rath-
er, competences that every person should have in order 
to be a good person? (aristotle, 1996, 1097b-1098a).

Virtue ethics is the answer to this question. it is, in gen-
eral terms, a concept of competences that a person 
must possess in order to be both good and happy. it is 
worth stressing the thought that in classical virtue ethics, 
being good is synonymous with being happy. again, this 
is not an easy thing to accept for a modern man who 
grows up in the belief that happiness is something so 
subjective that we cannot say that e.g. a thief, tax fraud-
ster, paedophile or terrorist (not to mention a gossip!)  
is unhappy. after all, he can feel happy and he will justify 
the evil he does in such a way that he is not bothered by 
remorse. nevertheless, practically dating back to so-
crates, the basic thesis in classical philosophy is that one 
cannot be a happy, fulfilled person if one does not pos-
sess certain virtues, that is, certain competences as a hu-
man being. Quite similarly, one cannot be a fulfilled 
teacher if one does not have certain competences that 
enable one to perform this function well. i hope that this 
notion will become more comprehensible after a closer 
examination of virtue ethics. 

so what are these virtues that have already appeared sev-
eral times in this article? as mentioned above, we can say 
that these are human competences that make a good per-
son. good not in the common meaning that leads us to 
assume that it is not enough not to do evil and not hurt 
anyone to be good, but good in the meaning of realising 
the fullness of one’s humanity, realising the potential that 
we have in ourselves. according to aristotle (aristotle, 
2003, 1046a-1051a), every being, not only human, has  
a certain potential, which, when realised makes the being, 
as if it were, more than what it is, it makes it become fully 
itself. Just as a caterpillar has the potential to become a but-
terfly, so man has the potential to become a good and 
happy human being. While the potential of the caterpillar 
is realised spontaneously and only external factors can hin-
der its development, in the case of man, there are internal 
factors, which include virtues and vices.

at this point, i would like to return to the example of the 
competence ladder and explain why i described this 
concept. as i mentioned, i see many similarities between 

modern competence development concepts and classi-
cal virtue ethics. it turns out that the competence ladder 
also ideally describes the development stages (and, one 
should add, degeneration) of virtues presented by aris-
totle (1996, 1146a-1147b), although perhaps not in such 
a systematic way. 

To avoid these reflections being too abstract, let us look  
at a specific example that will allow us to understand what 
virtues are, how they work, and how they develop (and 
degenerate). imagine a man called tom who comes 
home after work. it is late and dark, there are few people 
on the streets. Walking slowly he sees a wallet lying on the 
pavement. he picks it up and looks around for its owner. 
he doesn’t see anyone nearby, and the people in the dis-
tance don’t seem to have lost their wallet. he realised that 
no one is watching him. Tom looks inside the wallet, finds 
an id, a driver’s license and 200 euros. he is happy with 
the finding because he can use this money to buy a new 
mobile phone as his old one broke. nobody has seen 
him, and even if someone has, he has not stolen the wal-
let or the money. “finders, keepers”, he remembers an 
old saying. so tom looks inside the wallet again and real-
ises that the owner’s name and address are on the id.  
it turns out that the owner lives close by. on his way 
home he would have to slightly deviate from his route, 
which would take him around 10 minutes. “if i know who 
the owner is and that he lives nearby”, thinks the finder  
of the wallet, “then it would be foolish to take this wallet or 
even the money. anyway, what would my wife say  
if i brought this home with me. the best thing to do is to 
return the wallet to its rightful owner. perhaps i will even 
get a finder’s fee?” So that’s what he did. Needless to say, 
the owner was very happy to get his wallet back and in-
deed gave the man a 20 euros finder’s fee.

We could ask at this point: did the protagonist of our sto-
ry do the right thing? Was his deed good? the answer  
is clear and it is of course: yes. he made his walk 10 min-
utes longer and returned the wallet, which saved the ab-
sent-minded owner from many inconveniences. at the 
same time, did his deed flow from the virtues that Tom 
possesses? Was this act virtuous, perhaps using a bit  
of archaic language? the answer is no. Why? 

let us consider the second version of this event: as in the 
previous story, a man (this time let us call him Luke) finds 
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the last category, the equivalent of unconscious incom-
petence, is pretty interesting. aristotle calls this level  
of vices wickedness and says that the wicked man does 
not know his wickedness, that is, wickedness is uncon-
scious when performed by the perpetrator of a given act 
(aristotle, p. 1151a). in the found wallet situation, an ex-
ample of a man (let us call him charles) who has no in-
ternal conflict or doubts about his actions would illustrate 
this level of vices. the vices are so deeply rooted in him 
that he does not see them. his bad behaviour is in his 
blood, it comes easily. charles picks up the wallet and 
making sure that no one has seen him, looks inside and 
is happy: “some naïve man has lost his wallet. fortunate-
ly, I have found it, I need the 200 euros!” In the gossiping 
scenario, charles would probably join his interlocutors, 
deriving satisfaction from the fact that he can share his 
feelings about Joanne, and perhaps boost his self-confi-
dence and feel better than her.

We have discussed virtues as a kind of competence  
of a good person, which can help develop his or her full 
potential, and discussed the stages of their development. 
however, one question remains: what are these com-
petences? What virtues can a person have? What makes 
life good? to answer these questions, let us consider an 
example of a difficult deed, which will highlight the four 
criteria of a good deed and corresponding virtues. 

let us imagine a situation at work in which our boss 
made a mistake in a presentation, which may lead to the 
loss of one of our clients. We are the only ones to have 
noticed it, although we are surprised that others have 
not mentioned it, which makes us doubt whether we 
are even right. on the other hand, we know that  
it would be good to draw the boss’s attention to it, even 
just in case, because the mistake may be costly for the 
company (but it does not translate into our personal 
loss). at the same time, we know that our boss has  
a very directive style of management, he likes to assign 
tasks and has limited trust in employees, which results 
from his knowledge and experience and the little experi-
ence of his team, of which we are a member. What 
should we do in this situation? What criteria should the 
right action meet? and how could this action be spoiled?
undoubtedly, in this situation, in order to take the right 
action we need to make sure that the boss really did 
make a mistake. this may involve additional training in  

a particular field or consulting an expert. If we confirm 
that this was indeed a mistake, and perhaps even find out 
what it was and how to correct it, then the question re-
mains as to how to communicate it to the boss. What to 
say and what words to use so that he does not feel  
offended and does not perceive it as undermining his  
authority but, at the same time, without being unneces-
sarily humble, to give him concrete, constructive infor-
mation? But what kind of information will be concrete 
and constructive? What to do and say if it turns out that 
despite our efforts, the boss will not take kindly to our 
feedback on his presentation? all these questions relate 
to the intellectual difficulties we face in this situation.  
the right action in this and any other situation should be 
based on a good understanding of the different circum-
stances surrounding it and should take them into account 
when taking action. the virtue that enhances our action 
in this aspect is prudence. it is a virtue of intellect, which 
allows us to know what we should do in specific circum-
stances. it consists of such elements as the ability to come 
up with different versions of action (today we would say 
creativity), the ability to weigh different reasons for and 
against specific solutions, the ability to make decisions  
(indecision and inability to make decisions is one of the 
vices against prudence), but also the ability to predict the 
consequences, foresight and the ability to take advice. 

the second criterion of good action includes such ques-
tions as: am i the right person to draw the attention  
of the boss? or should someone else do it? to what  
extent should i tell the boss the truth? What will serve  
the common good of the company? should we say eve-
rything we think about the presentation, or should we 
just comment on the selected aspects? if so, what should 
we say and what should we not say? how to balance  
the criticism of the presentation or its part with respect 
for the boss as a person, as a superior and as an expert 
in a given field? All these are questions of what is just  
in this situation. Justice as a virtue is expressed in giving 
back to the other person what is due to him or her.  
so you have to ask what your boss deserves, what your 
company deserves, but also what our responsibilities  
as people and as employees are. giving others what 
they deserve does not only concern material things.  
it is respect, gratitude, but also truthfulness. classical ethics 
is of the opinion that a lie is always bad, but it does not 
mean that we should always tell everyone the truth. May-

which, in this case, is the virtue of justice. so when is it 
possible to move to a higher level of virtue develop-
ment? 

to illustrate this, let us consider another example. let us 
assume that tom has decided that he will make good de-
cisions, in line with his conscience and his best discern-
ment, and that he will implement them efficiently.  
in short, he will want to develop his virtues. one day he 
is invited to a birthday party of his colleague at his home. 
When he arrives, some of the guests are already there 
and talking in the kitchen. tom wants to join the conver-
sation, so he listens to the people talking, including three 
of his colleagues and one couple he does not know. 
from the conversation it became apparent that every-
one knew Joanne, their colleague, and the conversation 
was about her: “Did you know that Joanne failed to meet 
the deadline with the report again? she is so hopeless”. 
“it’s true, it’s not enough that she doesn’t meet the dead-
lines, she also says some stupid things at work – you’ve 
heard about her son and husband?” “and did you see her 
new haircut? It fits her character and face like a glove ‒ it’s 
twisted and ugly as sin!” “Hahaha, good one, I couldn’t 
have put it better myself!” “May the boss finally see the 
light and fire her. Or maybe they’re having an affair since 
he is still keeping her in our company?” tom does not 
join the conversation in the end. he also doesn’t like 
Joanne very much, but he knows that talking about her is 
inappropriate and wrong. especially since it concerned 
not only the criticism of her behaviour at work but also 
her private life and even her appearance. he knows  
it would be right to intervene and interrupt this conver-
sation, but he wonders how to do it and what to say. he 
doesn’t want to necessarily defend Joanne’s behaviour, 
which he also doesn’t approve of, and he fears how his 
colleagues and strangers will react. Will it not spoil the 
party? Will he not be considered a square, sanctimonious 
or a false defender of a rightly criticised person? Will it not 
spoil his relationship with his colleagues, which was pret-
ty good, even though it were short and superficial? It’s 
easy for him, but he gets over it and says: “you know,  
I don’t like Joanne very much either and it pissed me off 
that she didn’t deliver the report on time, because it  
delayed our project. But at the same time, i think that 
talking about Joanne here at the party won’t change  
anything anyway. if we want her to stick to deadlines and 
not delay our work, let one of us go and talk to her  

in person. Maybe it’ll help and if it doesn’t, we’ll look for 
another solution”. tom did not know if it was the best 
thing he could say in this situation, but he was glad that 
he got over his fears and dared to intervene when some-
thing bad was happening. certainly, this experience (es-
pecially in the situation where it achieved an effect) gave 
him the self-confidence to be more courageous and in-
dependent in his opinions in similar situations. tom 
took an important step towards shaping his virtues,  
in this case, the virtue of courage. since his level of vir-
tues has increased, further actions of this type will be 
easier for him.

We have discussed the levels of conscious competence 
and unconscious competence, as well as the process  
of transitioning from one level to another. in terms of vir-
tue ethics, we would say that the latter is the level of firm 
disposition, or virtue, while the former is the level of self-
control – a situation in which a person knows what  
is good, but has certain difficulties and temptations that 
keep them away from doing the right thing. With effort 
and difficulty, in spite of internal conflicts, we overcome 
them and do what is good, that is, we master these dif-
ficulties and temptations. So how does conscious incom-
petence and unconscious incompetence look in relation 
to virtues?

in terms of virtue ethics, in this situation we are no long-
er talking about virtues, but about vices. in the wallet ex-
ample, if tom “lost” his battle with the temptation to ap-
propriate the wallet or money, then we would be talking 
about something similar to conscious incompetence,  
i.e. uncontrollability. in this situation tom knows that ap-
propriating the money he found is bad, but for various 
reasons he seeks justifications for this decision: he can  
refer to his needs (e.g. having a new mobile phone),  
he can cross out this act from the category of theft (after 
all, “finders keepers”), or he can refer to the opinions  
of others (“my friends will say that i am naive that i have 
not left the wallet and not kept the money”). in the situ-
ation concerning gossiping about Joanne, he could say: 
“they exaggerate with gossiping about and criticising 
Joanne, but it’s none of my business. Why should I risk 
my relations with my colleagues for Joanne whom I don’t 
like anyway?” such thoughts are a manifestation of inter-
nal conflict and uncertainty and combined with a bad 
choice, it is a manifestation of uncontrollability. 
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by man, but rather discovered by him as objective reality 
(much like how the empirical sciences discover mysteries 
of the natural world but do not create it). this means that 
virtue is not man’s decision: man does not decide what 
justice, courage, temperance is, but he discovers them in 
the course of his life. at the same time, virtue ethics takes 
into account that these virtues, which are universal and 
objective, can be realised in various ways in specific cir-
cumstances, cultural and historical conditions. depending 
on the circumstances, place and time, different things may 
be a manifestation of courage or justice, as in aristotle’s ex-
ample of an athlete for whom the “golden mean” in eating 
(in order to provide a sufficient amount of food, but also 
not to exaggerate) will be different than in the case of  
a person who does not practice professional sports (aris-
totle, p. 1106b). however, the virtue of temperance 
should be expressed by each of them, although each of 
them will implement it in a different way. 

interestingly, the theory of the universality of virtues is 
confirmed by one of the creators of positive psychology, 
Martin Seligman, who created a psychological classifica-
tion of virtues and advantages of character. in the intro-
duction to one of his books he writes:

“We have read Aristotle and Plato, Aquinas  
and Augustine, Old Testament and Talmud, Confucius, 
Buddha, Lao-tse, Bushido, the Koran, Benjamin Frank-
lin and the Upanishads [...]. To our surprise, almost eve-
ry one of these traditions scattered throughout the earth 
over three thousand years valued six virtues: Wisdom, 
Courage, Love and Manhood, Justice, Temperance, 
Spirituality and Transcendence.
The details obviously differ [...]. But their  
universality is real and quite surprising for those  
of us who have been brought up in moral  
relativism, who assume that virtue is only  
a matter of social convention [...]. Therefore,  
the discovery that there are no less than six  
virtues that are valued by all the more important reli-
gious and cultural traditions was a shock to us”.
 (Seligman, 2002). 

i hope that the description of classical ethics in this article 
has shown that it is mainly virtues, not just competences, 
which determine our humanity and allow us to develop 
our full potential.

* * *
I am convinced that, because of their significance, virtues 
should be given an important place in education at folk 
high schools, whose mission includes not only specialist 
or vocational education, but also holistic, multifaceted 
human development. in a situation where, on one hand, 
we are dealing with specific newspeak concerning per-
sonal development, competence and qualifications de-
velopment and, on the other, various programmes sup-
port the concept of lifelong learning, it is worth returning 
to the sources and foundations on which the develop-
ment of humanity is based. 

the question, then, is: how can virtue-developing topics 
be included in the educational programme? aristotle says 
it is impossible to acquire virtues by reading about them, 
listening to lectures or participating in classes. We teach 
virtues through practice, including everyday activities. 
does this mean that virtue classes are pointless? i think 
that, first of all, they can serve as a motivating factor to 
practice them. certainly, we will not become more coura-
geous or just after virtue ethics classes, just as after learning 
traffic rules we will not acquire the ability to drive a car, but 
they may inspire students to practice them if only by show-
ing their importance in the context of human develop-
ment and an opportunity to lead a fulfilled life. Apart from 
the motivational function, they can show how virtues are 
manifested in everyday life, teach how to recognise virtu-
ous behaviours, and how we can develop virtues. 

in educational practice, this may be expressed in a basic 
action, such as including narration concerning the teach-
ing of virtues in all development activities. often naming 
an activity as a manifestation of virtue, or describing  
an activity as a step towards the development of a virtue, 
intrigues, inspires and encourages students to explore the 
subject. When we say that by completing a task, the stu-
dent has shown patience, which is an important expres-
sion of the virtue of courage, the advantage of character 
that can contribute to greater confidence and enable us to 
complete the task we already give a deeper meaning  
to the task, we arouse the student’s interest, motivation 
and perhaps the desire to deepen the issue at hand. using 
virtues to describe various activities, tasks or behaviours  
is the first, though obviously not sufficient, element  
of building a culture of developing virtues and an environ-
ment that supports their cultivation. 

be it will be enough if we point out only some of the most 
important mistakes to the boss, because pointing out the 
smaller ones could be considered a sign of small-minded-
ness. it is also just to look after the common good of the 
community to which we belong, whether it be our family, 
our state or, as in this situation, our company. 

the third and fourth criterion of a good deed includes its 
emotional aspect. Every deed, especially a difficult one, 
is linked to emotions. in this case, it may be concern 
about or even fear of the boss’s reaction: “Will i not suf-
fer any negative consequences for drawing the attention 
of the superior? Will my relationship with him not get 
worse? Will he not put me down or ridicule me in front 
of my colleagues? or, in the worst-case scenario, will  
i not lose my position or even my job? Maybe i shouldn’t 
tell my boss about his mistake. after all, i won’t lose any-
thing if i don’t”. such thoughts may arise because of con-
cerns and fears about taking the initiative in this situation. 
on the other hand, some pleasant feelings may arise:  
i may feel particularly proud to have noticed a mistake 
 of someone more experienced in the field; I may feel 
superior to the colleagues who have not noticed the 
mistake; I may feel satisfied to have a chance to point out 
the mistake to my supervisor. pleasant feelings, however, 
can also distract a person from a good deed. i may be 
tempted to do something more enjoyable than a difficult 
conversation with my boss, like having coffee in my office 
and chatting with a colleague. 

in order not to stop a person from acting, despite the 
various emotions and forces of “distraction” and “attrac-
tion”, two virtues are needed: the first one, courage, 
helps us not give in to bad emotions and they do not dis-
tract us from doing the right thing. in spite of fear, anxiety, 
or discouragement, we are not deterred from doing the 
right thing. the second virtue, temperance, makes 
pleasure not only not distract us from doing good, but 
also moderate us in our pursuit of the good. the thought 
that i am so wise that i can notice the mistake of the boss 
is very pleasant. although it does not distract me from 
the fundamentally good deed of drawing the attention of 
the boss, it is somehow likely to ‘spoil’ the way in which 
it is done. pride, a sense of superiority, and sense of sat-
isfaction from the possibility of pointing out a mistake to 
someone – all this makes a deed not stem from virtue, 
even if has a positive outcome. 

temperance is also expressed by the proper use of mate-
rial goods and various pleasures. since, accordingto aristo-
tle, pleasant goods (e.g. food, drink, sex, sleep) and mate-
rial goods (house, car, smartphone) are only means to an 
end and not the ends themselves, excessive concentration 
on them spoils our character and distracts us from spiritual 
goods (aristotle 2001, 1323a-1323b). the temptation to 
satisfy whims or desires often leads to evil deeds, such as 
deceit, adultery, lies, theft, etc. While courage helps us 
deal with the negative emotions that repel and discourage 
action, temperance is intended, however strange it may 
sound, to help us deal with pleasures and material goods 
and to keep them from distracting us from spiritual goods: 
love, friendship, common good, justice or, as plato would 
say, truth, beauty and goodness (reale 2012).

a virtue-based approach to human development brings 
together many facets of human action: it includes the is-
sue of effectiveness in action while emphasising the ethi-
cal dimension; it gives general guidance on how to act 
while stressing that we should focus on the goals to 
which it leads; it addresses the development of man as  
a human being and at the same time helps make good 
use of the specialised skills (techne ‒ as ancient philoso-
phers said) that we have, namely our various skills. it is 
these virtues that enable us to make good use of such 
skills as driving, teaching, using i-messages, playing a mu-
sical instrument, and so on.

however, the most important element distinguishing virtue 
ethics from other approaches to ethics and morality is that 
it understands human life as an art. therefore, it is not 
about observing moral principles for their own sake, in iso-
lation from the goals that we pursue as individuals; rather, in 
virtue ethics, morality is meant to make our lives easier and 
happier, more fulfilled and based on solid foundations. Vir-
tues are both a means (because they make it easier to 
achieve our various goals in a good way) and an end (be-
cause just having them makes us good, fulfilled people). 

although virtue ethics originated and evolved in ancient 
greece, and gained their most systematic form in the 
christian Middle ages, it is not a concept limited to one 
or two european cultures. probably its most controver-
sial aspect is that it is based on what some philosophers 
call universalism or moral absolutism ‒ the conviction that 
the ethical sphere of man is objective, that is, not created 
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10 recommended books 
on virtue ethics
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
a quite basic work on virtue ethics and classical philoso-
phy, but also on general european culture. this work 
was commented on and developed by ancient support-
ers of aristotelianism, medieval scholastics and renais-
sance philosophers. In the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, it became a fundamental source and point  
of reference for virtue ethics, which has been experienc-
ing a renaissance. 
It is worth reading at least the first two books, and the 
rest according to one’s own interests. a must-read that is 
worth reading more than once!

Plato, Gorgias
this dialogue is one of the most important texts of euro-
pean culture on ethics. it covers such topics as justice, 
good life, happiness, the role of pleasure in people’s 
lives, etc. it is worth reading more than once, as each 
time one can discover something new. 

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica
an outstanding work as far as philosophy, ethics and the-
ology are concerned, but quite difficult for the contem-
porary reader. Written in the style of scholastic quaes-
tiones, i.e. paragraphs in which a question is asked to be 
examined: first, one seeks arguments against, then gives 
one’s position with justification, and then responds to 
possible accusations.
Summa Theologica consists of 34 volumes and is available 
online at https://dhspriory.org/thomas/summa/. contrary 
to the title, it is not merely a theological work, since many 
volumes contain mainly philosophical issues. ethical issues 
can be found in volumes 9 to 22. every virtue and ethical 
issue is broken down into primary elements. 

Alasdair macIntyre, After Virtue, notre dame 2007.
a work that is credited with starting a contemporary de-
bate on aristotelian virtue ethics. Macintyre presents  
a broad and critical diagnosis of the culture in which we 
live, its origins and the causes of its problems. at the 
same time, he describes how virtues were understood 
in different ways in the history of philosophy. he also ad-
vocates a return to aristotelian virtue ethics, which  
he modifies to some extent. 

The work is written in a relatively difficult language, there 
are many philosophical terms and various erudite refer-
ences and digressions, but i recommend it as an intellec-
tual challenge. 

Jacek Jaśtal, Natura cnoty. Problematyka emocji  
w neoarystotelesowskiej etyce cnót (nature of Virtue: 
problems of emotions in neo-aristotelean Virtue eth-
ics), Kraków 2009
a book by a contemporary polish philosopher describing 
classical virtue ethics from a historical and contemporary 
perspective. the main focus is on the problem of emo-
tions in virtue ethics, but the book deals with the prob-
lem much more broadly. it is worth reading as an inter-
esting introduction (also historical) to the virtue ethics.

robert Spaemann, Grenzen. Zur ethischen Dimen-
sion des Handelns (Borders: the ethical dimension  
of action), stuttgart 2001 
this book is a collection of short and mostly easy-to-read 
articles by a contemporary philosopher of classical ethics, 
although he does not always refer directly to virtue eth-
ics. he deals with many interesting and current topics, 
and the short concise articles makes it easier to read and 
choose the most interesting issues. 

Michał Głowala, Łatwość działania. Klasyczna teoria 
cnót i wad w scholastyce (ease of action: classical the-
ory of Virtues and Vices in scholastics), lublin 2012
a book that thoroughly explores the subject of virtues 
(called abilities) in late medieval philosophy, written in  
a beautiful, albeit quite difficult language. It presents views 
and discussions that took place in medieval philosophy and 
ethics, not only among the most famous authors – it also 
discovers many little-known or completely forgotten me-
dieval philosophers (the author used original latin texts – 
the vast majority of them are not translated). 

Jacek Jaśtal (ed.), Etyka i charakter (ethics and char-
acter), Kraków 2004
a collection of articles written mainly by english-speaking 
authors, contemporary representatives and researchers  
of virtue ethics. the book is interesting, although it is more 
about meta-ethics than ethics, i.e. philosophical and theo-
retical assumptions of virtue ethics. in modern virtue eth-
ics, specific situations are rarely analysed in terms  
of virtues. It rarely focuses on the classification of virtues or 

3/ A contemporary philosopher who has made a significant contribution to the spread of virtue ethics, Alasdair MacIntyre, claims that a culture in which  

effectiveness counts and in which there is no reflection on the ultimate goals and goods themselves, by its very nature excludes the culture of shaping virtues. 

for this reason, he criticised emotivism, utilitarianism and liberalism – see: a. Macintyre (2007).

the second element is to build an ethos in which the pri-
ority is working for the common good, rather than effec-
tiveness and usability (utility).3 in short, the common 
good in classical virtue ethics can be referred to as every-
thing that is “multiplied by sharing” and contributes to the 
development of man as a person: friendship, love, 
knowledge, beauty, virtues, etc. all this makes the com-
munity, which is the foundation for teaching virtues, 
grow. Knowledge of one field helps develop knowledge 
in other fields. An example of good, virtuous actions  
inspires others to develop virtues, beauty inspires admi-
ration and the desire to multiply it, acts of selfless friend-
ship and love encourage and motivate others to share.  
the common good as a spiritual good is therefore ex-
cluded from competition because its resources are un-
limited, unlike material goods, which are by their very 
nature limited in quantity. 

The third element is specific educational activities aimed 
at better understanding what virtues, goodness and hap-
piness are. interestingly, my observations during virtue 
ethics classes show that people (both young and old) 
very often have deep-rooted, accurate intuitions about 
how a given virtue is expressed. it results from the fact 
that virtue ethics is, in fact, a very common-sense  
approach, and also from the fact that as a society and cul-
ture we have “subcutaneously” preserved many ele-
ments of an antique and christian understanding of these 
concepts. the culture of enlightenment and postmod-
ernism seems to prevail in narrative today, but when we 
go deeper into specific behaviours and moral choices, 
our thinking is much more “pre-modern” than we think. 

a simple brainstorming exercise may be used to help un-
derstand specific virtues in a group setting. It involves 
writing down the name of a given virtue (let it be humil-
ity) on the blackboard and asking students: What do you 
associate this word with? their responses can be written 
in a specific colour in the form of a thought map. Then 
we can ask: What does a person who has the virtue  
of humility do? this question makes the students think 
about specific situations where humility is expressed. We 
can write down the answers on the board, continuing to 

create a thought map in a different colour. these two 
questions should make it easier to answer the third ques-
tion: What can i do to develop the virtue of humility? We 
continue to put down the thoughts in the form of a map 
with a third colour. finally, we can ask students to write 
down the one thing that they could do to develop humil-
ity on their piece of paper. in the end, the teacher can ask 
some volunteers to share their thoughts. this last part, 
however, can only work in a group that already knows 
each other and in which the participants feel safe  
(e.g. they have no fear of criticism from other students 
or the teacher). in this simple way, it is possible to stim-
ulate reflection on virtues even when the teacher him-
self does not have a broad knowledge on the subject, 
because this exercise is based on the intuitions of indi-
vidual people and “group wisdom”. However, it is defi-
nitely recommended to have some theoretical back-
ground in order to teach how to develop virtues. how 
can you get it? Which books should you read? the an-
swer to this question can be found in the bibliography 
attached to this article. 

i recommend reading the classical texts slowly and in 
very short fragments, even 1-2 pages at a time, in or-
der to contemplate them, think about what the author 
wanted to say and how we can understand this content 
today. It is definitely worth trusting the classic authors 
and taking the role of their disciples: do not assume that 
they lived over a thousand or two thousand years ago 
and have no idea about life in the modern world because 
their world was so different from ours. i do not recom-
mend treating them as monuments in a museum. 
i strongly advise to assume that human nature is un-
changeable and therefore their message has not lost its 
value and relevance. It is only more difficult for us to ac-
cess because, in order to discover the treasures hidden 
in their texts, we have to dig through thick layers  
of sometimes difficult, specialised terms, not always in-
tuitively understood language or cultural context in which 
they were created. however, i strongly recommend this 
effort because, as aristotle said, understanding the hu-
man being and the reality around him is an important el-
ement of a good, fulfilled life. 
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their description and definition, but rather on meta-ethical 
issues such as the role of the subject in virtue ethics, com-
paring virtue ethics with other approaches in ethics, etc. 
the same applies to this book. however, if you are inter-
ested in assumptions, theories and a bird’s eye view  
of ethical theories, it is worth reading.

natasza Szutta (ed.) Współczesna etyka cnót: 
możliwości i ograniczenia (Modern Virtue ethics: op-
portunities and limitations), Warszawa 2011
a collection of articles on virtue ethics by polish and eng-
lish-speaking authors. The article by Justyna Głowala on 
practical knowledge in the work of e. anscombe is worth 
recommending in particular. it highlights the difference 
between theoretical and practical knowledge by analys-
ing the virtue of generosity.

Jacek Woroniecki, Katolicka etyka wychowawcza 
(catholic educational ethics), volumes 1-3, lublin 1995
this book is more about moral theology, but for those 
interested in practical virtue ethics, it may be very use-
ful. the author was a dominican, a professor and  
a rector at the catholic university of lublin in the inter-
war period, who was strongly influenced by the ethics 
of the virtues of aristotle and saint thomas aquinas. in 
fact, this is the most practical work containing a descrip-
tion of virtue ethics i have ever found on this subject. 
since the author combines ethical and pedagogical is-
sues, he describes in detail how particular virtues are 
expressed in everyday life, and even what influences 
their formation and upbringing. i have not found a bet-
ter, more comprehensive and accessible “textbook on 
virtue ethics”.  l

The inspiration for the performance were  
the cardinal virtues: Justice, Fortitude,  
Prudence and Moderation.
 

outline of the script  
for “The Longest Journey”
the hero/heroine, gauch, (in the novel it is a man, but  
it can be a woman), a mute brought up by nuns, sets off 
on a journey in search of a secret book which is to pro-
vide answers to all questions, and above all, answers  
to the question about the meaning of life. 

together with a group of freaks and vagabonds whom  
he meets on his way, he travels through the land led  
by a book whose symbol is a guardian star. 

gauch leaves his own comfort zone, passing through  
the zone of fear, science, development and growth. 

in each of the lands he experiences one of his adventures 
that lead him towards discovering and developing one  
of his specific virtues: Justice, Fortitude, Prudence, 
and moderation. 

since the workshops assume writing a script discussing 
the essence of the Virtues themselves, how these 
scenes will look will not be known until the workshop is 
held.

after experiencing many strange and incredible coinci-
dences, Gauch finally finds the Book of Life, which, to his 
surprise, turns out to be empty. 

disappointed, he falls into despair and is helped by a shep-
herd who watches the scene unfold. using metaphors 
and riddles, the shepherd shows the hero how to inter-
pret the sign. 

the Book is his life, which he has to write down. the vir-
tues are chapters, and he must find his story/legend fol-
lowing the titles of the chapters as signposts, which 
gauch only now sees. 

each of the chapter titles is one of the cardinal virtues.

the performance ends with the mute gauch, who has 
dreamt of being able to just say even a single word all his life, 
says i aM. only when his life begins to be guided by the four 
powerful signposts, he begins to feel he is really alive.

Adam Łoniewski

ScripT, courSe and objecTiveS  
oF THe “THe longeST journey”  

projecT

The main objective of the project is to conduct workshops and produce  
a performance of “The Longest Journey” based on the script and directed  
by Adam Łoniewski and Maria Grabińska.

the performance tells the story of the path that each of us has to follow “from unconsciousness to consciousness” 
through the stages of unconscious competence, conscious competence, acquisition of virtues and their integration 
in our lives.

The performance is inspired by Olga Tokarczuk’s novel “The Journey of the Book-People”, the works of Plato  
and the thoughts of socrates.
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tools, objectives, comments:
While working on the performance we use theatrical 
techniques associated with movement theatre, panto-
mime, transpersonal improvisation, dance theatre, and 
butoh theatre.

Most of the text in the performance is recorded by the 
reader. actors use spoken text to a small extent, using 
the word as a sign. they learn to communicate non-ver-
bally and express themselves by activating and unblock-
ing the body.

The workshop work on the performance 
of “The Longest Journey” is divided 
into four stages:

Integrative and cognitive stage
During the first classes we “get used to” each other and 
integrate, building up mutual trust and identifying the 
tools we will use at work: the body, imagination and 
sound.

We create an atmosphere of mutual trust through simple 
exercises that reduce stress before public performances 
and help get used to the stage. We acquire skills related 
to mindfulness and emotional intelligence. 

Cognitive and content-related stage
during the next classes, we start talking about the pur-
pose of our performance. the classes are preceded by  
a thorough discussion about the path from unconscious-

ness to consciousness, through unconscious incompe-
tence, conscious incompetence, unconscious compe-
tence, conscious competence and acquisition of virtues. 
at every stage of the discussion, we try to put the knowl-
edge into practice. We create simple scenes and activities 
in a group, referring to examples from life and observa-
tions of the workshop participants.

Stage of unleashing the imagination and creating
during the following classes, we try to practice particular 
scenes always starting with a discussion. We activate im-
agination through exercises related to inventing scenes, 
contexts, searching for a psychological gesture and char-
acters. We learn how to build complex circumstances, 
activate emotional body motor skills and observe how 
the stage reality changes under the influence of our ac-
tions. during this stage, we enter deeper and deeper 
into the structure of the performance and the tasks we 
raise.

Workshop and artistic stage
On this day we start to “gather” all our materials, reflec-
tions, discoveries and create a theatrical performance 
out of them. this stage is preceded by a discussion on 
creating artistic activity. We learn what it means to act and 
work in a group. We acquire skills related to discipline, 
communication skills and working in a group environ-
ment. We study all the components of an artistic perfor-
mance: rhythm, tension, energy, dialogue, cooperation, 
technique and ability to work under pressure. this stage 
is a summary and consolidation of all the previous ones 

‚the longest Journey’  
performance by girls from

The Youth Education Centre in Załusków.
photo: Julia Kwiatkowska

and finally ends with the preparation of a 30-minute per-
formance, which is the final part of our workshop and  
a chance to present the human and artistic skills acquired 
during the workshops.

The main objectives of the project are:
•  Inspiring young people by encouraging them to ex-

perience their body and voice as a powerful tool 
for self-expression.

•  Teaching human development and artistic skills.
•  Encouraging people to leave their comfort zone  

by overcoming anxiety and enter the learning and 
development zone.

•  Developing interpersonal and communication skills.
•  Developing group work skills based on mindful-

ness, sensitivity and self-discipline.
•  Showing the theatre as a place that is an anamnesis, 

i.e. a place where the mystery of god and Man 
come together.

•  Making people aware of the necessity of continu-
ous development and education through under-
standing the socratic paradigm that a happy life is  
a virtuous life or a good life.

•  Developing emotional motor skills and searching 
for artistic tools to “express” one’s own fears, needs 
and emotions. l

sense of security  
and control

making excuses

vulnerability 
to the opinions 

of others

lack of 
self-confidence

acquiring 
new skills

expanding 
the comfort zone

coping 
with challenges

achieving 
life goals

fulfilling 
one’s dreams 

discovering 
the meaning

COmFOrT 
ZOnE 

FEAr 
ZOnE

LEArnInG 
ZOnE

DEVELOPmEnT 
AnD GrOWTh 

ZOnE

ADAM ŁONIEWSKI is an actor, director, educator. Graduate of the Acting Department at the Łódź Film School in 2001. 
He has worked in theatres in Łódź, Bydgoszcz, Poznań, Częstochowa and Legnica, as well as with many off and alter-
native theatres. he also works with young people and creates his own theatre and musical projects. he is a co-creator 
of the “Bez reszty” theatre. since 2006 he has been running the reconstructive “rebelia” theatre, dealing with the Middle 
Ages in Poland. He heads the Community Centre in Łask and works in the “Nice Flowers” Artistic Education Room that 
focuses on the artistic education of children and youth from rural areas. Winner of numerous acting and directing awards. 

new goals

stages of leaVing one’s coMfort Zone
The comfort zone is a beautiful place, but nothing grows there.
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Introduction
a folk high school is a place for adults to gain new life skills 
in a setting where studying and living in fellowship helps 
augment the learning outcomes for students. in this 
chapter, the democratic values implemented in the ped-
agogy of folk high school courses, are presented from  
a danish perspective. first and foremost, it is important 
to mention that there are no fixed answers as to how 
the concept of democracy as a value should be taught  
in folk high schools. each institution must use their own 
definition of democracy and at the same time adhere  
to the commonly agreed principles according to which 
the folk high schools offer their courses. 

in the danish act on folk high schools (Kulturministeri-
et, 2015), it is stated that courses must aim at advancing 
life enlightenment, public enlightenment and democratic 
education as the three cornerstones of teaching and fel-
lowship in folk high schools. the inclusion of the term 
democratic education is fairly new (added 2006),  
although the pedagogical practice in folk high schools has 
always supported a political system, based on democrat-
ic values. the inclusion of the term democratic educa-
tion in the act on folk high schools came three decades 
after the term was used in the act on primary and lower 
secondary education, stressing that folkeskolen must 
emphasise democratic values (rahbek, 2016, p. 30).

democratic education is translated from the danish 
term demokratisk dannelse. the word dannelse has  
a broader meaning than education and some important 
nuances are lost in its translation. a few words that could 
be added for a deeper understanding of the term dan-
nelse are ‘general’ or ‘cultural education’ – skills achieved 
by understanding how to handle oneself when around 
others. it is about achieving the life skills that broaden 

your world view and make you a person who can see 
beyond prejudices and rhetoric.

Historical background  
– N.F.S. Grundtvig and Christen Kold
The first folk high schools were founded in Denmark  
in the mid-nineteenth century, starting with rødding 
folkehøjskole in 1844, near the border with germany 
(hojskolerne.dk, n.d.). in the following decades many 
more folk high schools opened and many were inspired 
by n.f.s. grundtvig (1783-1872). in the 1830s he de-
veloped a set of ideas about common people acquiring 
enough education and self-esteem that would allow 
them to participate in the development of society.  
certainly, these were ideas that were contradictory to 
what noblemen and royals used to think about the roles 
of the peasantry.

another person worth mentioning is christen Kold 
(1816-1870), a school teacher and lay preacher, who 
initiated the second folk high school in denmark in 1851. 
his background in christian revival communities shaped 
him as a teacher, using very much a story-telling method 
in which he wanted to awaken the pupils’ interest before 
actually teaching them skills. “first enliven, then enlight-
en” (grundtvig-koldsk-skole.dk, n.d.). in many ways, he 
approached the idea of folk high schools in a practical 
way (as well as schools for children) and, although in-
spired by grundtvig, he also had his own ideas. 

folk high schools grew in popularity when denmark was 
changing from absolute monarchy to democratic parlia-
mentarism. for many students, folk high schools were 
like ‘midwives’ transitioning obedient peasant workers 
for the nobles into people who stood up for themselves 
and had a say in most of the matters that touched their 
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democracy aS a value 
in the pedagogy of folk high schools lives. co-operatives that included dairies, slaughter-

houses, banks and other undertakings were established 
and in those processes understanding of democracy 
among common people played a vital role.

another example is from the last decade of the 20th cen-
tury where the danish parliament decided to channel  
a substantial amount of money, more than 500 million 
dKK, into demokratifonden (the democracy fund) 
(denstoredanske.dk, n.d.). some of the folk high schools 
applied and were given money to develop courses for 
students from countries in central and eastern europe, 
as well as countries in the developing world with the aim 
to support democratic development. these courses 
were created in order to inspire the target group and in-
clude other cultural inputs at the folk high schools.  
undoubtedly, at this point, folk high schools saw them-
selves as front runners in the area of promoting demo-
cratic values and practices.

Democracy in the participatory  
citizenship
for folk high schools it has always been important to 
bring present-day challenges into the classroom. in the 
very beginning, more than 150 years ago, the agenda 
was centred around issues of farming and of building  
a nation for the people. grundtvig was very busy with 
trying to unite everyone in denmark to become one 
people understanding the common ground that united 
danes, instead of having many groups with their own 
sectional interests. he wanted to educate people, espe-
cially those less privileged, to become masters of their 
own lives and be able to take equal part in society’s  
development.

the legacy of grundtvig’s ideas in contemporary folk 
high schools is still alive, and the experiences and under-
standing of democratic values will give teachers opportu-
nities to engage students in both practical and theoretical 
approaches of the concept. 

upon entering a folk high school students will bring dif-
ferent experiences from their communities, whether big 
and small. in many different ways, for most young people, 
the concept of democracy has been part of their lives. 
Maybe not on a very conscious level but through the cul-
ture of families, local communities, primary and secondary 

educational institutions, and most probably the bigger po-
litical stages on local, regional or national levels.

over the course of their folk high school stay of some 
months, students will face the challenge of living together 
with other students in a confined space. They share 
classes, meals, leisure activities, common rooms and 
maybe even bathrooms. this helps develop the stu-
dents’ consciousness about how they function in groups, 
and the ability to express their needs in order to make 
this mini-society work in the best possible way.

My experience from the many semesters at Brenderup 
højskole is that nearly every year there is a debate on 
how to keep showers and toilets clean. how is it possi-
ble for a group of people to reach a consensus on how 
to keep the rooms tidy for the next person? it is a very 
practical example of democratic processes and will show 
students how different cultures have different values  
on how to use a room that is needed by all! There are 
no fixed rules on how to reach an understanding that 
solves a challenge, but placing oneself in a specific posi-
tion helps to see other people’s viewpoints that differ 
from your own. curiosity and non-judgemental ques-
tioning are important when you want to engage in and 
communicate with others. in this process of dialogue and 
sharing opinions, it’s possible to form new friendships 
that cross the lines of social, ethnic, cultural and political 
differences. 
 
the process of negotiation and conciliation is an ap-
proach of learning by doing and, at the same time,  
a stepping stone for the student to dig deeper into the 
concept of democracy. folk high schools provide  
a framework with plenty of opportunities for teachers to 
demonstrate how cooperation and reaching under-
standing through compromise are aspects of a healthy 
democratic attitude. in this learning environment, stu-
dents will also learn how dialogue is a crucial tool in find-
ing solutions that support student fellowship. 

these folk high school experiences give students tools 
they need to thrive in society and, for example, take part 
in civil society associations. participation in such forums 
will accumulate social capital (putnam, 2000), a resource 
based on trust and shared values. it will help develop 
networks and can give a group a sense of being more 
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than just individuals linked together by a certain cause. 
civil society associations are important players every-
where and, with well developed democratic skills, they 
can help understand the interconnectedness of our in-
terests in society.

danish folk high schools have a long tradition of helping 
to strengthen the work in small and larger associations. 
Many civil society organisations have benefitted from this 
through persons who at folk high schools have gained 
stronger self-esteem and democratic skills. it is written  
in the “dna” of the schools to enlighten the lives of stu-
dents to ensure future participation in whatever net-
works they will be in. understanding that demokratisk 
dannelse is an important value will help meet the chal-
lenges of the ever-changing world.

democratic values are viewed in many different ways, 
and there are different approaches among folk high 
school teachers as to how to implement these values  
at the school. this diversity guarantees space for democ-
racy to grow. if the concept is locked to just one inter-
pretation that must be followed by everybody, there is a 
great risk of stagnation. You need to constantly redefine 
democracy in order to keep it alive. 

How is it done? Examples from  
Brenderup Folk High School
•  Exercises in classes are often done in pairs, or small 

groups, to make students experience that they are 
part of a fellowship

•  When working together in class, students are asked to 
keep an eye out to assist those who might need  
a helping hand

•  At the start of the class there is a check-in round, 
which gives each student a chance to express a cer-
tain need or a specific detail about how he/she is  
doing today

•  In every situation teachers stress the importance  
of respect for each other and for the fellowship

•  Encourage the involvement of students through  
participation in decision-making processes

•  Students are given freedom with responsibility in-
stead of strict supervision

•  Students are encouraged to be curious and question 
mainstream truths

•  Students are dared to do things they have never 
tried before

•  Corridor meetings are held every week attended by 
a teacher

•  Students are invited to give ideas for shared leisure 
activities l
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million) of the British population were functional illiter-
ates. research in germany (grotlüschen, riekmann, 
2012) showed that 7.5 million citizens in the country 
were total or functional illiterates. in addition, more 
than 25% of the adult population (13.3 million) has lit-
eracy difficulties. In general, almost 40% of the adult 
population in Germany qualifies for illiteracy, functional 
illiteracy or has insufficient literacy skills.

in 2010, the committee of the regions of the european 
union issued a document entitled “combating functional 
illiteracy ‒ an ambitious European strategy for preventing 
exclusion and promoting personal fulfilment” which,  
in particular, calls for “integrating the drive to combat 
functional illiteracy among the horizontal objectives  
of the revised post-2010 lisbon strategy” (ec, 2010). 
the document states that illiteracy affects all age groups, 
especially people over 45 years of age; it is found in both 
urban and rural environments; it does not only affect 
people excluded from the labour market (half of illiterate 
people work professionally) and it is not a phenomenon 
associated with migration (three quarters of illiterate 
people after five years of residing in a new country speak 
only the language of their country of residence).

Living with a reading and writing 
deficit 
empirical research on functional illiteracy shows that 
adults with low literacy skills have a wide variety of back-
grounds and social status, education, as well as econom-
ic and family situation. they also cope with everyday life 
and the labour market with varying degrees of success. 
however, they also share many common features, 
problems and situations. the feeling of not being accept-
ed in their families and at school, helplessness in the face 
of indifference on the part of parents and teachers, finally 
attempts to live their life with a deficit in reading and writ-
ing and developing strategies for survival in the culture  
of the written word, are only some of the characteristics 
observed in the illiterate.

it appears that illiterate people and people with low lit-
eracy skills develop a whole range of other skills to com-
pensate, at least in part, for the literacy deficit that allow 
them to participate in social and professional life, even  
if this is limited to a large extent. the results of empirical 
research undermine the universal image of a helpless  

illiterate person, lost in social reality, at the mercy and  
assistance of others. however, illiteracy determines their 
everyday life and attitude. first of all, they are careful to 
hide their deficit from others, living in constant fear of be-
ing found out. They become obsessed with finding ways 
to avoid situations that increase the probability of being re-
vealed as illiterate, i.e. different, deviating from the norms 
and standards of societies enforcing full-time compulsory 
education and assigning strategic importance to education. 
Aware of the social perception of their deficit, they con-
centrate all their energy on developing and implementing 
an effective strategy of concealing their incompetence. 
they make various efforts and develop comprehensive 
strategies to carry out their tasks on an equal footing with 
literate people and avoid exposing the deficit.

some illiterate people show above-average commitment 
to their professional work. they achieve results that in-
crease their self-confidence and reduce the risk of discrim-
ination in the workplace in case their deficit is made public. 
in their immediate environment, they have a person  
or people who can help them with difficult situations 
where they need to demonstrate reading and writing 
skills. they often become dependent on these people. in 
a restaurant, they look at the menu and then order the 
same thing as the person who accompanies them or ask 
the waitress to recommend a dish. they avoid being pro-
moted at work to avoid duties that involve writing, even  
if they dream of a new position. Just in case, they do not 
participate in trips and excursions, because in the evening 
they may have to play board games. they avoid visiting  
a doctor in order not to be exposed to the need to fill out 
a form about past illnesses. they do not vote in elections 
because they cannot cope with the ballot paper. they are 
cautious about making new friends, especially starting rela-
tionships, because they fear the reaction of their new 
friends to their incompetence in writing and reading. in the 
office they ask for help in writing an application, justifying  
it with a hand injury. When they are given a form to fill out  
in the hr department, they insist, using any excuse,  
on bringing the completed form the next day. they ask for 
help at the bank because they do not have glasses with 
them. they will not go to a parents’ meeting at school  
to avoid embarrassing situations. they cheat, conceal 
things, and take advantage of others. only this way can 
they escape from situations requiring reading and writing 
skills. problems are waiting for them at almost every turn.

at a time when full-time compulsory educa-
tion was just wishful thinking, illiteracy was 
a hot topic. unexpectedly, in some rich 

Western countries with modern, democratic education 
systems, illiteracy has returned to political, scientific and 
social debate again, while in others, it remains a neglect-
ed and disregarded issue. the downplaying of the prob-
lem leads to disastrous consequences, threatening the 
well-being of individuals and societies. the concept  
of functional illiteracy, coined in the 1960s, links the learn-
ing of reading and writing with the professional prepara-
tion as well as social and economic conditions of specific 
countries and regions. it concerns the acquisition of prac-
tical competences necessary for the individual’s proper 
functioning in the professional field, in private life and  
in all other areas of social life.

“the concept of functional illiteracy was born out of the 
disproportion between the level of skills of individuals  
and the situation in which they found themselves. (...)  
a functional illiterate may even be able to create words out 
of letters, sign a payroll, but this is not enough to use books 
and magazines as a tool for cultural and professional devel-
opment” (Landy-Tołwińska, Matulka, 1970, p. 6).

The prefix “il” before “literate” reveals the disproportion 
between the actual and desired level of immersion in the 
writing culture of an individual living in a given commu-
nity, in a specific historical moment. Eliminating this deficit 
is both a challenge for educationists and a question of en-
suring the right living conditions to enable participation in 
the culture of writing. it is about the chances of individu-
als and social groups to function in an environment that 
fosters participation in the culture of the written word.  
“it is a fact that in today’s world, people without relevant 
competences, specific capital, not only economic, but 

also cultural, without access to information or without 
the so-called market power, are becoming increasingly 
marginalized due to unemployment, inability to articulate 
their own interests, functional illiteracy and similar social 
phenomena” (solarczyk-ambroziak, 2002, p. 23).
 
illiteracy as probably the most striking cultural capital def-
icit today determines the (mediocre) quality of careers 
and (dis)continuity of educational biographies, as well as 
exclusion from the distribution of wealth, such as power, 
positions and wages. “utopia is the vision of absolute 
equality, but the inequalities seen today must be the driv-
ing force behind the movement towards equality” (Boro-
wicz, 2008, p. 41).

The scale of functional illiteracy 
in adults in rich Western countries
international comparative studies initiated by the oecd 
in the 1990s have shown that a large proportion of eu-
ropeans are classified as ‘illiterate’, although the vast ma-
jority of them have completed at least primary school, 
have been socialised in literate society and written cul-
ture, have been in contact with writing (in their families, 
at school, in their daily lives) and know the importance  
of written language.

some european countries, appalled by the results  
of oecd studies, have conducted their own studies.  
A survey in France (2004-2005) (Jeantheau, 2007) 
identified 3.1 million people in a group of working-age 
adults (approximately 40 million) who, according to the 
adopted skills scale, were classified as functional illiter-
ates (9% of the working-age population). only those 
who attended schools in france were included in the 
study. studies conducted in the uK in 2011 (grot-
lüschen, riekmann, 2012) found that 14.9% (over 5 
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illiterate people live in constant emotional stress, which 
has an impact on their physical and mental health. their 
economic situation, especially managing financial re-
sources, is a constant source of stress for them. they do 
not respond to a demand for payment, sign someone’s 
credits, pay off someone’s debts. they do not have 
enough money to live on.

the professional and social situation of illiterate people is 
not conducive to their education. first of all, they are  
often unable to bear the cost of a course. secondly, in 
their opinion, illiteracy is not their main problem. they 
perceive financial, health and educational difficulties with 
much greater severity. thirdly, the long-term unem-
ployed in particular lack faith in learning something that 
does not guarantee employment. finally, some people 
involved in various social projects to help them integrate 
into the labour market are unable to meet the demands 
and give up any educational opportunities.

the social perception of illiterate people remains nega-
tive, even though “modern functional illiteracy” is already 
openly spoken of. one of the prevailing discourses com-
bines the economic development and prosperity of soci-
eties with high competence of citizens. lack of compe-
tence in reading and writing appears to be a particular 
threat to the proper functioning of society. the illiterate 
do not bring profits in macroeconomic terms; on the 
contrary, they expose public budgets to spending. they 
do not meet the normative expectations of the society 
or institutions representing their interests. illiteracy and 
the lack of other basic competencies reduce the efficien-
cy of the employing institution and thus endanger its ex-
istence and that of society as a whole. this type of argu-
mentation also underlies various literacy initiatives and 
justifies budgetary investments in this area.

On the need to break the taboo and act
a report on the europeans’ participation in adult educa-
tion (ec, 2017) shows that adults unfortunately show little 

interest in developing their skills or acquiring new qualifi-
cations. As a result, Poland faces a significant long-term 
challenge to develop an appropriate lifelong learning en-
vironment, especially for older people and for low-skilled 
individuals. the 3.7% participation rate of adults in learn-
ing seen in in 2016 was 0.2 percentage points higher 
than in the previous year, but this was still well below the 
eu average (which stands at 10.8%). Moreover, the lat-
est oecd survey on adult skills (piaac) indicates that 
15% of adult poles have poor literacy and numeracy 
skills and that the it skills of poles in all age groups are be-
low the oecd average (ec, 2017, p. 11).

Although in Polish scientific discourse “illiteracy” as a so-
cial issue is present,1 it does not appear either in public or 
political debates, which results in a deficit of nationwide 
research on the scale of illiteracy of adults, strategies for 
its reduction and detailed concepts of educational work 
with adults affected by the problem. essentially, there is 
no answer to the questions about who would deal with 
adult literacy (which institutions, which specialists), how 
to finance it and how to implement it. We do not know 
the scale of needs, nor do we have modern literacy pro-
gramme. universities do not educate specialists in adult 
literacy.

A question for folk high schools
there are many reasons to believe that folk high schools 
are particularly suited to tackling the problem of low lan-
guage competencies affecting people of all ages. the cur-
rent solutions offered by the polish educational system 
are ineffective, outdated and even anachronistic. they 
neither create a chance to solve the illiteracy problem, 
nor do they fit into the modern education system.  
the basic question is: What can adult poles, who are 
aware of their incompetence in writing and reading, do? 
the answer is simple: they can enrol at a school for 
adults, primary school or high school. education is free. 
however, the issue is more complicated, given that  
a large proportion of the functional illiterates have gradu-

ated from various types of schools and do not intend to 
go to school again or redo the entire primary school cur-
riculum in order to improve their literacy. there is no  
alternative. It is impossible to find an adult education in-
stitution that offers reading and writing courses.

the basic assumptions of adult literacy presented below, 
widely discussed in foreign specialist publications, sup-
ported by empirical research and observations made by 
practitioners working with illiterate people (cf. przybylska, 
2014), may contribute to the discussion among experts, 
activists and supporters of folk high schools. do folk high 
schools have the potential to legitimise their involvement 
in adult literacy in their everyday environments?

The illiterate as recipients  
of learning offers 
adult illiterates are particularly reluctant to take advantage 
of learning offers. encouraging them to take a course is 
most effective when it is done through a verbal invitation 
during informal encounters. you can talk to them at play-
grounds or parks when they are watching their children  
or grandchildren, in churches, social welfare centres, 
medical clinics or in kindergartens and schools where edu-
cators and teachers are aware of the child’s family situation 
and possible problems with reading and writing.

an institution that is trusted by the local community, 
knows the situation of families in the community, institu-
tional infrastructure and potential social partners that can 
help solve difficult issues, has the best chances to attract 
participants to the course. life situations of illiterate peo-
ple are often affected by simultaneous, mutually depend-
ent crisis events, such as unemployment, health prob-
lems, addictions, debts, etc., which constitute an obstacle 
to learning. Illiteracy is a phenomenon that is difficult  
to recognise, absent or ignored in public awareness  
and requires, due to its complexity, the involvement  
of a wide range of social partners with a variety of com-
petencies and resources.

those offering learning resources for the illiterate should, 
therefore, be able to create local coalitions to reduce 
functional illiteracy, in other words, a network that helps 
people with reading and writing difficulties eliminate their 
deficits. Local networks should extend to different areas 
and social subsystems, enabling the integration of activi-

ties undertaken by the individual, as well as the integra-
tion of people with reading and writing deficits. Net-
works are very beneficial when it comes to adult literacy: 
they break the silence about functional illiteracy at the lo-
cal and regional level and make illiteracy a matter of social 
importance; they make it possible to reach people with 
reading and writing deficits; they disseminate knowledge 
about functional illiteracy in professional environments 
significantly related to the phenomenon of social exclu-
sivity; they foster the exchange of experiences between 
employees and institutions involved in helping the illiter-
ate (educationists, court-appointed guardians, case 
workers, counsellors, family assistants, etc.).

The need to respect the life culture 
of reading and writing course  
participants
only an institution deeply rooted in the local community 
is able to develop and implement a relevant learning of-
fer and provide effective forms of support for people  
interested in mastering reading and writing skills (psycho-
logical therapy, educational counselling, benefits). Literacy 
programmes aim to achieve clear objectives defined  
after an individual diagnosis. adult literacy is very fre-
quently offered to people and families with a traditionally 
low culture of the written word, where illiteracy is passed 
from generation to generation. low literacy does not 
mean that families are completely alienated from a sym-
bolic culture based on writing; they come into contact 
with it on a daily basis, even if it is superficial. Conse-
quently, it imposes a need for literacy work to respect 
the family’s existing practice of communication and to 
improve the literacy of its members, with full respect for 
the family’s culture of dialogue. this principle speaks in 
favour of engaging an educational institution that is fully 
aware of the broad contexts of life and functioning of the 
course participants in literacy work. literacy is about ex-
tending the family practice of writing to include its “offi-
cial” (dictionary) models, while respecting family tradi-
tions, everyday cultural and communication practices.  
it is about “authentic literacy” (anderson et al., 2010,  
after: nickel, 2016, p. 209), about respecting the family 
culture of life, its daily human experiences and needs  
in the field of reading and writing. Introducing people  
to the culture of writing should, therefore, be guided  
by the principle of preserving the maximum authenticity 
of the learning process. it is most effective in the natural 

1/ the lack of competence in reading and writing in contemporary society has been repeatedly addressed in publications and research activities of educa-

tion sociologists, educationists and andragologists. In his works on the role of education in social, life and cultural advancement of the young, Mikołaj Ko-

zakiewicz pointed to a number of economic, demographic, spatial, regional, psychological, ideological, cultural, school and educational, as well as gender 

barriers affecting the outcomes of school education. the causes and effects of early interruption of school careers, problems of social selection, also  

in education, their causes and consequences, were also addressed by Zbigniew Kwieciński, Bogusław Śliwerski, Krzysztof Konarzewski, Czesław Kupisie-

wicz, Mirosław J. Szymański, Ryszard Borowicz, Ireneusz Białecki, Krystyna Szafraniec and many other researchers.
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a few of the author’s reflections, I would like to point out 
that similar motifs appear in the statements made by 
many polish folk high school teachers:

“(...) it is worth remembering that when suggesting the 
format of classes, you should give everyone enough 
space to feel safe and ‘in the right place’, regardless of the 
degree of his or her otherness, so that, whenever he or 
she wishes, he or she can freely, without any anxiety, go 
beyond his or her own sphere of comfort and experi-
ence the new, in a way broadening this sphere” (p. 128). 

“if the aim is to shape a modern, broad-minded person, 
this can be achieved mainly by allowing space for discus-
sion, the opportunity to express one’s views openly, to 
share one’s opinion – even if it is extremely different from 
the opinions of others. (...) By crossing its [folk high school’s 
‒ footnote E.P.] threshold, students can feel safe, they can 
have and express opinions that are different from ours, 
they can discuss and argue. They will find understanding 
and willingness to exchange thoughts. this exchange takes 
place from the very beginning, from the first telephone, e-
mail or personal contact. (...) there is also no room for 
haste and superficial contacts right from the start, which is 
a significant part of the work methodology” (p. 129). 

“it is also important that the person’s motivation is con-
structed in a way that encourages him or her to take re-
sponsibility for both the process of change and its effects. 
It is, therefore, necessary to skilfully identify the benefits 
of participation in development projects and courses that 
meet the individual needs of the person. therefore, it is 
very important to be sensitive and to look at the matter 
from the perspective of personal needs of the individual, 
identified (...) by patiently listening to his or her unfulfilled 
dreams and abandoned plans, and strengthening their 
will to realise those dreams” (p. 131).

“While working with people at risk of social exclusion we 
should keep in mind that although they share a similar 
problem, they differ in almost everything. from past ex-

periences through temper, sometimes education, intel-
lect, family situation, to many other factors that make 
them unique and should make us treat everyone individ-
ually, because only this way can we improve the self-es-
teem of people at risk of social exclusion, and how they 
work on themselves and their problems” (p. 132).

The above reflections, but also those of many other teach-
ers or people connected with folk high schools, show the 
link between two concepts: literacy work and the “philos-
ophy” of folk high schools, which translates into their mis-
sion and pedagogical aspects of educational activity. in any 
case, it should be noted with full appreciation that folk high 
schools have been conducting a debate on their future for 
years, involving both theoreticians of social sciences and 
humanities, as well as representatives of these institutions 
from poland and other european countries. tomasz Mal-
iszewski (2016, p. 11) writes: “(...) showing the public 
how effective a folk high school can be as a ‘tool’ in manag-
ing further educational niches and responding to further 
social challenges; it can help local, regional or international 
(e.g. within the european union) bodies to make deci-
sions on socially important tasks/activities in the field of cul-
ture and education with the help of these institutions. per-
haps then it will turn out (...) that it is not necessarily worth 
wasting time and funds on searching for new concepts  
of educational work, when a new social challenge ap-
pears, because we have a proven and effective institution 
‘at hand’. We will most likely not be able to avoid some 
necessary modifications and adaptations, especially when 
it comes to the curriculum, but the ideological and con-
ceptual framework, as well as the organisational and meth-
odological framework is already there”.

undoubtedly, adult literacy requires innovative pro-
grammes, but since we already have all the rest, it is 
worth tackling this issue. after all, in the world of a cul-
ture based on the written word, learning reading and 
writing helps adults regain their dignity. can we imagine, 
then, a nobler task than introducing someone into  
the world of culture? there are certainly easier tasks. l

living environment of families, in the close social environ-
ment, in the vicinity of houses, in places known to fami-
lies and providing a sense of safety and security.

The specific nature of adult literacy 
education
More than in other areas of teaching-learning, teaching the 
illiterate involves activities that are not traditionally consid-
ered regular teacher duties. these activities result from the 
specific situation of the illiterate living in the writing culture 
with social, psychological, cultural and economic conse-
quences for functioning in society. to be successful in 
teaching reading, writing and arithmetic to adults, teachers 
need to understand their living conditions and situations, 
recognise their competencies, respect them and teach 
them based on their strengths. they must motivate, sup-
port and, above all, help learners overcome further barri-
ers, usually originating from their social situation (cf. linde, 
2008; nuissl, przybylska, 2016). teaching reading, writing 
and arithmetic is much more linked to the daily lives of 
learners than other areas of adult education.

awareness of one’s own role in the process of teaching-
learning of the illiterate is very important for the teacher, 
because the relationship between the teacher and the 
participants in the course is particularly emotional in the 
elementary education of adults. Moreover, a focus on 
learning is a requirement that the teacher must meet  
at every stage of the learning cycle. the personal devel-
opment of learners is a priority. the importance of activi-
ties and emotions accompanying the learning process can-
not be overestimated. the development of competence 
in adult literacy and numeracy is at the same time a pro-
cess of intensive personal development. the change takes 
place not only in the sphere of cognitive skills, but also in 
human identity. Therefore, already during the first contact 
with an illiterate person, the teacher should create an at-
mosphere and conditions that foster effective changes in 
his or her mental, emotional, intellectual, moral and spir-
itual spheres. particularly important are the following as-
pects: allowing the learner to speak freely, inspiring open-
ness and sincerity, recognising the qualities, dispositions 
and different attributes of the individual (cognitive, emo-
tional, motivational), discussing and explaining to the 
learner his or her possibilities and alternatives, or deter-
mining optimal solutions for him or her (at a given mo-
ment) (schlüter, schell-Kiehl, 2004, p. 28ff).

adult literacy highlights the fundamental importance  
of favourable social and emotional factors in the learning 
process: they strengthen the individual, motivate to con-
tinue learning after the course ends and enable people  
to live with a sense of agency.

to ensure effective learning when working with the illit-
erate population, teachers must “know their needs and 
interests, respect their goals and how they want to learn” 
(nala, 2009, p. 12). it implies that learners are aware of 
their own responsibility for the learning process, articu-
late their needs and interests and, in a sense, individually 
control their own learning process. this also allows the 
skills acquired by the individual to be used in practice  
in his or her social environment.

it is worth stressing that teaching the illiterate should take 
into account their previous experiences and life situa-
tions, as well as their motives and interests in the field  
of education, which provide a framework for the ‘right 
content’ for writing, reading and arithmetic. one adult lit-
eracy expert noted: “a teacher working with people at 
the most basic or lowest level should have the highest 
level of competence” (toia, 2013, p. 44.).

Concepts in adult literacy  
and the educational philosophy  
of folk high schools
these days, the educational goal is not literacy, under-
stood as developing the ability to write down the sounds 
heard and to read the graphic signs that make up the 
word, but to introduce people to the world of symbolic cul-
ture, turn them into literate persons who enjoy the culture 
of the written word, participate in and co-create culture. it 
is therefore not possible to define the level of competence 
in reading and writing as separate from individual and social 
life. folk high schools very often emphasise precisely this 
closeness to one’s social environment, to man living right 
next door, experiencing despite the diversity of human mi-
cro-worlds of life – similar situations and problems, result-
ing, for example, from living in the same geographical area, 
but to an even greater extent, in shared human space.

Listening to a folk high school teacher (Liedtke-Kątnik, 
2016, p. 128-132) who shares her experience in work-
ing with socially excluded people, it is impossible not to 
see that she understands the concept of literacy. recalling 
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Sustainability is perhaps the one concept which all 
nations agree could hold the key to solving many 
of the world’s problems today. it would be fair to 

say that the earliest concerns with the sustainability of the 
“modern” world in the 20th century, as we know it, oc-
curred in the 1960s and 1970s when economic and 
population growth was first directly linked to environ-
mental decline. that such growth could not be sustained 
forever was perhaps most loudly argued in the report 
the limits to growth (Meadows et al.,1972), issued by 
the Club of Rome organisation. Quite controversially at 
the time, but visionary from the point of view of today’s 
global problems, the report simply argued that even with 
the help of advanced technologies, the global system  
of nature could not support the current rates of eco-
nomic and population growth much beyond the year 
2100. (Meadows et al., 1972).

it was in the Brundtland report of 1987, more than  
a decade after the limits to growth, that the term “sus-
tainable development” was first strategically used in rela-
tion to the world’s concern with global environmental is-
sues, such as global warming, deforestation, species loss, 
toxic waste, etc. in 1987, the World commission on en-
vironment and development, chaired by norwegian 
prime Minister gro harlem Brundtland, delivered a report 
called “our common future”, which soon became 
known as the Brundtland report. The report defined sus-
tainable development as “development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their own needs” (1987, p. 16).

in the 21st century, sustainability became a much clearer 
and specific concept. It became more meaningful not 

only to environmentalists but also to everyday people, to 
everyone concerned about the consequences of the re-
lationship between human activity, the natural resources 
of the planet and the future of our children. the centre 
for Welfare reform in the uK gives us a simple, yet com-
prehensive definition of sustainability: 

This definition of sustainability shows that perhaps nowa-
days we are getting closer to what capra and luisi have 
termed “the systems way of life” – an understanding that 
everything in the world is in a systemic relationship to 
everything else (capra and luisi, 2014). in a review of 

apostol apostolov
(Botanica Life Foundation)

SuSTainabiliTy and SuSTainable 
developmenT in the context 

of the teaching organic literacy (tol) project

“…SuSTAInABILITY means treating the earth as if we intend  
to stay. it is about living within our environmental limits now and 
meeting the needs of existing and future generations.  
By living sustainably we are clearly saying that we want to leave  
the best possible inheritance to our children. 
that means a planet that is safe and peaceful. sustainability is about 
how we can balance economic, social and environmental factors to 
create a better world for everyone. 

Sustainability has three main strands:
Social – ensuring a strong, healthy and just society for existing and 
future communities;
Economic – where environmental and social costs fall on those who 
cause them, and resources are distributed fairly and efficiently;
Environmental – respecting and protecting the limits of the planet’s 
environment, resources and biodiversity…”.
  (centre for Welfare reform, 2018).
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using organic bee products (wax) for making hand-made 
souvenirs or learning about organic herb growing is just 
one example. in Bulgaria, the target group is young peo-
ple who do not attend school or trainings and do not 
have a job (neet, an acronym for “not in education, 
employment, or training”), as well as adults with low  
literacy and numeracy skills. they were given help  
in acquiring skills in organic food production in permacul-
ture methods. in both countries, the project makes a tar-
geted effort to support members of rural communities  
in developing practical skills for a sustainable lifestyle.

in addition, problems of malnutrition and poor health are 
often part of rural life, especially among rural communities 
in Bulgaria and poland. through promoting the “organic” 
thread in farming and food production generally, the tol 
project sought to emphasise the importance of healthy 
food and healthy lifestyles. as many claim that organically 
produced food is much healthier than conventional non-
organic or fast food, we wanted to demonstrate to mem-
bers of our communities – through training – how they 
can produce organic food themselves, or how they can 
make choices to achieve healthier lifestyles. our courses 
provided space for discussions on this subject and allowed 
participants to experience various aspects of organic food 
production and its benefits for health. 

Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.

in the tol project, we encouraged and promoted life-
long learning opportunities. We were guided by the un-
derstanding that “key competences for lifelong learning 
are a combination of knowledge, skills and attitudes  
appropriate to the context. they are particularly neces-
sary for personal fulfilment and development, social in-
clusion, active citizenship and employment” (recom-
mendation 2006/962/ec of the european parliament 
and of the council of 18 december 2006). this under-
standing led us to explore lifelong learning opportunities 
among all partner institutions and countries. in denmark 
we learned from – folk high school, rooted in the 
grundtvigian philosophy of teaching and learning, where 
the idea of including all members of society in education, 
including the underprivileged ones, is a fundamental 
idea, deriving from 19th century denmark and danish 

beliefs in democracy and civil society. the Brenderup 
folk high school was an example of where life skills and 
professional skills merge in a single concept of “learning 
for life”. in poland we saw how folk high schools have 
been inspired by grundtvig and the danish model, but 
have taken up a national shape, where informal educa-
tion and formal schooling can go hand in hand (in rad-
awnica) or where organic farming and vocational training 
have coupled to create an institution where young peo-
ple learn from working on a farm, taking in-house practi-
cal courses, developing diploma projects and graduating 
to continue their professional development being em-
powered and motivated (grzybów). in poland we also 
saw how municipal authorities (in adamów) are drivers  
of change in their community, taking steps to create their 
own folk high school in their municipality. in switzerland, 
we learned about vocational education (in plantahof), 
and how a new generation of farmers is brought up be-
tween tradition and innovation. We saw how biodynam-
ic farming is shaping new perspectives in education while 
creating space for social innovations and strengthening 
the organic food production market. in germany,  
the tol project explored collaborations between farm-
ers and social workers in order to provide inclusive edu-
cation for people with disabilities. in Bulgaria, we wit-
nessed a symbiosis between organic food production 
and training of children and young people with different 
needs and of different ages – from kindergarten children, 
through high school students, to at-risk young people 
(neets). 

Goal 8: Promote sustained, 
inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full  
and productive employment 

and decent work for all.
the tol project explored how folk high school meth-
odology could be applied in rural areas for supporting 
people threatened with exclusion, particularly those with 
low basic skills. in rural areas, and particularly in poland 
and Bulgaria, we focused on adults from disadvantaged 
groups (e.g. people with low basic skills, people with dis-
abilities, retired/elderly, and the unemployed). We also 
targeted young people who are at risk of becoming ear-
ly school leavers or who are neets. indeed, our focus 
on neets is in line with target 8.6 of the sustainable  
development goals, according to which the proportion 

their book, called The Systems View of Life, towell points 
out that “we need to create a new economic system 
which is both ecologically sustainable and socially just. 
As participants in this system, we need to find satisfac-
tion not in excessive material consumption but rather  
in human relationships, community and enjoyment  
of nature” (2017). if a new system is needed, then  
a new systemic solution should also be found, accord-
ing to the authors. these include “reshaping the eco-
nomic system and its regulating institutions; developing 
alternative energy strategies, for example, based on 
wind power and hydrogen fuel cells; generating the 
food we need through a renaissance in organic farming; 
and designing our living arrangements in tune with the 
flows of the natural world as we already see in eco-cit-
ies with their car-free city centres, re-emphasis on 
walking and cycling, green spaces and enhanced oppor-
tunities for building community” (towell 2017). We be-
lieve that the tol project has provided opportunities 
for several of these solutions to be explored, certainly 
in relation to organic farming and community building, 
as will be portrayed below.

ever since the Brundtland report, sustainable develop-
ment has continued to preoccupy the agenda of country 
leaders and united nations representatives. following 
the Millennium summit in 2000 and the World summit 
in 2005, the UN identified strategic targets to deal with 
urgent environmental and socio-economic matters in 
the world, laid out in the so-called Millennium goals. 
the Millennium goals were operational until 2015 
when they were substituted by another set of strategic 
targets called sustainable development goals, which lay 
out an agenda for action until 2030.there are 17 sustain-
able development goals. the short names of these are 
outlined in the diagram above:

Each of these goals is explained and justified in a key docu-
ment, called ‘Transforming our World: the 2030 Agenda 
for sustainable development’ (un general assembly, 
2015), which also contains targets for each goal. What 
follows is a presentation of selected sustainable develop-
ment goals that are more directly connected to the work 
of the tol project:

Goal 2: End hunger, achieve 
food security and improve 
nutrition and promote  
sustainable agriculture.

sustainable agriculture is an important theme for the 
TOL project. More specifically, the TOL project pro-
motes organic agriculture, exploring the connection be-
tween organic food production, organic lifestyles and lit-
eracy. in practical terms, the tol project designs and 
applies everyday practices that draw on the idea of or-
ganic food production and organic lifestyles. combating 
illiteracy by applying organic ethical principles of food 
production – soil and animal care, preserving biodiversi-
ty, protecting wildlife and natural habitats – is a key goal  
of the tol project. from designing curriculum for cours-
es, including a manual for teachers, to implementing such 
courses, the project addressed the problem of illiteracy 
in two ways. First, it designed outputs, specifically target-
ed at people with illiteracy problems from participating 
countries. secondly, it mobilised the resources of partici-
pating partners to offer new approaches to addressing  
illiteracy problems. in particular, in poland and Bulgaria, 
partners draw on the expertise of participating institu-
tions to design courses that provide practical skills to par-
ticipants from rural and semi-rural communities, while  
at the same time enhancing their literacy levels. in po-
land, handcrafts were used to train target groups, such as 
single mothers and other at-risk community members. 

Figure 1: un Sustainable development Goals
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of youth not in employment, education or training should 
be substantially reduced by 2020. the tol project sup-
ported this category of young people by helping them 
develop skills necessary for future employment or self-
employment, like learning to learn, developing a sense  
of initiative and entrepreneurship, etc. 

Goal 15: Protect, restore 
and promote sustainable use 
of terrestrial ecosystems, 
sustainably manage forests, 

combat desertification, and halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt 
biodiversity loss.
this is perhaps one of the sustainable development 
goals that the tol project most closely relates to. We 
are all concerned about land use and seriously worried 
about its misuse. deforestation and land degradation 
happen to various degrees in all project countries. soil 
erosion, together with biodiversity loss leads to irrevers-
ible destruction of natural resources, dramatic change  
of landscape and threatens nature and people with irre-
versible climate change consequences. food production 
is just one direct area of negative impact. treating soils 
with chemical fertilisers and pesticides to increase pro-
duce and profit will inevitably lead to the destruction  
of natural resources, which cannot be restored. Water 
poisoning, accumulation of chemicals in soils and plants, 
their transfer to animals, and finally their consumption by 
humans, create a vicious circle. the result is a growing 
threat to human health and the inevitable disappearance 
of many plant and animal species.

there are other ways of treating land and natural re-
sources that protect the environment and the people. 
one of the ways is organic production in its various 
forms. Biodynamic farming, in particular, is one way  
of organic production that is based on the ethical treat-
ment of animals, plants and soil. soil is protected and re-
stored, animals are cared for humanely and plants play  
an important role in protecting land and producing 
healthy food. crop rotation and using animal manure are 
two important elements of the ethical treatment of land.

similarly, permaculture is another ethical approach to 
land use. permaculture is an agricultural and social design 
system, which is based on simulating the patterns  

of natural ecosystems. it is based on three core principles 
– care for the earth, care for the people, and fair share. 
these principles ensure that people and nature work  
in harmony and that people create lifestyles which do 
not abuse or mistreat natural resources and other peo-
ple. More importantly, permaculture lifestyles ensure giv-
ing back surplus product to those who need it – the land, 
the animals and other people. 

Conclusion
overall, the tol project’s contribution to enhancing the 
sustainable development agenda was multi-stranded.  
it was embedded in several of the united nations sus-
tainable development goals, taking concrete steps  
in achieving sustainability in our part of the world. not 
only did we address pressing global issues, such as illiter-
acy, poverty, poor health, environmental threats, and un-
employment, but we also tried to offer practical tools in 
trying to solve some of these problems. We hope that 
our training courses, course curricula and teacher manu-
al will leave a lasting effect on our readers – trainers and 
trainees, practitioners, farmers, ngo activists, acade-
mics, and perhaps many others.  l
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the rights of the existing young generation on this planet. 
But on 24 May 2015, our urgent call to save nature was 
heard even at the highest level of the Catholic church!

since then my view of organic agriculture has changed 
completely. prior to that i always focused on the devel-
opment of new innovative methods, especially in the 
field of biodynamic agriculture as a set of tools that can 
offer more sustainable ways of practice to interested 
farmers. Until then organic agriculture was a playing field 
for scientists and practice researchers. But from then on, 
it became quite clear that developed sustainable agricul-
tural methods are needed for all farmers in the world.  
it is not about developing an alternative market in the 
long run but to reform the whole agricultural mindset, 
to bring forward a new way of working in agriculture on 
this planet. in the civilised world, where we have been 
accustomed to chemical products, it will be about ob-
staining from temptations to apply easy-to-use measures 
like fertilizers and pesticides and restarting with holistic 
and multifactual growing systems. in the part of the world 
where small farmers are still fully or partly self-sufficient, 
it will be a task to switch them to solid organic, well-bal-
anced farming practices.

But to achieve this goal in agriculture we need to go back 
to the soil. And the soil should be our teacher! Today in 
our highly developed countries we have a very small 
number of experts that still know how to work with the 
soil! Remember this tiniest layer of fertile soil that covers 
the earth, and which is the base for 100% of our food! 
in switzerland, germany and italy less than 3 per cent  
of inhabitants touch this soil and grow food themselves. 
Most of us, 97% of all inhabitants, including the pope, 
never touch soil nor work with it. this is delegated to  
a small crew of farmers, which is slowly diminishing in 
number every year.

the number of people who still understand how to deal 
with soil from scratch from their own experience is slow-
ly dwindling. on the other hand, the responsibility of this 
small group of experts, the farmers, is growing. they 
seem to be like a ground station for astronauts, the con-
sumers, increasingly busy with other issues than agricul-
ture and food production (in outer space), but at the same 
time more dependent on the good reliable work  
of farmers working the soil for our food.

let us look a bit closer at this highly specialised group  
of soil working experts, who are increasingly more re-
sponsible for the food of all the citizens of urban areas, 
making up the majority of the world population. today, 
55% of the world’s population lives in urban areas,  
a proportion that is expected to increase to 68%  
by 2050 (United Nations, 2018). Significant tensions be-
tween consumers and farmers could arise if both sides 
do not communicate well. What will happen, if the con-
sumers find food more and more contaminated with poi-
sonous residues of pesticides used in agriculture (hou-
ston, we have a problem, our food is not ok!)? We can see 
that this disconnection between food growers and con-
sumers can become explosive. or if the consumers no 
longer trust farmers they will treat farmers badly, because 
their life depends on it! To trust in food growing and farm-
ers is not a nice-to-have issue! It is an undiscussable vital 
necessity! And as farmers are the smaller group, they will 
have to meet the demands of consumers, otherwise, the 
food growers will be replaced!! This is what farmers today 
are unwilling to believe!

they feel they are misunderstood. it is rather absurd for 
conventional farmers to believe they can solely decide 
on how to treat their soils! These soils are not their soils! 
they belong to everyone and they are only entrusted to 
the farmers to grow healthy food. in the future we must 
share knowledge and trust farmers like we have trusted 
the self-regulated organic farmers who communicate 
with the anonymous consumer by following freely trace-
able standards. this is the big innovation for future farm-
ing and soil work: to be fully transparent for the consum-
er of the food that the farmer grows on his or her soil!
i started this piece with my joy at pope francis recognis-
ing the significance of treating our soil with respect! But  
i would also like to share with you a less happy story 
about soil. My first agricultural master when I did my 
farmer apprenticeship was fritz Baumgartner. he was  
a hands-on pioneer farmer for biodynamic agriculture, 
who grew up on a small farm of 5 ha in emmenthal, 
which had to feed a family of six. he was a tall man, bony 
and angular, with hands like tennis rackets, but he was 
also one of the initiators of a scientific comparison trial for 
conventional, organic and biodynamic farming methods 
(doK). he was a man with a big heart and simple 
speech, and he wanted to contribute to essential scien-
tific research that could support his own gut understand-

i remember that the 24th of May 
2015 was a happy day for me! This 
was the day pope francis pub-

lished his encyclical Laudato Si’ (francis, 
2015). i remember hearing on the radio 
that francis described the need to care 
for the environment as “our common 
home”, and I was so happy!

after all these years of working hard  
to get society, businesses, the govern-
ment and the farmers i worked with 
every day to take the issue of sustaina-
bility seriously, and to stop it from being viewed as some-
thing that would only concern a handful of intellectuals 
and idealists, i was so happy that the head of the catho-
lic church had come to understand that nature must be 
protected and that we have to take responsibility, and 
that he took the time to tell the world about it. for a spir-
itual leader like pope francis, it became a moral and spir-
itual issue to safeguard the environment. francis wants  
to be heard when he shouts out: if we destroy creation, 
creation will destroy us! For me it was just proof that de-
veloping a sustainable way to farm is becoming increas-
ingly more understood and is part of the future work that 
all of us in agriculture have to do if we want to survive on 
this planet.

francis reminds us in a touching way exactly what i see 
as a basic impulse to convert conventional agricultural 
practice into a sustainable way of working: “We are not 
god. the earth was here before us and it has been given 
to us […]. Although it is true that we Christians have  
at times incorrectly interpreted the scriptures, nowadays 
we must forcefully reject the notion that our being cre-
ated in god’s image and given dominion over the earth 
justifies absolute domination over other creatures” (Fran-

cis, 2015, par. 67) and with the words 
of the beautiful canticle by saint francis 
of assisi, he reminds us that our com-
mon home is like a sister with whom 
we share our life and a beautiful mother 
who opens her arms to embrace us. 
“praise be to you, my lord, through 
our sister, Mother earth, who sustains 
and governs us, and who produces var-
ious fruit with coloured flowers and 
herbs” (francis of assisi, 1999, p. 113).

“What kind of world do we want to 
leave to those who come after us, to the children who 
are now growing up?” (francis, 2015, par. 160.), is the 
big question that francis is asking. he doesn´t speak  
of future generations, no, he speaks of the children 
growing up today! The children of today! It took a long 
time to convince people that we need to take care  
of our world. I remember when I first started my agro-
nomic studies in 1980, i read a book by the philosopher 
Hans Jonas. In his book with the German title Das Prinzip 
Verantwortung, he was still speaking of future genera-
tions that do not have a voice today in our destructive 
actions against nature, whom society should take into 
consideration when making today’s decisions. Hans Jo-
nas turned the principle of responsibility into a moral im-
perative: “act so that the effects of your action are com-
patible with the permanence of genuine human life” 
(Jonas, 1985, p.11). Since then, the extent of our moral 
responsibility has grown exponentially. As scientific re-
search began to reveal, as early as the 1970s when Jonas 
issued this warning, human action has the ability to de-
stroy the sustainability of the planet, a possibility that has 
been raised to a level of near probability over the dec-
ades since Jonas’ address. I think Jonas could not imagine 
that in 2015, 30 years later, we are already discussing  

reto ingold
(Swiss Association For Biodynamic Agriculture)
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cover of the encyclical letter 
Laudato Si’ Of The Holy Father 
Francis On Care For Our  
Common Home (official English-
language text of encyclical). 
retrieved 18 June 2015.
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chapter  5

point of no return. The soil was no longer able to hide it! 
this was an undeniable change. here we have a real and 
hard evidence of our ideas, fears and our idealism.

Why did it take so long? there are many reasons:  
the soil of therwil is a very robust one, alkali loess, 
which can store huge amounts of nutrition and residues. 
soluble particles stay absorbed and do not really interact 
until the reservoir of the soil is full. the trial was also set 
up under very good agricultural practice principles.  
i doubt that there are many conventional farmers in the 
region that follow such a good crop rotation as is prac-
tised in this doK trial. these are probably the main rea-
sons why it took a long time to break down the soil.

so what became visible or measurable? as an outsider,  
i only noticed that the structure of the soil became worse 
in the conventional parcels. When i visited the trials dur-
ing rainy days, it became quite obvious that erosion even 
in flat fields was significant, endangering soil fertility. See 
the picture published in the journal Science which shows 
the soil surface in winter wheat plots after 21 years of the 
trial (Mäder et al., 2002).
 
But many other measurable indicators also started to 
show clearly that the conventional parcels are losing fer-
tility. After 21 years, the researchers found more benefi-

cial insects, a broader diversity of wild herbs, more vivid 
soil life and more earthworms in the organic and the bio-
dynamic soil than in the conventional parcels. Most  
of the results were similar: Biodynamic agriculture is best, 
followed by organic and lastly conventional methods.
 
of course, it was nice to have the proof in black and 
white on paper that organic agriculture is needed  
to maintain soil fertility and sustainable farming. But it was 
a shock for me to realise that we will someday cross the 
line of every soil, even if it takes many years, if we con-
tinue to use soil harming conventional techniques. l

ing of good farming prac-
tice. he was convinced that 
soil, agriculture, nature and 
human health are linked to-
gether and depend on each 
other.

in 1978, with the help of  
a group of scientists, journal-
ists, farming experts and be-
lievers in organic farming he 
conducted a huge scientific 
farming project to prove 
over a period of time the 
potential of organic meth-
ods, but also to show how conventional methods harm 
soils.

this trial became famous and it is still ongoing in its 46th 
year under the leadership of the research institute  
of organic agriculture (fiBl) in switzerland, the swiss 
centre of excellence for agricultural research agroscope 
reckenholz-tänikon, and the universities of Basel and  
Zurich. (FiBL, n.d.) But this trial did not have an easy start!

Fritz and his colleagues set up a solid scientific trial with 
several repetitions and systemic comparisons. over  
a period of seven years crops are sown in rotation on the 
soil in a good conventional, organic and biodynamic agri-
cultural practice (with an adequate amount of mineral 
fertilizers and recommended use of pesticides, with a ro-
bust organic practice which includes animal manure and 
an innovative and hip biodynamic version). i was able  
to observe this trial since the early eighties and had my 
doubts if such a huge systemic comparison with so many 
influential factors, like the weather conditions, the soil, 
the activities of the workers, could show any differences. 
and it seemed to be true. about 14 years later and two 
complete rounds of crop rotation, there were no visible 
differences between the parcels from the point of view 
of statistical review. This trials seemed to be a flop.

My thoughts were that these conventional products are 
perhaps not perfect, but they obviously do not harm  
the soil! I too was working hard to convince farmers to 
convert to more sustainable agriculture but i was re-
lieved that nature is so generous to get rid of all these 

poisonous products after a short while and that our soils 
can protect themselves well! Of course, it makes sense 
to avoid harmful products, but the soils seem to show 
that we have time to find solutions and that we can coex-
ist with moderate conventional agriculture like the swiss 
government was propagating in those years.

in 1999, 21 years after the trial started, the fiBl sudden-
ly changed its publishing policy of the doK (dynamic-
-organic-conventional) trial. until then they never pub-
lished any results (as the trial did not show significant 
differences!) Now they wanted to start to publish them! 
What happened? The soil started to show differences! 
after 21 years of running these trials next to each other, 
the soil was no longer able to hide the bad treatment and 
poisonous substances. differences between organic  
and conventional agriculture became visible. and the re-
searchers were happy! They finally got a justification for 
this expensive trial. After fighting so long for finances and 
no interesting results, or results that always supported 
more conventional than organic voices, the researchers 
finally got reasons to continue. Finally, the soil started to 
show differences.

i remember that i was really shocked, when i heard 
about it! It was a dark day for my harmony seeking con-
sciousness. until then i was still hoping that conventional 
agriculture is socially unjust and a silly choice, but it could 
be bearable for the soil. But nature cannot bear every-
thing! After some time, bad treatment becomes visible, 
even if it takes more than 20 years. it hurt me that after 
21 years we obviously stepped over a threshold, over the 
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The easmus+ project “teaching organic literacy  
in grundtvigian style” addresses the wish to 
develop the sector of non-formal education 

for adults by using inspiration from the nordic folk high 
school tradition. the project also addresses the need to 
improve functional illiteracy and the risk of excluding 
younger adults – a challenge that is especially apparent  
in the rural areas of many eu countries. in this context, 
ecovillages may be one way to create opportunities for 
those who are struggling with leading economically via-
ble, socially and culturally rich lives. ecovillages is a grass-
roots initiative where residents have an opportunity  
to really feel part of the process. 

ecovillages come in many forms and may have very dif-
ferent purposes. Some of the definitions are presented 
below. 

An eco-village is a: 
• “human-scale 
• full-featured settlement
•  in which human activities are harmlessly integrated 

into the natural world
•  in a way that is supportive of healthy human deve-

lopment and can be successfully continued into  
the indefinite future” (www.context.org, n.d.).

Ecovillages can also be defined in the following 
way:

•  “They are not government-sponsored projects, 
but grassroots initiatives.

• Their residents value and practice community living.
•  Their residents are not overly dependent on gov-

ernment, corporate or other centralized sources for 
water, food, shelter, power and other basic neces-
sities. rather, they attempt to provide these re-
sources themselves.

•  Their residents have a strong sense of shared val-
ues, often characterized in spiritual terms.

•  They often serve as research and demonstration 
sites, offering educational experiences for others” 
(https://en.wikipedia.org n.d.).

What

over the last 4-5 decades, many examples of ecovillages 
have emerged mainly in rural areas. they often empha-
sise a high degree of self-sufficiency on food items pro-
duced from the land and some of these initiatives have 
also invested in agricultural production. productions from 
fruit orchards, carpentry, bicycle repair shops and small 
scale cosmetic manufacturing are other examples. 

Many of the ecovillages are established by a core group 
of initiators who suggest a set of principles that will be de-
bated and finally decided among all who are willing  
to follow this constitution. the number of members is 
often between 20 and 60 persons and a few ecovillages 
will include more than 200 persons.

some ecovillages take over already existing houses and 
use these premises for their members and activities 
while others build houses from scratch on an un-devel-
oped site.

Who
the people who are drawn to living in ecovillages are 
willing to try something unique. They will want to find 
other benefits of life in an ecovillage. For example having 
a closer connection with co-habitants, sharing child care 
responsibilities, sustainable building practices, experi-
menting with ways of governance and sharing spiritual 
values, to mention a few. in recent decades, many new 
ecovillages have put an emphasis on diversity in age and 
profession of its members, drawing on the experiences 
of ecovillages that lost momentum when the initiating 
group was not able to renew itself. 

Why
in an excerpt from the online presentation of a danish 
ecovillage the self-sustaining Village in hundstrup we 
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in germany, as in many other european 
countries, agricultural enterprises are im-
portant actors in rural areas and are essen-

tial for the stability and attractiveness of rural infrastruc-
ture. for the organic agriculture and food sector future 
prospects seem to be very promising, because currently 
there is a steadily growing demand for regional and or-
ganic products. in the organic sector, excellent market 
opportunities and growth potentials are opening up for 
the entire agricultural value chain, not only in germany 
but in many european countries.

these positive conditions also encounter some challeng-
es, including a large number of uncertain farm succes-
sions (the pending process of succession and the passing 
on organic pioneer farms to successive generations), 
weak start-up dynamics in agriculture, as well as a short-
age of skilled and management personnel. the (organic) 
agriculture and food sector needs entrepreneurs and 
farm successors!

fortunately, there are courageous and highly motivated 
young people who see their future in the farming busi-
ness, in spite of barriers to entry, such as difficult access 
to farmland as an economic basis, high capital require-
ment, along with an insufficient supply of capital. Accord-
ing to Vieth (2018) nearly half of students at universities 
and vocational schools in germany, who were inter-
viewed for a study, did not have any farming background. 
nonetheless, 42 per cent of them want to start their 
own farming existence. in particular, students with long-
term practical experience, including a lot of young peo-
ple from rural areas and small towns. another group  
of possible future farmers are lateral entrants, who bring 
with them high innovation potential because of their 
background in non-agricultural professions.

universities and colleges have an extraordinary potential 
to encourage their students to become entrepreneurs. 
they also play a relevant role in teaching the types  
of skills required by start-ups. some years ago the eber-
swalde university for sustainable development hnee 
(hochschule für nachhaltige entwicklung eberswalde)  
in the region of Brandenburg (germany) added a course 
called “entrepreneurship in agriculture” to its curriculum 
of “organic farming and Marketing” (B.sc.) and “Manage-
ment in organic agriculture” (M.sc.). during this six-day 

can surmise some of the purposes of ecovillages: “we 
want to live where there is a link and balance between 
work, spare time, family, friends, children, adults and se-
niors” (selvforsyning.dk, n.d.). no doubt that the division  
of labour and the institutionalising of kids and elders are 
some of the reasons why people are seeking alternatives. 
the growing awareness of climate changes related to a 
widespread consumerist lifestyle is also urging people to 
look for different ways to fulfill their aspirations and for  
a way of life in balance with the planet’s resources.

how to get started?
• Decide on a vision and mission
• Decide on the type of governance
• Communicate your ideas
•  Seek advice and partners – Global Ecovillage Net-

work, local authorities, funding opportunities, media 
resources

• Have clear structures for ownership
•  Have clear structures for choosing members  

and for excluding members

the following ecovillages are all interesting examples. 
i am most familiar with svanholm as i worked there  
for 4 years. i have visited the others on occasion. 

svanholm, denmark https://svanholm.dk/

friland, denmark https://www.friland.org/

den selvforsynende landsby, denmark 
http://selvforsyning.dk/wordpress/

sieben linden, germany 
https://siebenlinden.org/de/start/

Findhorn, Scotland https://www.findhorn.org/

damanhur, italy http://www.damanhur.org/

ecodharma, spain http://www.ecodharma.com/  l

References

https://www.context.org/iclib/ic29/gilman1/ [Accessed: 22.11.2018].

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecovillage [Accessed: 22.11. 2018].

http://selvforsyning.dk/wordpress/vision-og-fundment/ [Accessed: 26.11.2018].

Marianne nobelmann
(University for Sustainable Development in Eberswalde)

How To STarT an organic Farm
– a course on organic and social entrepreneurship

Image 1: travelling the ocean of entrepreneurship



162

course, students learn a lot about farm successions and en-
trepreneurship in the organic agriculture and food sector.

there are many ways of approaching this issue, starting 
with self-reflection (Does entrepreneurship suits me 
and my competences, skills, values and motives?) to 
possibilities, processes and various stages of developing 
agricultural start-ups and farm successions, up to finan-
cial, legal and fiscal basics in the context of entrepreneur-
ship. 
 
the course also highlights the sector of social entrepre-
neurship, meaning people who develop and disseminate 
new products or services to solve societal problems. 
these social entrepreneurs assume global responsibility 
in their local environment creating innovative business 
models to contribute to achieving sustainable develop-

ment goals (sdgs) – for example in climate 
protection, biodiversity conservation, food 
and nutrition security and global justice.

this application-oriented course should 
enable students to develop and evaluate 
business ideas and models and to plan and 
implement the required steps in the pro-
cess of starting up a farm. to achieve these 
learning outcomes, mostly activating teach-
ing methods and forms of experiential 
learning are used. these teaching methods 
consist of case studies, contributions from 

guest lecturers (like founders or advisers), role plays or 
project work (like creating a business plan or a business 
model, using the Business Model canvas). furthermore, 
self--reflection, metacognition and personal develop-
ment are particularly emphasised throughout the course. 
particularly impressive and extremely educational during 
the course are field trips to the businesses of HNEE 
graduates, who have managed to establish their own 
farm or small organic food business, and are now wel-
coming the students on-site to talk about their experi-
ences in starting up a new farm.

although the course presented here was developed for 
university students in germany it could easily be trans-
formed and transferred to folk high schools and countries 
like poland, as evidenced by the course for future farm-
ers at the ecological folk high school in grzybów.  l

Image 2: Students explaining their 
results of the business model canvas.
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ep ilogue

suitcase, left home, and went to the countryside, to do 
some physical work. i learned that there were more 
such runaways and that the biodynamic farmers in swit-
zerland established their own school for us, offering  
a 4-year agricultural course. one of its main founders 
participated as a young man in a danish folk high school, 
so no wonder that this swiss agricultural school had a lot 
in common with grundtvig’s pedagogy in its principles. 
during the years of practice as a member of the agricul-
tural course, i learned that there were many questions  
in life that could not be answered with a simple”yes”  
or “no”. i learned that the coin has two sides. i discov-
ered the beauty of people´s individuality and how they 
can complement each other. in this course, i met people 
who had ideals and life goals, on which they had worked 
for many years or even all their lives. i could see with my 
own eyes what they had done so far and listen to what 
they were planning to do next. We, the course partici-
pants, planned and carried out our own small projects. 
group projects (e.g. writing a lesson plan for the coming 
year, or organizing a joint weekend with folk dance les-
sons of different nations, also for peers from other class-
es) or one-man projects on the farm (e.g. reconstructing 
the barn space to host groups of visitors and give lectures 
in rainy weather). i had never had before, back then  
at school, such opportunities to plan, do, and finish 
something concrete, together or alone. our adult life re-
quires us to plan, evaluate, do and finish something all 
the time. this is called “responsibility”. the problem  
is that there are few places where we can learn it.  

however, folk high schools are, unfortunately, more as-
sociated with heated rural common rooms and tables full 
of sweet cakes than with a place where young people 
discover new perspectives and learn responsibility. 
nikolai grundtvig, the founder of the danish folk high 
schools, over 170 years ago, managed to open schools 
for adults with the intention that people should start  
to understand their own lives as a gift, that they should 
perceive themselves as individuals in the community, that 
they should discover their own dignity and be able  
to leave a mark in this world. such an intention today is 
no less necessary than in previous generations. should 
we see ourselves today as powerless victims or as peo-
ple with many perspectives and opportunities? it is not 
only a question of the environment and money; it is of-
ten above all a question of changing one’s perspective 
and gaining courage. although so far our folk high school 
has been running only for a few years, many of our stu-
dents will confirm this.

When i prepare for the efhs today, i see our partici-
pants in front of me. i wonder how i can conduct the les-
sons and share with them something that is important  
to me. as a complete amateur in conducting classes,  
i constantly prepare classes from scratch. sometimes  
i think that i know something, and during class it turns out 
that i do not know it. i feel powerless. i rely on solidarity 
on the part of students, and it has always been given  
to me. We learn all our lives. this is probably the most 
important message of folk high schools.   l

it is difficult to measure the value of participation 
in at least one folk high school course for  
a young person, but based on the example 

from my own life, i can say it can be crucial. Why i think 
so and where i see the strength of folk high schools – this 
is what i want to write about.

as can be seen in present-day poland, the assumptions 
and profiles of folk high schools differ considerably. They 
differ from each other as much as their founding teams 
and teachers differ from each other. folk high schools are 
equal only in this important point that their participants 
attend them voluntarily. no exam and no diploma forces 
students to strive and participate, so folk high school 
teachers do not use the tools of pressure, and therefore 
need to inspire their students to learn. another common 
feature is that when a participant takes part in a course, 
no matter whether it is a music, art, handicraft, appren-
ticeship or culture course, he or she experiences some-
thing “beyond”. something beyond the content offered 
during the course. What i call “beyond” results from  
the fact that we spend some time with people who are 
equal to us, who have similar interests or even passions 
and we finally let go of the masks that we have learned 
to wear in our everyday lives. every teacher who is lead-
ing students through a course at a folk high school is direct-
ly subjected to a strict evaluation by his or her students. 
teachers are evaluated not only in terms of knowledge 
and ability to pass it on but also as human beings, in terms 
of their authenticity, openness and baggage of life experi-
ence. students who spend weeks or months together  
in a course get to know each other much better and 
deeper than at a traditional school. during classes they  
often work in groups; living under the same roof requires 
from them a lot of effort to create a community. Difficul-

ties in real community building and cooperation in creat-
ing interesting lessons, during which not everything is giv-
en in advance and “on a plate”, are inevitable and not 
one crisis will affect students. Bigger or smaller “crises” 
accompany students and teachers all the time: who am  
i teaching for?, am i in the right place?, Why am i per-
ceived this way and not differently? there is not much 
room for such questions in mainstream education. and 
every lesson of confrontation, as well as courage, facing 
such questions, makes us more adult.

i believe that a folk high school gives a chance to those 
who have acquired “bad habits” during their school  
development as teenagers, constantly striving to be “bet-
ter” than their peers, focusing on good grades. a folk 
high school also provides a chance to those who have 
“fallen out of the system”, who perceived school mainly 
as a punishment, drama or trauma. 

i belong to the latter group. as a twelve-year-old,  
i packed a suitcase with my friend to leave home and my 
parents and find a better world. I was “different”. My 
“otherness” was – or maybe it still is – reflected in the fact 
that i have always looked for a complicated, divergent  
or reverse way, while others found their destination  
in a much simpler and easier way. i was not interested  
in spelling, but the question why you spell from left to 
right interested me a lot. i owe it to my parents and a few 
teachers that i was not completely talked out of my curi-
osity of the world. i was transferred to various schools 
and spent 3 years in a private junior high school. i was 
relieved for a while by music and art subjects, fortunately, 
more taken into account in these schools, but my entire 
school life was a continuous series of resistance and  
unpleasant fights for me. When I turned 19, I packed my 
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Descriptions of the photos on the sectional pages:
p. 10. a efhs student during the horticulture classes. photo by patryk Bugajski
p. 17. community planting of vines in grzybów. photo by ewa smuk-stratenwerth
p. 41. during a course, an efhs student learns how to work with a horse. photo: archive of the “Ziarno” association
p. 87.  Mrs. eugenia andrzejuk shares her passion and knowledge about linen with an efhs student.  

Photo by Lidia Długołęcka
p. 119. practical classes on the importance of ploughing, efhs. photo by anna sarzalska  
p. 141. after beet harvesting on the organic farm at the efhs in grzybów. photo by ewa smuk-stratenwerth
p. 163.  efhs and Brenderup højskole students dancing to the music of a folk band in grzybów.  
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1. EFHS students get to know old varieties of cereals during field classes. Photo: archive of the “Ziarno” Association
2. efhs students sing folk songs. photo by patryk Bugajski
3. spring classes on horticultural work at the efhs. photo by ewa smuk-stratenwerth




