20

The “golden age” of the folkehgjskoler

The last third of the 19th century was the golden age of the folkehgj-
skole. During this period they acted as a powerful cultural dynamo,
helping to lay the foundation for the modern welfare state. In the pre-
sent century a number of schools were founded by the labour move-
ment with the similar aim of giving the urban working population a
sense of cultural worth too. And as the century has progressed the pat-
tern has grown ever more varied and diverse. At the same time the role
of the folkehgjskole in society can be seen to have changed. Typical of
very many schools nowadays is their emphasis on creative subjects such
as music, theatre and art. Some critics have seen this trend as a form of
escapism. Supporters reply by pointing out that the schools” task is to
offer a response to the present — not to mirror it exactly. To be able to
motivate and inspire, the folkehgjskole must offer an alternative — some-
thing different from the dull utilitarian attitudes that abound in society
around us. The folkehgjskole is meant to be an experimental laboratory
for reflection, enthusiasm and the joy of life.

The folkehgjskole and community singing have gone hand in hand
ever since Denmark’s (and the worlds) first folkehgjskole saw the
light of day in 1844. For the first 50 years different schools used
different songbooks. But at the end of the last century they all
joined forces for the publication of a common songbook, which
has gone through a number of new editions since then. The latest
edition - the eighteenth - appeared in 2006, with a total of 572
songs covering a wide range of different aspects of the life we all
share: Morning Songs, Psalms, Mother Tongue and Spirit, Den-
mark, The Nordic Countries, The Seasons, History, Bible History,
Folklore and Evening Songs.

21



Free schools

A major driving force behind the rise of hejskole education was Christen
Kold (18161870), whose enthusiastic teaching largely shaped the pat-
tern of the folkehgjskole approach ever since. It was Kold’s idea that
students should be “stimulated” before they could be “educated”; in
other words, the ground was not ready for fruitful learning until they
were gripped by enthusiasm for the subject. Once, when asked what

he hoped to achieve through his hgjskole work, Kold took out a pocket
watch, began to wind it up and said, “I want to wind up my students so
that they never run down!” The art of teaching, according to Kold, was
to awaken the vital potential already inside the students and help it to
grow and develop. Rather than learning by rote and ploughing through
textbooks, the key was the teacher’s ability to bring a subject to life for
his pupils through narrative.

As we saw earlier, the oral tradition was already an important factor for
Grundtvig, “the living word”, and it has remained one of the corner-
stones in the folkehgjskole tradition down to this very day. Often one
can even sense a distinct resistance to the written word. In those early
days, for instance, it was not unusual at some schools for students to be
forbidden to take notes while the teacher spoke, because it was thought
this would distract their attention. After all, the teacher’s narrative was
meant to make the topic more immediate and relevant for students —
not to subject it to distanced, neutral scientific analysis.

Characteristically Grundtvig never set out a detailed description of
what his folkehgjskole should look like in practice. His ideas and plans
were always couched in very general terms — not for want of imagina-
tion or interest, but because of his fundamental belief that a folkehej-
skole should not simply come straight off an educationalist’s drawing
board. The essential element is life at the school itself. A folkehgjskole
becomes what it is through the individuals of which it is made up. The
folkehojskoler are what is known as “free schools”. This means that
they can determine their subject profile and lessons themselves, as long
as they abide by the general educational requirement laid down by law.

Strictly speaking it is incorrect to talk of the Danish folkehgjskole. For in
a sense no single school is truly representative. There are enormous
differences between schools and they all set great store by their own

individuality. Broadly speaking, most regard themselves as followers in
Grundtvig’s tradition. But even here we can find substantial differences
—because, of course, Grundtvig too can be interpreted in different ways.
And then there are schools with links to the labour movement and to
particular religious denominations or ideologies.
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Freedom is there to be used

The schools’ educational freedom does not just rest on an idée fixe. The
entire structure rests on a very special view of human beings and a very
special view of the relationship between the individual and the state.
Any educational approach is based on a certain view of mankind. And
that view cannot be dictated by the state. In Grundtvig’s words, man is
a “divine experiment”, and no one can take out a patent — neither state,
nor Church, nor any other institution.

This fundamental view of freedom and humanity is characteristic not
just for the folkehgjskole but also for Danish educational legislation as a
whole. There is no legal obligation to attend school in Denmark, only an
obligation to have some form of education. If a group of parents wish
to set up a special school for their children because they have their own
particular view of man and the world, they are entitled to state sup-
port for running it. Parents also have a right to educate their children

at home themselves, so long as they can show that it is actually done.
There is broad agreement both among the population at large and in
Parliament that it cannot be left to a monopoly of public authority to
lay down rules on the true way of life. The background of this view

of freedom lays in 19thcentury Danish history, when various popular
forces demonstrated a self-assured rejection of central authority. And
ever since then it has been an unquestioned principle in Danish politi-
cal life that this sense of freedom should remain inviolate and, indeed,
must be defended.

One of Grundtvig’s fundamental educational ideas was that love
generates understanding and insight. However, the important thing

is not that the idea was his, but that he found a way to remind us with
brilliant simplicity of something we all know — something that every
human being will be able to accept if only he lets his heart speak. We
began on the subject of love — and we end on the subject of love. Love is
inexplicable, and so too is the folk high school. But perhaps it is not so
very vital to have it explained. Perhaps the most important thing is that
we are here and that life is lived with all that it entails — the good and
the bad. Ultimately it is the elemental thrill at the teeming variety of hu-
man life that lies at the heart of the Danish folkehgjskole.
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A history of the folkehgjskoler

1836. Grundtvig publishes the first of a series of publications in which he advocates
the establishment of a Danish folkehgjskole.

1844. On 7 November the first folkehgjskole, Rgdding folkehgjskole in the Duchy of
SlesvigHolsten, is to be inaugurated.

1849. Uldum folkehgjskole in the Kingdom of Denmark is established.

1851. Christen Kold starts a folkehgjskole at Ryslinge on Funen. The Danish state
makes its first grant to the folkehgjskoler.

1856. On 3 November Grundtvig inaugurates Marielyst folkehgjskole north of Copen-
hagen, built with the money he received on his 70th birthday three years before.
1864. Herman Anker and Olaus Arvesen open the first Norwegian folkehgjskole,
Sagatun at Hamar.

1865. The folkehgjskole movement gains momentum. Ludvig Schrgder founds a
folkehgjskole at Askov while Ernst Trier opens Vallekilde folkehgjskole.

1866. Testrup folkehgjskole is founded by Jens Ngrregaard.

1868. The first three Swedish folkehgjskoler are established, Herrestad in Oster
Gétland, Onnestad in Kristiansstad county, and Hvilan in Scania.

1876. On 7 April the first number of Hgjskolebladet (The folkehgjskole Review)
carrying the subtitle Tidende for folkelig Oplysning (Journal of Popular Education) is
issued. It has appeared on a weekly basis ever since.

1878. Askov folkehgjskole launches extended teaching programme, meaning chiefly
that the natural sciences are now also included in the curriculum. The first Danish
folkehgjskole in America is founded at Elk Horn, lowa.

1883. The first major Nordic folkehgjskole conference takes place at Testrup Folk
High School. These Nordic conferences are still being held at fouryear intervals,
alternating between Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland.

1887. The Home Mission opens its first folkehgjskole at Ngrre Nissum.

1889. The first two folkehgjskoler in Finland are established, one for Finnish-
speakers at Kangasala, and one for Swedishspeakers at Borga.

1891. On 2 September Foreningen of folkehgjskoler og Landbrugsskoler
(Association of folkehgjskoler and Agricultural Scools) is founded.

Johan Borup establishes a nonresidential folkehgjskole in Copenhagen.

1894. Appearance of the first edition of Sangbog for den danske folkehgjskole
(Songbook for the Danish folkehgjskole). Since then 17 editions have been published
under the title of Hgjskolesangbogen (The folkehgjskole Songbook). It has become
the most widely used book of its kind, in Denmark.

1900. The Faroese folkehgjskole is established at Torshavn.

1905. Kebmandshvile folkehgjskole, mainly intended for young tradesmen, is
started at Hgrsholm in north Zealand. The school closed down in 1976.

1908. A fishermen'’s folkehgjskole opens at Kerteminde on Funen. The school moves
to Snoghgj in east Jutland, but has to close down in 1925.

1910. The first workers’ folkehgjskole is established at Esbjerg.

1920. The first physical education folkehgjskole is founded by Niels Bukh at Ollerup
on Funen.

1921. Peter Manniche starts the International People’s College at Elsinore, the only
exclusively Englishlanguage folkehgjskole in Denmark. The periodical Dansk Udsyn
(Danish Perspective), edited by teachers from Askov folkehgjskole, begins publication.
1946. Krogerup folkehgjskole at Humlebeek is founded with Hal Koch as principal.
The school grew out of the cooperation across political party lines between a number
of youth organisations during and after the Second World War.

1949. Scandinavian Seminar is founded by Aage Rosendal. Since then this organisa-
tion has helped students from America to get a folkehgjskole education in the Nordic
countries.

1950. Jaruplund, the Danish folkehgjskole in Schleswig, is inaugurated.
Hajskolernes Sekretariat (folkehgjskole Secretariat), a joint information office for
folkehgjskoler, opens in Copenhagen.

1962. The first folkehgjskole in Greenland, Knud Rasmussen'’s folkehgjskole at
Holsteinsborg, is established.

1965. A former continuation school near Ribe in southwest Jutland is approved as
the nation’s first folkehgjskole for young people aged 17 to 19.

1970. The Travelling folkehgjskole is founded with headquarters in Tvind near
Ulfborg in west Jutland. Since then these “Tvind” Schools have branched out into
several folkehgjskoler and a number of continuation schools in Denmark and abroad.
1971. The first folkehgjskoler for senior citizens are approved at Ngrre Nissum, at
Kolt, and at Marielyst. The longstanding association between folkehgjskoler and
agricultural schools is ended. The folkehgjskoler join together in Foreningen for
folkehgjskoler i Danmark (Association of folkehgjskoler in Denmark).

1972. The Icelandic folkehgjskole is established at Skalholt.

1977. The first independent trade union in the folkehgjskole sector is founded, Dan-
ske folkehgjskolers Leererforening (Association of Danish folkehgjskole Teachers).
1979. Foreningen for Folkehgjskoler i Danmark (FFD) establishes a permanent
secretariat on 3 October.

1983. Numerous folkehgjskoler observe the bicentennial of N.F.S. Grundtvig’s birth.
Both that anniversary and the centennial of the first Nordic folkehgjskole conference
are celebrated at a Nordic seminar at Testrup folkehgjskole and afterwards at a large
conference at Askov folkehgjskole.

1993. The world’s largest folkehgjskole is founded in Nigeria.

1999. The members organisation (FFD) and the association of the schools (HS) join
together, now called “Folkehgjskolernes Forening i Danmark” (FFD).
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The folkehgjskole and the state

The state requires:

School buildings must be approved for folkehejskole use by the
Ministry of Education and other public authorities.

Schools must be residential. Only up to 15% must be day-students.
Schools must offer at least 32 weeks of approved courses annually
and the longer courses must have duration of 20 weeks of at least 4
weeks. At least one of the courses must have duration of 12 weeks or
more.

Schools’ regulations and statutes must be approved by the Ministry
of Education.

Students must be at least 172 years old at the time of admission.
Schools must have had an average number of at least 24 oneyear
students (1 oneyear student equals 1 student for 40 weeks) during the
three previous fiscal years preceding.

Education may not be so specialised in one particular direction that
it cannot fairly be termed generally broadening.

No examinations may be held.

The schools are obligated to offer guidance and counselling.

The state provides:

In 2010 government funding for folkehejskoler totalled over Dkr
500 million. The state subsidy covers only about half of the average
school’s total budget (taxes, building maintenance, heating, wages
of teaching and other staff, provision of meals etc.). The rest comes
from student fees and the schools” own revenue from hiring out their
facilities.

The price of the courses longer than 12 weeks is around 1,300 Dkr
per week (170 Euros) Courses from 2 to 11 weeks cost around 1.600
Dkr per week. The short courses cost around 3.200 Dkr for one-week
courses and around 4.000 for two-week courses. The prices cover
the education, board and lodging. The folkehgjskoler receive grants
from the state for each student at the courses that last one weeks

or more, such that the largest contributions are made for courses of
12 weeks.

The government also has established special financial incentives in
order to support young people without formal education and with
special needs can follow courses at folkehgjskoler.

Students with special economic problems can apply at the folkehgj-
skole for an individual grant from the state, but the schools do,
however, have limited funds for this purpose.

Danish citizens abroad receive the same benefits as Danes at home,
as do refugees in Denmark and students who have already been
living in the country for at least two years. Grants are awarded to
other students only if their parents currently hold or once held
Danish nationality, or if they are studying Danish and have a good
command of the language.

Until the year 2012 students that come from one of the newer
member countries for the European Union have good chances of
getting a grant.
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The people in the background

Behind each folkehgjskole is a group of people who form the school’s
democratic base. They elect the school’s board, its supreme governing
body. The board is responsible for the general policy of the school; it
determines the basic philosophical outlook and educational principles,
and takes major financial decisions (for example, on new buildings).
To handle the daytoday management and administration the board
appoints a principal, who, together with the staff, is responsible for
organizing classes and the ordinary running of the school as a whole.

The public authorities have no power to set up or close down a folke-
hejskole. That can only be done by the school itself — or, more correct-
ly, by the board, since it is the board that bears responsibility for the
school’s affairs on behalf of the members. But in order to remain in
existence a folkehgjskole must be economically viable. True, it receives
a subsidy from the state, but the size of that subsidy depends on its
success in attracting students. If a school’s financial situation no longer
allows it to continue operating, it may have to close down. The price of
farreaching educational freedom is that individual schools must con-
stantly prove their worth.

www.facebook.com/hojskolerne

Friends for life
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