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In developing countries the majority of people still live in rural areas and agriculture is their main occupation and source of income. They are typically among the poorest people in the society. Any education system that does not take this into account will not answer to the main problem of poverty reduction. On this background it is important to argue that education for rural people must come very high on the agenda when post-primary education in developing countries is discussed. Some reflections around the Norwegian experience the last 150 years could serve as “lessons learnt” and contribute to these discussions.  

Good examples can be found in many African countries of agricultural education. But very few are more than examples of limited impact reaching out to only a small group of people. These examples therefore have only limited relevance for improvement of the situation for the rural population. This can be seen in the fact that the rural population in general is among the poorest in society, with the lowest literacy rate. The agricultural output is low and with low growth rates compared to other sectors in society. This was also the case in Norway a hundred years ago. The situation in the country gradually changed, and, as we know, Norway is no longer a poor country. There are of course many reasons for this change and history cannot be replicated. But some parallels can be drawn from the situation in Norway at the beginning of the 19th century to the situation in African countries today that could be worth looking into, concerning rural education and the impact it had on poverty reduction and improvement in the standards of living for the rural population. 
At the beginning of the 19th century Norway was one of the poorest countries in Europe. The population was mainly rural smallholders or peasants, supplying their income with fishing or hunting. From around 1850 many rural areas experienced that the growth in the population outnumbered the means of livelihood in the rural areas, and other sectors in society did not have the capacity to absorb the population growth. This resulted in increasing emigration to the Americas. Gradually the upcoming industrialisation and urbanisation absorbed more and more of the surplus population. How the agricultural sector, together with the rest of society, went through a total transformation and how education played a role in this transformation is the point of interest here. Could some lessons be learned from this for countries still in the initial phase of transformation from a mainly agrarian and poverty stricken society? 
Rural education started in Norway in the beginning of the 18th century. Until 1814 Norway was a poor colony under Denmark. Then the country was taken over by Sweden. But, by that transfer we were able to get our own independent constitution and national assembly. We also got a University in Oslo in 1812.  These were important events that were followed by the establishment of other important institutions in the Norwegian society. Impulses came from Europe inspired by the enlightenment thinking. The need for knowledge and science to develop new technology and create new possibilities in society were accepted. 
Impulses from Europe also strongly influenced the first agricultural education in Norway, with main inspiration from Germany and Switzerland. In 1854 a high school in agriculture was established for theoretical and scientific development of agriculture in Norway.  But the first training of farmers to improve their farming methods came as initiatives by private persons representing the elite in Norway. A few big landowners established trainee solutions on their farms that developed into schools. This training was meant for sons of landowners and big farmers. For smallholders only guidance in practical work was introduced. A widely held opinion was that smallholders and labourers would not need education and were actually unable to attain this kind of education. The content of the training followed this social division:  

· for landowners and nobility: mainly theory and leadership

· for medium sized farmers: some theory and some practical and guided work experience

· for smallholders and labourers: guided work experience
This organisation suited well the situation in most European countries at that time, where there were nobles and big landowners, and a big group of tenant farmers and labourers. No education was provided for the tenants. But Norway had a different social structure. There most of the farmers were independent landowners and 2/3 of these were smallholders or peasants. This meant that most of the farmers were not included in the training that was provided, but were only given guided work experiences. Many of the smallholders felt that this was not meaningful for them, and the number of students fell.

In Norway this differentiation became more and more criticised over time.  Leaders in society argued that education would be important also for smallholders. Not least many priests opened their churches for information on agricultural practices and improvements after church services. 
As we approached 1900 many changes in society worked for the establishment of education also for the smallholders. New technology made more theory important, with more solid knowledge in natural sciences. Industrialisation and urbanisation made production for sale more important and interesting for the farmers. This could create income and new possibilities and hold back the immigration that drained the country of the young and strong people from the countryside. The other change was the political demands for equity in society, demanded from labourers and small holders.

A serious bottleneck to the quality and extension of agricultural education was the lack of teachers to provide teaching in agriculture. From around 1915 new laws were passed to establish a teacher training college for teachers to teach both farmers and small holders. Following the training of teachers agricultural schools were established in all parts of the country. How they were organised varied according to the local natural conditions and what the students could afford. As Norway has a harsh climate, with long winters and short summers and a rather short growing season, this had to be taken into account in the course plans. 

Many had courses running through two winter seasons with a free practice during summer. Others went on throughout the year, but with much of the practical learning taking place in the summer. 

Following the agricultural teacher training information and support services were also introduced all over the country by the local agricultural administration, together with cooperatives providing inputs and supplies, and organising sales of the production. 
There is further no doubt that the education system is of fundamental importance to the modernisation of the society in all sectors, also the agricultural sector. This can only be done with a strong governmental education sector. Through the 19th century general education was made compulsory for all children. Until then illiteracy was frequent in rural areas. In the 1950s basic education was extended from 7 to 9 years, with completion during the 1960s. Also secondary education was expanded. During the 1970s, as vocational training was included and made part of the general secondary education system, agricultural schools were also made part of the secondary education system. From 01.01.1990 agricultural education was transferred from The Ministry of Agriculture to the Ministry of Education and Science. This concluded a long development history of agricultural education. It started as private initiatives in the 1800, was taken over by the Ministry of Agriculture and developed to a solid education for all farmers in Norway, made compulsory for all who wanted to be farmers, and was finally included in the general education sector in Norway as the responsibility of the Ministry of Education. 

An important lesson from the Norwegian experience is that agricultural education was expanded parallel with the expansion of mass education and before vocational training was systematically established. It was done when the majority of the population was rural and engaged in agriculture.   In developing countries the majority of people still live in rural areas and agriculture is their main occupation and source of income. Any education system that does not take this into account will not answer to the main problem of poverty reduction. 
The other lesson from the Norwegian experience is how important it is to build out a solid rural education system as part of the general education system and as the responsibility of the government. Together with supply and follow up services this can have the potential to create new possibilities and change the situation for the rural poor. 
The Norwegian agricultural system has changed dramatically the last hundred years. The agricultural output has increased enormously thanks to new technology, use of fertilisers and pesticides, plant and animal breeding. There is little doubt that the education of the farmers were of outmost importance for this to happen. 

On this background it is important to argue that education for rural people must come very high on the agenda when post-primary education in developing countries is discussed. “Rural education” or “education for rural people” is a big field where objectives, content, methods, organisation, finances, partners and links to other sectors must be taken into consideration.   
Some suggestions to follow up:

· Rural education must be expanded to reach the rural population in all parts of the country. Young adults in the age group of secondary education are of outmost importance to reach, both those that has passed through basic school and those who for different reasons never attended or dropped out before they had passed a final exam. 

· This training must be part of the secondary education system and the responsibility of the government, in cooperation with local administrations and local community and in cooperation with the responsible parties both for education and agricultural extension services. 

· Cooperation must also be established with NGOs, private firms and trading partners with interests in agriculture.

· Training and rural education for small holders and peasants should contain basic skills, life skills, income generating skills and basic agricultural knowledge and work practice.
· The content must be flexible and adjusted to the local natural conditions and poverty situation, and to the student’s personal needs.
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