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Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and 

opportunities     
Tuesday 28th June 2022: 11.15-13.00; 14.00-16.00 

Room: B.109 

Chair: Velina Ninkova  (University of Tromsø, the Arctic University of Norway) 

Email: velina.ninkova@uit.no  

Abstract: Research shows that for hunter-gatherers, experiences with formal education mirror their 

general socioeconomic and political marginalization and engagement with the encompassing state. 

Hunter-gatherer children participate in education at rates lower than these for neighboring groups. 

For those attending school, linguistic and cultural alienation as well as stigma and discrimination by 

other students and teachers are commonly reported. Targeted initiatives, such as inclusive policies 

and curricula, or financial or other material support, while important, have brought little tangible 

results for hunter-gatherer communities. 

At the same time, formal education has become increasingly important for marginalized groups who 

seek access to knowledge and networks that can help them emancipate politically and economically 

in the new global order. Hunter-gatherers need access to education that recognizes and respects their 

histories, knowledge systems and current value to the wider society. 

Under the theme of Living Well Together, we invite papers that critically explore the current conditions 

under which hunter-gatherer children participate in formal education. We seek submissions focusing 

on both the challenging and the positive aspects of educational policy, theory, and practice as they 

relate to the experiences of hunter-gatherer communities. We welcome varied methodological 

approaches, ranging from ethnography to historical or archival studies; comparative research or 

studies focusing on individual cases. With an emphasis on advocacy, we invite scholars for a joint 

discussion on potential positive impacts and opportunities for research-based interventions. 

The panel is organized by the Research and Advocacy Group for Hunter-Gatherer Education. 

Keywords: education, policy, practice, barriers, inclusion    

11.15-11.27 

Romain Duda, Daša Bombjaková, 
Sheina Lew-Levy, Ghislain 
Loubelo, Jerome Lewis 

BaYaka education between the forest and the 
classroom. The case of the ORA schooling in 
Northern Congo 

11.27-11.39 
Tatjana Puschkarsky, Ernesto 
Noriega  

Self-determined action: BaAka youth improving 
their education situation 

11.39-11.51 Attila Paksi,  
The educational journey of 10 Khwe vocational 
students 

11.51-12.03 

Ilaria Pretelli, Monique 
Borgerhoff Mulder, Richard 
McElreath 

Ecological knowledge increases throughout 
childhood in Pemba, Tanzania: Exploring drivers of 
variation. 

12.03-12.15 Man Bahadur Shahu 
Social learning and cultural transformation 
process among the Hunter-gatherer Raute 

12.15-12.27 Xiaojie Tian 

The Economic and Livelihood Conditions of the 
Educated Generations in Marginalized Societies in 
the Era of Education for All: From the Experience 
of Pastoralist Maasai in Southern Kenya 

12.27-13.00 Discussion   
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14.00-14.12 
Ivan Kroupin, Helen Davis, Joe 
Henrich 

The role of schooling in what we measure as 
executive function 

14.12-14.24 

Marika Matengu, Dr. Cynthy 
Haihambo, Prof. Gilbert 
Likando, Prof. John 
Mushaandja, Misitilde Jonas 

Meeting the needs of hunter gatherer learners 
through transformed teacher education: The 
case of Namibia 

14.24-14.36 Natalie Uomini  
Peer teaching in hunter-gatherers and formal 
education 

14.36-14.48 Mistilde Jonas-Iita,  

Staying at home: Experiences of hunter-
gatherer’s school-aged children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Namibia 

14.48-16.00 Discussion   

 

Session 1: 11.15-13.00 
 
Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

BaYaka education between the forest and the classroom. The case of the ORA 
schooling in Northern Congo 
Authors: Romain Duda (Anthropology and Ecology of Disease Emergence Unit, Institut Pasteur, Paris) 

romainduda@gmail.com; Daša Bombjaková (Comenius University Bratislava) 

d.bombjakova@yahoo.com; Sheina Lew-Levy (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology) 

sheinalewlevy@gmail.com; Ghislain Loubelo (Spiritan Association in Congo (ASPC)) 

chrislainloub@gmail.com; Jerome Lewis (University College London) 

 

Abstract: While schooling is part of a global effort to help indigenous peoples adapt to their changing 

socio-ecological worlds and assert their human rights, there is ongoing discussion among 

anthropologists and educational researchers as to whether schooling meets local aspirations and 

needs. In this communication, we examine the harms and benefits of a school system - called ORA 

("Observer, Réflechir, Agir") - for BaYaka children in the Northern Republic of Congo. This system, 

developed by catholic missionaries, aims to provide a structure free from discrimination in order to 

reduce vulnerability and marginalization of indigenous populations, and to habituate children to 

schooling before being integrated into conventional educational systems. We contrast the 

commensurability of BaYaka pedagogy, social relationships, experiences of discrimination, foraging 

activities and values with what ORA pedagogy transmit to children. Although partly answering BaYaka 

demands of learning basic maths and literacy, we argue that ORA’s curriculum structure and the 

cultural values transmitted in the classroom are at odds with BaYaka children’s forest learning and 

BaYaka lifeways more generally. While ORA explicitly seeks to provide BaYaka children with 

educational experiences free from discrimination from their neighbouring farmers (Bilo), a lack of 

BaYaka teachers and mother-tongue instruction may disempower and disenfranchise BaYaka pupils. 

We end the communication by discussing alternative approaches to education that can benefit BaYaka 

children. 

Keywords: hunter-gatherers, childhood, knowledge, school, learning 
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Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

Self-determined action: BaAka youth improving their education situation 
Authors: Tatjana Puschkarsky (OrigiNations) t.puschkarsky@origi-nations.org; Ernesto Noriega 

(OrigiNations) e.noriega@origi-nations.org  

 

Abstract: The Indigenous BaAka of the Dzanga-Sangha Protected Areas, a UNESCO World Heritage Site 

in the Central African Republic, are confronted with many challenges with respect to formal education. 

As is the case with other hunter-gatherer communities, discrimination in schools is rampant, drop-out 

rates are high, and neither teachers nor learning materials appropriately reflect their societies and 

culture. The proposed paper focuses on the initiatives taken by a group of self-organized BaAka to 

improve their education situation.  

In 2012, young BaAka women and men came together with their peers from the local Sangha-Sangha 

fisher communities to form a cultural group in order to respond to the various challenges faced by 

their peoples. They considered it crucial to improve access to and quality of formal education, while 

complementing it with the transmission of cultural knowledge. Over the past ten years, they have 

regularly organized forest camps that allow village children to learn traditional skills and values from 

their elders. They have elaborated education materials in their mother tongues and published a book 

on traditional medicinal knowledge. Furthermore, they have developed films, radio programs, theatre 

pieces, and comics in order to confront discrimination in schools.  

Ndima-Kali (http://www.ndimakali.org), as the youth group is called, is a registered civil society 

association that has become known beyond the region for its wide-ranging achievements 

spearheading social cohesion and attaining respect for minority rights in a context of outmost 

discrimination. Its bi-cultural character, bringing together BaAka and Bantu youth, resonates with the 

conference theme of "Living Well Together". 

Keywords: education, traditional knowledge, inclusion, intergenerational transmission, discrimination 

 
Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities   

The educational journey of 10 Khwe vocational students 
Authors: Attila Paksi (University of Helsinki) attilapaksi@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Formal education is widely considered to be a tool for empowerment. However, for hunter-

gatherers, formal education can also undermine their own culture and knowledge transmission 

systems. Hence students are challenged to find a balance in acquiring knowledge and skills from a 

diversity of sources. The southern African San people regard formal education as an important tool 

for self-determination. However, the large majority of San students drop out from the education 

system much earlier than earning a certificate. Only a few succeed “to go all the way” to vocational 

education or university studies. What are the factors that enables the few to succeed? How did they 

overcome common challenges such as discrimination, poverty and the absence of family members? 

This oral presentation is based on ethnographic research conducted among the Khwe San people in 

Bwabwata National Park (BNP) East, Namibia, between 2016 and 2018. Semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with 10 vocational education students (age: 19-25 years) to analyse their educational 

journey, and the influencing factors of successfully completing their formal education. 

The commonalities of the 10 interviews highlight the importance of role models, the avoidance of 

destructive peer influence, the students’ high intrinsic motivation and the necessity of external 

financial support among others. Keywords: Khwe, Namibia, Vocational Education 
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Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

Ecological knowledge increases throughout childhood in Pemba, Tanzania: 
Exploring drivers of variation. 
Authors: Ilaria Pretelli (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology) 

ilaria_pretelli@eva.mpg.de; Monique Borgerhoff Mulder (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary 

Anthropology) mborgerhoffmulder@gmail.com; Richard McElreath (Max Planck Institute for 

Evolutionary Anthropology) richard_mcelreath@eva.mpg.de  

 

Abstract: Humans live in diverse, complex niches where survival and reproduction are conditional on 

the acquisition of knowledge. Humans also have long childhoods, spending more than a decade before 

they become net producers. Whether the time needed to learn has been a selective force in the 

evolution of long human childhood is unclear, because there is little comparative data on the growth 

of ecological knowledge throughout childhood. We measured ecological knowledge at different ages 

in Pemba, Zanzibar (TZ), interviewing 93 children and teenagers between 4 and 26 years. We 

developed Bayesian latent-knowledge models to estimate individual knowledge and its association 

with age, activities, household family structure, and education. In the studied population, children 

learn during the whole pre-reproductive period, but at varying rate, with fastest increases in young 

children. Sex differences appear during middle childhood and are mediated by participation in 

different activities. In addition to providing a detailed empirical investigation of the relationship 

between knowledge acquisition and childhood, this study develops and documents computational 

improvements to the modeling of knowledge development. 

Keywords: Children, Ecological Knowledge, Zanzibar 

 
Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

Social learning and cultural transformation process among the Hunter-

gatherer Raute 

Authors: Man Shahu (Tribhuvan University) mbshahu16@gmail.com 

Abstract: Social learning as a process of cultural transmission in the small-scale hunter-gatherer Raute society. 

This paper uncovers the trends and practices of knowledge transmission, sharing, and acquiring knowledge 

concerning hunting, gathering, carving, and trading. Raute children learn through imitation, observation, and 

play within their cultural boundaries. Social learning covers a wide range of learning practices, including 

engagement in interaction, communication, cooperation, and facilitating. Raute children learn through 

guidance, supervision, and nurturing processes, mainly to identify the plants and their use for manufacturing 

wooden bowls and jars and collecting medicinal plants, fruits, and roots. I have analyzed three types of social 

learning: First, the vertical (parents-to-children) where knowledge is directly shared and nurtured from parents 

to children. Raute children have an adaptive nature that allows them to gain knowledge and skills from their 

parents. This is a lineage-based learning process where they have a close association with their parents. Second, 

the horizontal (peer-to-peer) where Raute children learn through play and intense interactions with other 

children of the same generational group. Third, oblique social learning, Raute children learn through imitation 

and teaching from non-parental members or other adults. In their learning process, there is a high fidelity to 

their culture in the learning processes that includes their language, proverbs, folktales, and religious values, 

beliefs, and ethics in both public and private spaces, which contributes to sustaining their culture and 

maintaining their purity. 

Keywords: Social learning, cultural transmission, vertical, horizontal, and oblique 

 

http://www.ucd.ie/chags13
mailto:CHAGS13@ucd.ie
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1y5OE7zLvVcaTof3Cuor9grJlWa0MELZlSs91wwuTB40/edit#heading=h.1t3h5sf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1y5OE7zLvVcaTof3Cuor9grJlWa0MELZlSs91wwuTB40/edit#heading=h.1t3h5sf


CHAGS13, University College Dublin, June 27-July 1 2022.  
www.ucd.ie/chags13  CHAGS13@ucd.ie 
 

5 
 

Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

The Economic and Livelihood Conditions of the Educated Generations in 
Marginalized Societies in the Era of Education for All: From the Experience of 
Pastoralist Maasai in Southern Kenya 
Authors: Xiaojie Tian (University of Tsukuba/Japan Society for the Promotion of Sciences) 

tian.xiaojie.88w@kyoto-u.jp 

Abstract: In Africa, several unsolved challenges in the Education for All (EFA) discourses have been 

addressed among people in small-scale societies whose livelihoods strongly rely on the resources of 

the commons, and who are marginalized in the modernization and national development regimes. To 

meet the learning needs of these groups, two directions are highlighted in recent discussions: first, to 

develop educational programs that complement local ways of learning, and second to consider new 

learning needs for marginalized groups who are gradually sedentarized. While the first challenge 

remains to be further improved, positive attitudes shifting towards formal education are commonly 

observed across small-scale societies in recent years, for the potential socioeconomic benefits and 

positive livelihood changes it might bring. Despite such expectations, we still know very little about 

the actual sociocultural, political, and economic impacts that formal education had actually brought 

to the educated generations. What kind of job opportunities did the educated ones obtain? How do 

they make living with the knowledge and skills learned from school? And how do they maintain 

connections with the communities they were born from? In this presentation, I report some findings 

from a quantitative survey of the economic and livelihood conditions of educated youth (n=526) in 

pastoralist Maasai society. Pastoralists are experiencing similar sociopolitical constraints with hunter-

gatherers in Africa, with increased number of youths participate in education and wage labors. The 

findings can contribute to a more general discussion of new needs of marginalized groups in the era 

of EFA. 

Keywords: Educated Youth in Small-Scale Societies, Impact of Formal Education, Learning Needs, 

Africa 

 

Session 2: 14.00-16.00 
Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

The role of schooling in what we measure as executive function 
Authors: Ivan Kroupin (Harvard University) ikroupin@g.harvard.edu; Helen Davis (Harvard University) 

helendavis@fas.harvard.edu; Joe Henrich (Harvard University) henrich@fas.harvard.edu  

 

Abstract: Executive functions (EF) are described a suite of top-down cognitive control abilities which 

allow flexible thinking and inhibition of prepotent responses. Measures of E predict outcomes in 

formal schooling and other domains in WEIRD samples (Diamond, 2013). However, there have been 

almost no studies of performance on EF tasks in societies with limited or no schooling. This leaves 

open the possibility that the measures of developmental EF we have come to rely on to assess typical 

development worldwide may not be assessing universal properties of the mind, as is generally 

assumed, but are instead tapping into a cultural-cognitive skill set shaped by and for participation in 

formal schooling. 

We present first-of-their-kind pilot studies showing that the developmental pattern of standard EF 

tasks differs qualitatively across populations with access to high-quality schooling and those with 

limited or no schooling access (samples from the Tsimane in Bolivia and OvaTwa/Himba in 
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Angola/Namibia). Given that children in the latter populations are entirely competent and functional 

in their native environments, these data support the schooling-specificity hypothesis of EF measures.  

This work indicates that the cultural-cognitive skill set that EF tasks do tap is important for success in 

formal schooling but does not develop (in the same way) without experience of formal schooling 

(including via schooled parents and the broader community). Thus, a deeper examination of the 

cultural nature of EF skills may allow for diagnosing and addressing difficulties of children's adjustment 

to school settings without appealing to a simplistic 'deficit in EF'. 

Keywords: Executive function, cross-cultural psychology, effects of schooling 

 

Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

Meeting the needs of hunter gatherer learners through transformed teacher 
education: The case of Namibia 
Authors: Marika Matengu (University of Oulu) marika.matengu@oulu.fi; Dr. Cynthy Haihambo 

(University of Namibia) chaihambo@unam.na; Prof. Gilbert Likando (University of Namibia) 

glikando@unam.na; Prof. John Mushaandja jmushaandja@unam.na; Dr. Misitilde Jonas, 

mjonas@unam.na 

 

Abstract: Teacher education (TE) has a transformational role in the development of culturally 

responsive formal education, especially in countries where inclusive education is a national 

commitment. However, research points out that TE has often failed to equip teachers with cultural 

competence needed to understand the educational injustices and develop educational strategies to 

meet the needs of hunter-gather learners. In Namibia, the context of this study, a plethora of literature 

describes the education for hunter-gatherer communities in general, but little is known about how to 

develop TE that is committed to meet the diverse needs of hunter-gatherer learners in line with SDG4 

goals. This study explores what is culturally responsive TE and what kind of factors may hinder the 

development of a just and inclusive TE that connects to political, historical, and educational realities 

of hunter-gatherer communities. The study draws findings from a semi-systematic literature review 

on the implementation of formal education in the Namibian hunter-gatherer communities. It also 

presents initial empirical findings from the study conducted in Spring 2022 in one selected hunter-

gatherer community and one TE. This study presents a novel and less researched aspect of TE as a 

critical institution that holds the potential to better prepare teachers to meet the diverse educational 

needs. In line with SGD4, we suggest that creating connections between hunter-gatherer 

communities, researchers and TE programmes can help create critical dialogues needed to research-

based, culturally responsive educational interventions. 

Keywords: teacher education, Namibia, hunter-gatherer learner, primary education 

 
 
Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

Peer teaching in hunter-gatherers and formal education 
Authors: Natalie Uomini (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig) 

natalie.uomini@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Formal education is both a boon and a challenge for hunter-gatherers. While formal 

education is an valuable key to enable emancipation in the modern world, it is still very challenging 

for many reasons, both logistical and psychological. Some of the psychological or emotional barriers 
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which are created by the formal education offered to hunter-gatherers are caused by the simple 

transfer of Western-style educational methods, which were first developed in the Victorian era of 

Europe and the USA. These teaching methods are not adapted to the hunter-gatherer target groups, 

so the children are faced with a huge mismatch between how they learn in their home settings and 

how they are told to learn in school.  

I propose that Peer Teaching - when a child helps another child learn - can be a powerful way towards 

solving this mismatch. It is a widespread, often taken for granted, practice among many hunter-

gatherer, indigenous, and non-WEIRD societies. Educational science has also shown that it greatly 

benefits learning in European/US schoolchildren. One of its hallmarks is that it is age-mixing; children 

can teach "up" or "down" or "across" the age range. When applied as a concept in Western education, 

it increases children's knowledge, motivation, and social skills.  

By incorporating peer teaching into the formal education that is offered to hunter-gatherers, we can 

quickly make schools much more accessible to hunter-gatherer children, by making use of the modes 

of learning they are already familiar with at home. 

Keywords: learning, teaching, education, school, children 

 
Hunter-Gatherers and formal education: Challenges and opportunities  

Staying at home: Experiences of hunter-gatherer’s school-aged children during 
the COVID-19 pandemic in Namibia 
Authors: Mistilde Jonas-Iita (University of Namibia, Department of Higher Education and Lifelong 

Learning) mjonas@unam.na  

Abstract: This study was conducted among the school-going children of the Ovahimba community in 

the Kunene region, one of the hunter gatherer communities of Namibia. It focused on the experience 

of staying home during the COVID-19 pandemic. A case-study design of a qualitative approach was 

employed to collect data from 12 children living in Opuwo town, the capital of the Kunene region. The 

study findings revealed that children could not build relationships with peers in their neighbourhood 

as they were required to remain indoors. The lack of parental supervision led to indiscipline amongst 

children whose parents were employed. A sense of boredom prevailed amongst the children, as 

parents and guardians were not aware of creative activities that would occupy children daily. Child-

labour came into effect, as they were forced to perform chores that were beyond their scope by 

caregivers and elder siblings. Frustration rose on both sides, as some unemployed parents became 

irritated by the children’s undesirable conduct while, children also felt neglected by their parents. The 

study findings suggest a need for training to be conducted among the parties involved on how to 

handle school-going children during school holidays and sudden school breaks/closures. Another 

study on parents’ and guardians’ experiences of the school- going children’s conduct and behaviour 

during COVID-19 pandemic would be beneficial. 

Keywords: experience, children, COVID-19 pandemic, school 


