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Abstract 

This paper sought to examine pragmatic knowledge as a pre-requisite feature 
for character and skill development in Africa. The educational aspect of 
pragmatism is progressivism, which emphasizes problem solving procedure for 
learning. Hence, progressive education is a functional education designed to 
associate theory with practice. The paper argues that Africa needs pragmatic 
education for good character and skill development. Education for character 
and skill development is necessary in this of 21st century world in order to 
address the problems confronting Africa. Pragmatic philosophy of education is 
scientific in its orientation, which conceived man as a creative and intelligent 
being who interacts with his environment to change contingencies in the 
environment.  
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 Pragmatic education is geared to promote pragmatic knowledge, which 
addresses the problems of man and society. In this contemporary era of 21st century, 
Africa is confronted with the problem of underdevelopment. With the exception of 
South Africa, an extension of European and sciento-technological culture and the 
Mediterranean countries near to Europe, all other African countries are underdeveloped. 
It is evident that education forms the fulcrum around which all other factors revolve in 
the society. Hence, education is geared toward the development of human personality. 
In the light of this view, Omoregbe (1991) conceived that the primary aspect of 
development in any country is the development of human personality.  Human 
resources serve as the primary source of development in other sectors of the economy. 
No country can achieve sustainable economic development without substantial 
investment in education. 

 
However, the acquisition of useful skills for effective living is dependent upon 

human capital. On this note, the development of human capital increases professional 
competencies because it is people that will convert economic resources into something  
valuable. On the other hand, Okafor (2010) buttressed that the problem of education is 
still the most monumental of all the problems confronting not only contemporary 
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Africa, but the entire Third World. Hence, the effective education of citizens determines 
the wealth and power of any nation. In this sense, pragmatic education is a sine qua-non 
for good character and skill development in Africa. It promotes individual self-
actualization and national development not only in Africa but the whole Third World at 
large.  
   

It is an indication that education is a life-long process, which begins with birth 
and terminates at death. Education must be effective in order to actualize human 
potentials. There is the need for change in the aims and objectives of education in order 
to enable Nigeria and other African countries to meet up with the change and demands 
of modern civilization. In this regard, Nwafor (2007) elaborated that the new wave of 
change is changing the educational goals to include not just equipping the learner with 
basic knowledge, skills and values but with higher cognitive skills like problem solving 
and thinking skills, affective and metacognitive abilities that will enable the learner to 
adapt freely in a rapidly changing world. Thus, the educational goals in Africa should 
be geared to acquire superior knowledge and skills that will make them relevant in this 
contemporary world. 
 
Conceptual Clarification of Basic Terms 
 The key basic concepts associated with this study are: pragmatic knowledge, 
character and skill. Pragmatic knowledge is a practical knowledge, which is inculcated 
through pragmatic education. Pragmatic education has to do with educational principles 
of pragmatism. Hence, pragmatism is a new philosophical movement which originated 
from America as the brain child of modern scientific revolution. On account of the time 
factor associated with her foundation, Okafor (2010) recorded that America did not 
have the benefit of producing philosophers who would propound systematic theories 
capable of standing out as a philosophy prior to the inception of scientific revolution. 
After scientific revolution, Americans adopted the scientific outlook or orientation of 
modern scientific revolution as their philosophy.  
Pragmatism is an ideology which consists of activity concomitant with living. However, 
Audu (1999) envisaged that pragmatism conceived that the meaning of a proposition or 
an intellectual conception lies in its practical consequences. It conceives that a theory or 
idea is good if it works out in practice. In this sense, it views that the test of truth is 
utility, workability or satisfactory results. Furthermore, pragmatism is a scientific 
philosophy that has changed the world both from economic and political perspective. In 
view of this fact, the philosophy of pragmatism is occasionally conceived as 
experimentalism, instrumentalism or progressivism. However, Okafor (2010) portrayed 
that the educational principles of pragmatism found expression in the progressive 
education movement, which became a catalyst for reform and innovations in American 
public education. Thus, the three main prominent American philosophers of this school 
of thought are: Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), William James (1842-1910), and 
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John Dewey (1859-1952). But, it was John Dewey who developed the philosophy of 
pragmatism and its application to education. 
  

Another important concept that has to do with this study is character. Character 
deals with good behaviour or conduct. Hence, character development is one of the 
essential aspects of education, which conforms to the affective domain of learning. 
Affective domain of learning deals with the development of right emotion, disposition 
and attitude. Education is geared towards the development of right disposition, attitude 
and emotion. No wonder, Peters (1979) conceived that education implies that something 
worthwhile is transmitted in the learner in a morally acceptable manner. Thus, one 
cannot pass through education without education passing through him. Once a learner is 
educated, what goes on in his entire life has to be conformed to the norms of society.   

 
Good character formation is necessary for effective living in the society. In line 

with this assertion, Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English (2010) 
defined character as strong personal qualities such as the ability to deal with difficult or 
dangerous situations. It means the interesting or unusual quality that a place or person 
has. Hence, education is geared to instill or strengthen core ethical values and moral 
character traits which will enable people to live happily, worthy, and fulfilling lives in 
the society. A good character formation is, therefore, necessary for one to become 
engaged, responsible, and productive citizens in the society. 
  

On the other hand, skill is another important term that is associated with this 
study. Skill is the ability to do something in order to earn a useful living. Education is 
geared towards acquisition of skills. Skill acquisition conforms to psychomotor domain 
of learning. According to Ngwoke (2010), psychomotor leanings involve complex skill 
acquisition such as those required in driving, typing, dress-making, football, assembling 
and manipulating laboratory and workshop equipments, making confectionary, 
woodwork, operational and maintenance skills required by semi-skilled and skilled 
technicians, etc.  Africa is still developing; education for character development has to 
be complemented with the acquisition of practical skills in order to promote economic 
and technological development. Thus, the development of cognitive, affective and 
psychomotor domain of learning is indispensable for functional and meaningful 
education in Africa. 
 
Traditional Education 
 Prior to the coming of Europeans to Africa, Africa has its own traditional 
education. Education is a means of socialization. Hence, Fafunwa (1974) portrayed that 
African society regarded education as a means to attain immediate induction into 
society and a preparation for adulthood. Informal education served the need of the 
society at that time because education is a means of transmitting cultural growth and 
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continuity, which serve to disseminate knowledge to ensure social control and rational 
direction of the society. In this sense, education is used to transmit useful skills of 
family crafts like blacksmithing, carving, knitting, weaving, knitting, farming, fishing to 
mention but a few. But, African indigenous education did not conform to the dictates of 
contemporary African society.  

 
Western education in Africa is a product of colonialism. As such, it is geared to 

serve colonial interest. Thakur (1980) expressed that the colonial masters introduced 
liberal education in Nigeria, which does not serve the interest of the African. It 
enlightened African in different ways to be able to serve the colonial masters as 
interpreters and clerks in the office. In this regard, education is misconceived as a 
means to acquire white collar job. Today, much emphasizes is placed on paper 
qualification for employment remuneration. 

 
After independence of Africa from erstwhile colonial government, education 

seams not to address the needs of the society. However, Fafunwa (1974) buttressed that 
when evaluating any educational system, whether traditional or Western oriented, one 
must determine the extent to which it is meeting the needs of a particular society at any 
given time. But, the fact that most of the African countries except South Africa and 
other Mediterranean countries near to Europe are not developed after so many years of 
independence shows that Western education is not all that very functional in Africa.   

 
But, education must be effective and functional in order to actualize human 

potentials. There is the need for change in educational curriculum and method in Africa. 
In our various institutions of learning, traditional or routine education is emphasized at 
the expense of other methods of learning.  The traditional system of “studies-centred” 
curriculum is fixed and rigid. This is a situation whereby the teacher is conceived as the 
giver of information and the learner is absorbing passively information that is already 
discovered and packaged by the teacher.  Thus, routine education in Africa does not 
encourage constructive learning. The essence of education in this regard, is to memorize 
and regurgitate the subject matter content in order to pass examination. 
 
Change in Educational Curriculum 

Pragmatic education is a reaction against traditional or routine education, which 
downplays the role of the learner as a passive receptor of information.  On this note, 
Dewey (1938) buttressed that the new progressive education which originated from 
America criticizes the traditional scheme on the ground that learner’s experiences are 
relegated to the background. In this case, education is conceived as preparation for adult 
life. As such, there is an imposition of adult standards, foreign to the common 
experiences of the young learners. This anomaly contravenes the psychology of 
learning. Ngwoke (2010) conceived that the psychology of learning recommends that 
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the selection of learning experiences has to be according to the interest and maturational 
level of the child. Thus, education should be brought down to the level of the child. In 
this sense, pragmatic education has exalted the learner’s impulse and interest and the 
current problem of a changing society. 

 
Hence, progressivism focuses on problem solving procedure for learning. 

According to Dewey (1938), thinking would not exist, and hence knowledge would not 
be found in a world that presented no trouble. John Dewey followed Charles Pierce in 
holding that inquiry is prompted by doubt. This requires problem solving method to 
tackle the situation. Problem solving inquiry is a deliberately conducted activity where 
the inquiring agent in its environment engages in removing some doubtful aspect of that 
situation. It is the controlled or directed transformation of an indeterminate situation 
into one that is so determinate in its constituent distinctions and relation as to convert 
the elements of the original situation into a unified whole. Thus, knowledge is 
conceived as an outcome of systematically directed inquiry. In this regard, knowing is 
something we do. The knower is an intelligent agent who interacts with his environment 
to change contingencies in the environment (Dewey, 1929: 331-332).  The learner is, 
therefore, active in the learning process. 

 
Pragmatic education adopts problem solving procedure, which places emphasis 

not on the activity of the teacher and his authority but on the learner’s activity. 
According to Nwafor (2007), contemporary educational practices in developing 
countries, such as Nigeria, border on how to transfer knowledge from the teacher to the 
learner while the current educational practices mostly in the developed countries are 
focused on how to make the learner a producer of knowledge in response to the new 
demands on education. Since the learner is placed at the centre of learning activities, the 
teacher should serve as a guide, facilitator or coach to the learner. In that sense, the 
learner learns by doing. Thus, progressive education emphasizes the invaluable role of 
experience and activity in learning. It elaborates that learning is based on selection of 
present experience that live fruitfully and creatively upon subsequent experiences. In 
this regard, the criterion of truth is inseparable from experience. 

 
Pragmatism contravenes the basic tenet of traditional epistemology of 

philosophizing from a priori principles and self-evident truth which gave rise to the 
European continental rationalism. Putnam (ND) conceived that this type of mindset 
promotes spectator theory of knowledge, which establishes a disconnection between 
knowledge and existence, theory and practice. Hence, inquiry should not be interpreted 
in the old sense, as a just change of subjective attitudes and opinions to make them 
square up with a reality that is already made and fixed by metaphysical essence and 
authority of tradition. On the other hand, the possibility of knowledge is an aspect of the 
question of relation of knowing to acting, theory to acting. On this note, Dewey (1965)  
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expressed that science evolved from the practical devotion of present intelligence to its 
present object, and nature. Pragmatism is influenced by Charles Darwin’s theory of 
evolution in Origin of Species.  

 
Charles Darwin’s Origin of species is a revolt against the metaphysical world 

view of tradition. Hence, Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection is a survival 
of the fittest. Those species of animal with traits suited for survival would grow up and 
reproduce offspring with those traits. Eventually, new species were descended from 
common ancestors. Darwin’s theory of evolution is made the generalization of all 
scientific method as well as the key defining nature to explaining mind and society. The 
influence of Darwin upon philosophy has established a new phenomenon of life, 
thereby, emancipated genetics and experimental ideas as an organon of asking questions 
and looking for explanation. 
  
Character and Skill Development in Africa 
 Pragmatic education is vital for character and skill development in Africa. 
Education deals with inculcation of value and acquisition of skills.  Values formation is 
important in order to develop co-operation and solidarity for learners to work together 
as a group. Hence, Dewey (2001) conceived education as democracy. The school is a 
small community of learners. Democracy for Dewey is more than a form of government 
rather it is primarily a mode of associated living of conjoined communicated 
experience. Thus, development of character enables the learners to work together as a 
group. In this sense, pragmatic education is designed and sequenced in such a way to 
encourage learners to use their experiences to actively construct an understanding that 
makes sense to them. 
  

The school plays a significant role in maintaining the life and advancing the 
welfare of the society. Moral education is necessary to inculcate values. Without the 
societal norms and values, the society will crumble. A shared interest of the society 
enhances development. The school is a miniature society, which should incorporate the 
best feature of democratic larger society. According to Pitt (2011), the heart of 
education is to develop habits that allow for continued growth. Hence, the pragmatists 
view education as consisting in the acquisition of these habits that affect the adjustment 
of an individual and his environment. In this regard, educators aim to inculcate in the 
learners those habits that will give them the capacities to acquire knowledge on their 
own and evaluate it and to use it to achieve their goals, adjusting to circumstances and 
learning from their experiences. It is obvious that pragmatic education is scientific in its 
orientation. 
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 On the other hand, the developing countries of Africa need pragmatic education 
to develop useful skills for their scientific and technological development. Pragmatic 
education can promote vocational education in agriculture, commerce and industry. 
Africa is one of the richest continents in the world in terms of natural and mineral 
resources. The exploration of natural wealth needs immense machinery and 
technological know-how. In view of this fact, the provision of facilities for research is 
necessary in order to foster the discovery of knowledge and the extension of its 
frontiers. On this note, Maduabuchi (2014) recorded that pragmatic education can 
strengthen the link between university and industry by equipping the learners with 
problem-solving and broad competencies skills required for innovative activity in 
industry. Development of practical skills in all sectors that deprive national economy is 
essential to empower Africans to address the problem of underdevelopment in this 
present era. Practical skills can be developed through vocational training. 
  
 Moreover, vocational and technical education is an integral part of education. 
According to National Policy on Education (2004), technical and vocational education 
is used as a comprehensive term referring to those aspects of the educational process 
involving, in addition to general education, the study of technologies and related 
sciences and the acquisition of practical skills, attitude, understanding and knowledge 
relating to occupations in various sectors of the economic and social life. On this note, 
technical and vocational education is geared towards skill acquisition. Acquisition of 
skills for useful living in the society is a veritable instrument of alleviating poverty; 
promoting environmental and sustainable development. 
  
 Thus, vocational education provides trained manpower in the applied science, 
technology and business particularly at the domestic, advanced and technical crafts. It 
was philosopher Jean Jacque Rousseau that initiated the modern scientific movement in 
education, which sowed the seed of vocational education. According to Rorty (2005), 
Rousseau laid down that all members of the society must be industrially trained so that 
each one may become independent for his daily bread. Technical and vocational 
education provides training and imparts the necessary skills to individuals who shall be 
self-reliant economically. 
 
Evaluation 
 Pragmatic education for character and skill development cannot be actualized 
without proper funding of education in Africa. Government has failed in their basic task 
of educational funding in the Sub-Saharan Africa. It is not enough for Africans to re-
design our curriculum to address the needs and aspirations of Africa in this 
contemporary era of 21st century, greater task lies in educational management and 
maintenance.  
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 However, pragmatic education is important to acquire practical skills to 
enhance economic and social development. But, pragmatic education has its own 
shortcomings.  Okafor (2010) observed that pragmatism lacks metaphysical orientation. 
A good philosophical approach should explain man’s need in terms of metaphysical or 
supernatural and not only in terms of visible or physical and social realities. This is 
sequel to the fact that practice cannot work without theory. Karl Popper in Gattei (2009) 
expressed that metaphysics is the fluid environment within which proper science is 
nourished, the fertile soil from which scientific ideas spring. Hence, metaphysics can be 
in form of theory on which the postulate of scientific research is formed. Without 
advancement in basic research, applied science and technology will come to a standstill. 
  
 Again, pragmatic assertion that all truths are relative is somehow wrong 
because consequence theory of value and truth cannot be the only factors to be 
considered in determination of truth. In the domain of education, the pragmatic 
epistemology is shallow. Dewey (1916) conceived instrumentalism as a behaviourist 
theory of thinking and knowing that characterize knowing as something we do. But, 
knowing cannot be fully explained by behaviorism. Traditional role of reason and other 
ramifications must come into play. On this ground, the problem-solving method should 
not be regarded as the only good method applicable to all learning situation. Other 
methods of learning like traditional lecture method or learning by instruction, cognitive 
learning method or learning by discussion or disputation, social learning method or 
learning by imitation can be used to complement learning by doing expounded by the 
pragmatists. It is now left for the teacher to know when to use any method that is 
suitable to the students according to the demand of the subject matter. 
  
 The progressive educational movement in America is criticized on the ground 
that it grants so much to the learners, which gives them room to misbehave. But, the 
extreme principle of progressivism may not account for intellectual and moral 
behaviour of children. There is the need to maintain the balance between traditional 
school and progressivism. Thus, American educators strongly resisted the excesses 
found in this philosophy with a counter movement of essentialism. All these anomalies 
notwithstanding, pragmatic education has impacted so much not only on American 
education but the whole world at large. Such impact is important for development of 
functional education in Africa.  Pragmatic education helps to promote the practical 
knowledge necessary for vocational training in order to promote techno-scientific 
development of Africa. 
 
Conclusion 
 This paper has examined pragmatic knowledge for character and skill 
development in Africa. Pragmatic education is geared to provide learners with practical 
knowledge to inculcate character and skill development in Africa. Education for 
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character and skill development in Africa provides the need for functional education 
that addresses African needs in this contemporary era of the 21st century. 
 
Recommendations 
 A good implementation of functional educational curriculum that addresses the 
needs and aspiration of Africa is essential for Africa socio-economic development. 
Government should invest their resources on education for national development in 
order to yield dividend. Vocational training is essential for techno-scientific 
development of Africa. No country can develop on its own without borrowing of 
technology. On this note, government can employ the services of guest lecturers from 
advanced countries to boost vocational and technical training in Africa.  
  
 The pragmatists envisaged that school curriculum should consist of activities 
concomitant with living. It has been discovered that the traditional subject matter 
content like philosophy, history, geography and mathematics are too compartmentalized 
and abstract in their presentation. There is the need to break the subject matter content 
down in a manner that will make them comprehensible and meaningful to the students 
through the use of good instructional materials that are concomitant to everyday living 
in the environment. Students’ proper participation in the learning activities must enrich 
their experiences in order to engender growth. According to Dewey, (1938), the essence 
of education according to the pragmatists is found within this transactive process in 
which the learner acts on the environment.  
    
 On the other hand, the provision of resource centres is necessary in order to 
enhance functional education. Moreover, there is the need to organize excursions as part 
of extra-curricular activities to augment students’ experiences in the classroom. 
Excursion to resource centres and industry helps to acquaint students with first-hand 
knowledge experience with their subject matter content. Since the scope of the school 
curriculum has been enlarged to include all the experiences of living which the learners 
undergo under the auspices of the school, the extra-curricular activities have to be given 
equal status in curriculum construction parallel to that of subject matter content to 
enrich students’ experiences. 
  
 

 All reality for the pragmatists is characterized by constant change and flux. The 
school curriculum must be constantly reviewed and modified to meet and reflect the 
changing circumstances in the environment. Like all other values, the curriculum must 
constantly be put to the test of experience for its validation. 
  
 Pragmatic theory of education requires the methodology of openness where 
learning is to be achieved within the open phenomenon of interaction. In this case, 
learning must involve action. Action implies the active process of doing and undergoing 
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for the reconstruction of experience. The reconstructive process of experience is based 
on problem solving. The problem solving method can work out in the classroom 
situation if emphasis is diverted from the activity of the teacher to the activity of the 
learner. This process of learning by doing complements mechanical memorization and 
traditional lecture method or learning by instruction where textbooks are used. The 
traditional method of using just one text or reference is not adequate. The students must 
be prepared to use a wide variety of sources and must be prepared to test the validity 
and reliability of the piece of information provided by the sources. 
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