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Education 2: Life at a São Paulo public school

A Classroom Diary

Editor’s note: During our field research on public 
secondary education, we met Sandra da Luz Silva, age 
17, in a classroom in Capão Redondo, a neighborhood of 
Greater São Paulo´s vast periphery. Sandra showed such 
promise that we invited her to work as a research assistant 
at the Fernand Braudel Institute of World Economics. She 
continued her high school classes at night, from 7 pm to 11 
pm, as do most secondary students in São Paulo after working 
during the day. The teachers record attendance with a roll call 
of numbers instead of the pupils’ names. We asked Sandra to 
keep a diary of classroom activity during the academic year 
2001. She produced a detailed document that provides a rare 
and authentic account of routines in these public schools, 
neglected by São Paulo’s governing class and badly in need 
of bureaucratic streamlining, strengthening of curriculum 
and investment in teacher-training, school security and 
infrastructure. We publish excerpts of this report to continue 
our series of Braudel Papers on education in Brazil that 

began with “Backwardness in Education” (No. 29/2001). 
Accompanying this report are drawings by Carlos Otávio 
Gama (South), an artist in Capão Redondo who graduated 
from the same school, as well as an article on reading problems 
(page 2) by Luiz Marques, a teacher of Portuguese in the 
same community, which together reveal the wealth of talent 
hidden in São Paulo’s periphery.

***

My parents came to São Paulo from Pernambuco, in the 
Northeast, 25 years ago. My father worked for a butcher, 
then was a street peddler until he decided to make coconut 
candy in our backyard. The business failed, but my father 
still has scars on his body from the spattering of boiling 
candy.

Then they started selling eggs, which was as tiring as the 
candy business. We had to clean all the eggs, one by one. 

Sandra da Luz Silva
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The business failed. My father sold his 
share and kept the money in a bag under 
the bed. One morning my mother went 
to clean the yard when a thief entered the 
house and another one watched outside. 
I was nine years old and saw it all. The 
thief wanted money from my father and 
put a gun to my mother’s head. My father 
gave him all our money. We were left with 
debts, my mother depressed and unpaid 
rent. I didn’t want to go to school. It was 
terrible, but we got over it.

We moved to Capão Redondo, and 
things got better. We rented a house and 
I went back to school. My parents started 
making cotton candy at night again to 
support our family. They start making 
the candy at 3 pm and keep going until 
3 am the next morning, and until 4:30 
on weekends. I help on weekends, but 
can’t stay on my feet so long. I go to sleep 
at 2:30 am. Each cotton candy sells for 
50 US cents on the street and 15 cents 
wholesale.

When my mother sold candy in the 
street when we were small, she used to 
bring old encyclopedias (which I still 
keep) that she traded for candy or bought 
in the used bookstores in Santo Amaro. 
My parents never talked about school, but 
always wanted us to study, since they had 
not been able to get an education. Daddy 
always said that before he dies he wants to 
see his two daughters with college degrees.

***

Wednesday, February 14
The school year began six days ago, 

but so far there have been no lessons and 
no class schedules distributed. Students 
hang out along the hallways trying to find 
out to which classroom they should go. 
Others stay outside the school, listening 
to music blaring from a car parked nearby. 
The Portuguese classroom is dimly 
lighted. The hallway roof leaks. Marina, 
the Portuguese teacher, tries to start a 
class by reviewing what was taught last 
year, giving us a text about narrative that 
filled the blackboard. After the first period 
I decided to sit in the back of the room. 
There were two guys that were talking 
about guns:

“Does your father still have that 
12-calibre sawed-off shotgun?”

“Yeah, do you wanna buy it?”
“How much?”
“One thousand five hundred reais.” 

[US$750]
“You’re kidding! What about that police 

gun, the one with the rubber bullet? How 
much does he want for that one?

“R$350.”
At first I thought they were joking. 

Because I’m new, I thought they were 
trying to impress me, but I´m still not 
sure. When the chemistry teacher said 
that she wouldn’t let anyone leave the 
room to smoke, these two kids yelled: 
“Nobody smokes here – we just snort!” 
When the bell rang for the last class, 
I went to the public phone inside the 
school. It was broken already. At 10 pm I 
left. The streetlights were out.

Thursday, February 15
A quiet night. More than half the 

students didn’t come. The first class was 
in biology. The teacher wrote all over the 
blackboard and tried hard to get students’ 
attention. She tried gestures, mimicry, 
anything to wake up the few students 
who stay in school for the whole four 
periods every night without opening their 
mouths. A student without his notebook 
and with a strong cigarette smell came in 
the second period. He sat in the back and 
kept quiet. The Portuguese teacher asked 
us how one should write a composition, 
but nobody answered. The class stayed like 
this: the teacher asked, nobody answered. 
A smoke haze covered the schoolyard 
during the break. They fixed the broken 
public phone. The bell rang at 11 pm.

Tuesday, February 20
The streetlights are still out where I 

live. I went to school anyway. The school 
is becoming more rigid. The bell rang at 
7 pm and the gate stayed open until 7:15. 
The vice-principal says that if you miss the 
bell you can’t even make it for the second 
period anymore, and will get absences for 
all classes. Girls can’t come with sleeveless 
shirts or show their bellies either. But 
this is just because it is the beginning of 
the school year. Later on, many kids will 
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Most Brazilian students do not understand what they 
read. This is the finding of a study by the Paris-based 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) of reading and writing levels among 265,000 
15-year-old students at public and private schools in 32 
countries, rich and poor. According to the OECD’s Program 
for International Student Assessment (PISA), Brazilian 
students were ranked lowest in reading capacity among 
national groups in the 32 countries. They were able to 
identify words and phrases, but could not grasp the 
meaning of a text. Our schools are graduating millions of 
functional illiterates. How can we change this? Education 
Minister Paulo Renato Souza suggests what is obvious to 
me in my daily work as a Portuguese teacher in the public 
school system of São Paulo’s periphery. Brazilian schools 
must teach students how to read.

I always was a voracious reader as a student. But 
when I started working in the public school system as 
a Portuguese teacher, my greatest concern was about 
meeting deadlines, presenting the official textbook’s full 
content by the end of the school year. Although I was 
meeting the demands of the curriculum, I was failing as 
an educator. The “content” of exercises and fragmented 
texts did not develop my students’ analytical skills. I met 
program deadlines, but was not teaching them how to be 
competent readers.

One day I was teaching a senior class, thoroughly 
discouraged by using the assigned textbook. Suddenly 
I had the idea of reading a short story called The River’s 
Third Bank by the great Brazilian writer Guimarães Rosa, 
which was in the middle of my paper 
pile. I asked the students to listen and 
explain the mystery behind the main 
character’s missing father. At first most 
students showed no interest in listening 
to a “boring story”. Even so, I insisted 
with them and began reading. I read it 
out loud, slowly, making every single 
intonation. The class began to respond. 
While reading I saw an 18-year old 
student lean his head on the desk and 
cry. Another kid had tears in his eyes. 
When we finished reading, we began to 
talk. They agreed that the absent father 
of the boy in the story had touched 
them the most. I discovered that most 
pupils never knew their own fathers. 
Some had become orphans, but many 
fathers left home when they were little. 
Many were simply “unknown”. After that 
day, we began to read and discuss other 
texts by different writers, such as Clarice 
Lispector and Lygia Fagundes. Gradually, 
my students became critical readers. 
Breaking away from the rigid curriculum, they became 
engaged learners.

Despite many complaints and research studies 

Why can’t they read?
Professor Luiz Marques

pointing out these deficiencies, our schools still fail to 
teach reading. The rigid and mechanical teaching of 
literature drives students away from books. The culture of 
mandatory reading for college admission exams goes on. 
Public schools were prohibited from failing their students 
for any reason other than absenteeism, so teachers cannot 
even resort to threatening with failing grades to pressure 
students to do their lessons. The problem is worse at the 
secondary level, where the encyclopedic curriculum kills 
the interest of both pupils and teachers. As teachers, we 
must advance without being afraid of daring, as the world 
presents complex and ever changing information systems.

The Municipal and State Departments of Education in 
São Paulo are proposing new methods to transform the 
traditional class into reading and writing “workshops”. 
However, one thing is to propose an idea and the other 
is to offer conditions for it to be carried out. How can 
we turn literature into something pleasurable for our 
students? How can we prepare readers? Brazilian schools 
need to turn reading theory into action. Making books 
available is not enough for reading workshops to succeed. 
We also need to invest in building teachers’ capacity and 
in dismantling a rigid curricular system that fails to set real 
standards while taking away their freedom and creativity. 
We need to modernize classroom teaching. My experience 
as a teacher in São Paulo’s periphery has taught me that 
in order to form readers, we must live the book inside the 
classroom, without any fear of experiencing literature for 
what it is: an expression of the human spirit.

Luiz Marques teaches Portuguese at public schools in São 
Paulo and is preparing a postgraduate thesis on reading problems 
at the University of São Paulo.
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come wearing whatever they want. 
The physics teacher is still reviewing 
last year’s topics. The last two periods 
were to be with the math teacher. 
Some students already knew that she 
wasn’t coming and began to celebrate. 
But unfortunately we had a substitute 
teacher. In my opinion it would be 
better not to have a teacher at all, 
because we spent the entire two classes 
doing nothing, just talking. But the 
principal prefers to keep students 
inside the school doing nothing rather 
than sending us home. This way by 
the end of the year they won’t have to 
make up these two classes that were 
missed.

Wednesday, February 21
My fingers are hurting from 

so much copying from the 
blackboard. When the students 
came for the first period, the 
Portuguese teacher was already 
writing on the board for us to 
copy it down.

Friday, February 23
We all agreed to miss school 

on Friday since the Carnival 
holiday was extended until 
Tuesday, March 6.

Thursday, March 8
7:20 pm. The gate was still 

open and the students kept coming. 
The first period was geography. 
The teacher spent the whole time 
explaining a group project that will 
be worth our first grade. The project 
consists of choosing a country 
and commenting on things like its 
climate, vegetation, oceans, rivers, 
lakes, traditions and colonization. 
The bell rang. The next class is 
English. We went in the room and 
stayed there talking for 30 minutes. 
Then the teacher asked us to copy 
what was written on the blackboard. 
We had to translate some verbs from 
Portuguese to English. It was very 
easy, because she already had given 
us a table of irregular verbs. The bell 
rang for the break. I went to history 

class. Things were quiet. Then two 
bombs exploded in the schoolyard. 
The bombs are not meant to hurt, just 
to scare you. The teacher didn’t let us 
leave the classroom but he didn’t say a 
word either, only asked if we had any 
questions about what he covered last 
time.

Tuesday, March 13
When I came into class today the 

physics teacher was already writing on 
the blackboard. He explained how to 
solve the problems and gave us three 
more to do. The next class is geography, 
where the teacher never comes. Her 
substitute today actually teaches 
nutrition. When we got into class the 

blackboard was already all covered. I 
did not copy anything down because 
it had nothing to do with geography: 
the theme was “female fertilization”. 
This lasted 50 minutes. The other day 
I wrote that two bombs exploded in 
the schoolyard. I was wrong. They 
exploded in the hallway. Today the 
same thing happened, making a huge 
gap in the wall, big enough for two 
people to pass through.

Tuesday, March 20
The Portuguese teacher spoke the 

whole time about caricatures and 
paintings by famous artists. When she 
asked a question no one answered, as 
always. Three pregnant girls passed by 
me during the break. One invited me 

to her baby shower. I lost my patience 
in math class today. The teacher Fátima 
is teaching us the “distributive” rule, 
something that we already learned 
in 8th grade. She explained how to 
use this little rule four times, and 50 
minutes went by, wasted. At least the 
history class salvaged the night. The 
teacher always comes around with 
something that stimulates us to use 
our brains. This time he brought 
everyone copies of a law proposal by a 
Workers’ Party (PT) legislator, which 
would give 50% of the places at São 
Paulo’s public universities to poor 
students. The teacher, Leandro, spent 
30 minutes just talking about the 
benefits that this law would bring if 

approved. His questions stayed 
with me: Can you imagine 
poor people having access to 
the universities, in our country 
where many do not take the 
admission exams for lack of 
money to attend a university? 
Can you imagine people 
having access to culture and 
knowing how to choose better 
who will govern our country? 
He also said that he is going 
to organize a petition in favor 
of this project. It’s going to be 
hard, but we will try. The bell 
rang at 11 pm.

Wednesday, March 21
The Portuguese class began 

with the teacher talking about 
literature. The problem is that she 
can’t explain well, talks too much 
and nobody understands anything. 
No one pays attention. Night 
after night, she writes texts on the 
blackboard. Until now she hasn’t 
given any exercises or assignments, 
just texts that she doesn’t explain or 
discuss. The next class is chemistry. 
Finally something interesting to 
do in school: exam time. I was 
disappointed. What they called an 
exam was only three questions to 
be done in pairs, consulting the 
book and using a calculator. In 
biology the teacher stops to explain 

Continuação da página 2
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something that a student didn’t 
understand. I like her class. It’s 
productive. This year I think I’m 
going to learn something only in 
biology, physics and maybe history. 
Who knows?

Thursday, March 22
When I came into class it was 

already 7:20 pm. I usually get 
to class earlier, but I was talking 
with the history teacher about the 
campaign involving the state and 
municipal schools, the one about 
the university quotas for public 
high school graduates. My second 
class was English. The teacher had 
already written on the blackboard. 
She asked us to copy it 
down, erased half of it, and 
wrote a little more. For those 
who began to complain 
thinking that it was too 
much, she explained that 
it was already the topic for 
next class. After the break 
we had history. The teacher 
spoke all the time about that 
PT legislator’s proposal. He 
is also giving an assignment 
about this, asking us to write 
about our opinion on what 
needs to be done, pros and 
cons, etc. During the last 
class, chemistry, I wanted 
to leave. The students bully the 
teacher. The noise is unbearable. 
Some kids begin to scream, others 
imitate dogs, bang on the desks, 
whistle, curse the teacher. They yell 
that she can’t teach, that she paid 
a bribe to get her degree, that she 
attended the “J. O. University.” 
“J.O” is not a university, but the 
worst school around here, the 
José Olímpio School. But we all 
wanted to get the exams back. I was 
surprised to get an “S” (there are 
only three grades: PS means very 
satisfactory, S is satisfactory and NS 
is unsatisfactory). Some students 
received S, the majority got an NS. 
But she had made a mistake when 
solving one of the problems. When 

we noticed this, the yelling and 
screaming doubled. I covered my 
ears. Many students left her class 
before the bell rang.

Monday, March 26
Honestly, I don’t want to go 

to school. I didn’t go last Friday. 
Today the first class is Portuguese. 
As usual she comes in and starts 
writing on the blackboard. She 
fills it up, when she goes to erase 
she doesn’t ask whether we got to 
copy everything down. She decided 
to give us an exam on Friday. 
Everyone began to complain and 
she insisted, screaming: “There will 
be an exam!” In history the teacher 

began to explain something and 
I went to take a test I had missed. 
The exam had only one question, 
but the answer was huge. It took 
me the whole hour to answer just 
one question. At least it is better 
than the group assignments that you 
always end up doing on your own.

Tuesday, March 27
The physics teacher gave us 

some problems to solve. The 
second period classroom was empty 
because there were no teachers. 
Most students left the room to go 
down to the schoolyard. The math 
teacher announced that tomorrow 
there will be a meeting for parents 
and teachers to discuss the students’ 

behavior. She says the students don’t 
respect the teachers. I left school at 
10:30pm.

Monday, April 2
When I got to Portuguese class, 

the teacher was grading exams. Now 
I know what the teacher wants us to 
learn. She wants us to learn to enjoy 
paintings, books, theater, that is, 
everything related to culture. The test 
was about modern art. After she gave 
our exams back, we spent 40 minutes 
discussing the questions. The teacher 
is going to take us to a place where 
they sell paintings. After that we will 
do na assignment, writing about what 
we saw in each painting. In math 

there were many low grades 
and many complaints from 
students because the teacher 
doesn’t want to explain the 
lesson again. We didn’t have 
the last class because of the 
teachers’ meeting. We left at 
10 pm.

Wednesday, April 4
We were in Portuguese 

when my friend Cleuzinha 
came into class saying:

“Cristina’s boyfriend is 
dead!”

Some were shaken. Others 
thought it was good news 

because now they can try to go out 
with her.

Cleuzinha began to tell what 
happened:

“The guy was filled with 
bullets. The boy on the back of 
the motorcycle also was killed to 
get rid of witnesses. Nobody told 
them to fool around that way. I 
feel sorry for Cristina, who isn’t 
eating anything and can’t even 
talk.” We spent half of the physics 
class talking about the dead kid. 
The last two periods were math. 
The evening supervisor came into 
class to pass out pamphlets about 
the National Secondary Education 
Examination (ENEM) to be taken 
by all students finishing their senior 
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year. The students don’t have to take 
this exam. According to her, this 
test aims to show how public and 
private education is doing, without 
affecting the student in any way. 
I said aloud that this exam is a 
waste of time, because we all know 
that teaching at public schools is a 
disgrace. No one disagreed.

Thursday, April 5
Outside school there are always 

many students who come straight 
from work but often can’t arrive 
on time for the first period. We 
were all there, waiting for the gate 
to open. When the bell rang the 
evening shift inspector opened 
the first gate. At the second gate 
another inspector let us enter, one 
at a time. You can only attend 
the second period if you bring a 
document proving that you work 
and may have to arrive late. All 
the students who work have a little 
picture ID to show each time we 
get to school late. I was going to 
chemistry class when I saw all my 
classmates at the schoolyard. A 
friend asked me where I was going, 
I answered to chemistry class. She 
started laughing and said that the 
teacher hadn’t shown up. Since the 
chemistry teacher missed class, we 
wanted the next period’s teacher to 
go ahead with his class so that we 
could leave school earlier. But the 
principal didn’t let us. We hung 
out then at the schoolyard talking 
about riding on buses, the chaos 
that it is to come and go, the funny 
things that we witness every day 
on our way to work and back. Like 
when I spent three hours and 15 
minutes inside the bus last week 
with a man who got out his coffee 
thermos and bread, saying that he 
is “always prepared for everything”. 
The last class of the night is biology. 
An assignment is due on Friday, 
but many students haven’t even 
begun it. Some friends asked me 
to do the work for them. Some 
offered money; others offered to 

buy anything that I wanted at the 
school cafeteria.

Friday, April 6
Once again, no first class at 7 pm. 

So we missed one more Portuguese 
lesson. The second period would 
have been chemistry, if the teacher 
had come, but since she was absent 
again we ended up hanging out 
talking. When a teacher doesn’t show 
up, the students, especially those 
who work, are thankful because 
they are tired and want to go home. 
Nobody complains. The other two 
classes were English and history. The 
English teacher was going to give a 
class with music. But it didn’t work 
because all the electric plugs in the 
room are burnt out. She had even 
given us the lyrics to the song we 
were going to hear.

Monday, April 9
I rushed to school because I had a 

test. When I got to class, the teacher 
already was giving the exam. There 
was a kid who only wrote his name 
on the sheet, because he didn’t know 
any answers. The teacher insisted 
that he try, but he left the room 
without even trying. The last class 
was history. There is a kid who asks 
all kinds of useless questions just 
for the teacher to answer and waste 
time. Once he asked the history 
teacher whether he knew about the 
First Capital Command (PCC), a 
big crime organization in the state 
prisons. The teacher spent almost 
half the class explaining it. But today 
he had no patience to explain things 
that have nothing to do with the 
subject. He is the only teacher who 
asked us to have a folder of readings. 
He himself collected the money and 
made copies, which cost only R$1.40 
each.

Wednesday, April 11
The Portuguese teacher was 

writing a poem on the blackboard 
when I got to class. We had to write 
about what we had understood, but 

no one did. All the students were 
talking while the teacher passed by 
each desk to see who was working. 
This teacher is good. She gives us 
many chances to learn. She cares 
about the students. The chemistry 
teacher didn’t show up again. I 
think we will be without a chemistry 
teacher just like we were without a 
physics teacher last year. They sent 
us a substitute teacher. We didn’t 
do anything! She didn’t have a clue 
about chemistry and just told us to 
read the book. The problem is that 
we don’t even have a chemistry book; 
she didn’t even know what she was 
talking about. I decided to leave the 
classroom to see who was hanging 
out at the school gates. There were 
only guys standing against the wall, 
skipping school. The inspector 
who “takes care” of the students, 
keeping order at school, didn’t let 
us leave. We all went back to class. 
Some students laid their heads on 
the desks, because they were tired. 
As I said, many of us work. When 
there were a few minutes left for 
the bell to ring, most students left 
the room, even with the teacher 
still there explaining. The teacher 
asked for those who stayed that we 
should not leave, that the school is 
the only opportunity for us to have a 
better life. But it didn’t work, almost 
everyone left.

Tuesday, April 17
There are piles of bricks at the 

school’s entrance. I suppose that 
these bricks will be used to patch 
the big holes in the wall of the math 
classroom and other holes made 
by vandals all over the school. The 
boys’ bathroom has a hole in the 
roof that some pupils use to escape 
from the school. I say they “escape” 
because once you enter the school 
they don’t let you leave and the gate 
is closed. Tomorrow there is going to 
be a meeting with the class monitors 
about some recent complaints. Some 
seniors are complaining about the 
chaos in the classrooms and asking 
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the principal for more organization. 
The funny thing is that every week 
there is a meeting and nobody tells 
us what happens there.

Thursday, April 19
The Portuguese teacher Marina 

gave us a poem yesterday by Augusto 
dos Anjos, a writer who clashed with 
the literary tradition of his time. As 
homework she asked us to give our 
opinions and write a composition 
based on the poem. But in a class of 
48 only 4 had done it. The teacher 
went from pupil to pupil looking at 
each notebook with her class diary, 
where teachers write everything – 
your grades, behavior, absences, etc. 
She only gave a grade for those 
who had done it. But since 
she is nice she gave another 
chance for the rest and said 
she would wait until the next 
class. The teacher decided to 
tell us our final grades. When 
he revealed Andréia’s grade (a 
student who barely comes to 
school and ended up with the 
highest grade), Luana, who 
doesn’t accept any grade, got 
irritated. She did not accept 
the fact that she had received 
a lower grade than Andréia’s. 
Right then I got myself into 
the middle of the argument 
to defend Andréia, who wasn’t even 
there to defend herself. The teacher 
said that he wasn’t going to change 
anybody’s grade, because he was the 
one supposed to evaluate the student.

The bell rang and we went to 
chemistry. The teacher said that she 
had to leave the room and didn’t 
come back. We hung out in the 
hallway, complaining because no 
one gave us an explanation. We then 
decided that on Friday we will not 
go to class because we will talk with 
the night shift coordinator about the 
problems that are coming up.

Friday, April 20
A couple standing by the gate 

began to argue and the guy, Carlão, 

who is my friend and studies in my 
class, hit his ex-girlfriend’s face three 
times with a thick notebook. The 
girl kept quiet for a few seconds, 
and then went up to hit him. He hit 
her so much that it was sad. Some 
guys from school broke up the fight. 
She ran away crying and he went 
after her. As I go in I run into the 
vice-principal, who looks worried. 
I asked what’s wrong. He said that 
someone had knocked down the 
entrance gate. And I had not even 
noticed it. We began talking with 
the coordinator about the problems 
that we are having with the teachers. 
We spent the whole period talking 
about this and the coordinator said 

that she would see what procedures 
to follow and after that we would talk 
again. During math class the teacher 
asked whether Vanessa, a 19-year-
old girl who was at the end of her 
pregnancy, was already on leave. We 
ended up talking about pregnancy. I 
thought it was interesting, but since 
next week we have an exam and 
class assignment, I interrupted the 
conversation and reminded her that 
we had exercises to correct on the 
blackboard.

Monday, April 23
I rushed to school just to find out 

that the teacher hadn’t shown up 
for the first class. I hung out in the 
schoolyard talking until the bell rang. 

I went to English. The teacher was 
answering the students angrily today. 
I complained that the classroom was 
full of insects and she said that “the 
insects are not disturbing the class, 
but some students are”. I was glad 
when class was over. During the break 
the girl who fought by the school 
gate with Carlão passes by me with 
her hand in a cast. I was with some 
friends when Carlão also appeared. 
They asked him:

“Why did you break Dedeu’s 
fingers?”

Dedeu is the nickname of the girl 
who got beaten. He answered:

“I didn’t break her fingers. She 
broke them herself!”

Nonsense! And this is 
because he hasn’t married her 
yet. This may get worse. I don’t 
know who is the worse of those 
two: Carlão or Dedeu. He, for 
hitting and cursing her in front 
of everyone. She, for chasing 
after him after all this. Nobody 
gets in the middle of these 
fights, because they usually end 
up getting back together.

Tuesday, April 24
Yesterday it was a special day 

at school: “National Family 
Day”. Thousands of schools 
opened their doors for students 

to bring their parents. Today I could 
see more parents’ involvement. The 
kids who came along with their 
parents get the best grades and have 
a high self-esteem, because not all 
parents can accompany their kids to 
school. It is harder to get parents in 
the evening school. The school was 
practically empty, only a few students 
came with their parents. I came just 
to write this report, because my 
parents work at night and could not 
join me. It was a quiet night. There 
were no lessons. The teachers spoke 
about the need for parents to know 
about their children’s development. 
They offered snacks and some games 
to stimulate our thinking. What 
caught my attention was that only the 
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good students brought their parents. 
I guess that some mothers didn’t 
even know about this event, because 
a bad student won’t say that there is 
something happening at school.

Tuesday, May 3
On the way to school I run 

into a substitute teacher who is 
surprised: “What are you doing in 
school? You don’t have your first 
class today. Didn’t you know?” I 
was stunned. Why can’t they tell 
us? Maybe they did, but I didn’t 
hear it because of the noise. Why 
don’t they ever tell us the reason for 
not having the first period? At this 
moment there is no explanation. 
I sat in front of a group of 
six guys during the break. 
They were all dressed the 
same way: baggy pants, a 
hat, and baggy t-shirt, always 
untucked. One of them was 
holding his cigarette the way 
you hold a joint. My friend 
was scared when she saw 
that, because her cousin was 
among them. We didn’t do a 
thing during chemistry class. 
The teacher took attendance 
and just sat there for 50 
minutes. The last class was 
no different: the history 
teacher read a text for 10 
minutes and as soon as it was over 
he thanked us for our attention. It’s 
been hard to get attention from any 
class lately. The bell rang at 11pm.

Thursday, May 17
I told the vice-principal about 

an Egyptian art exhibit that is 
happening at a museum in the 
city that is about two hours away 
from here. I said that I thought it 
was important for us to go there 
on a field trip, since the admission 
is free. He told me to go ask the 
history teacher to reserve spots 
for those interested. I did and he 
asked me to get all the necessary 
information for the field trip. I 
went to the back of the room. 

I looked straight into this kid’s 
hands. He was playing with a box 
full of bullets, made for that little 
gun known as a “22”. I got a little 
scared, but disguised it and asked:

“Who owns these bullets?”
He only answered me that they 

were some girl’s. Five students 
watched and didn’t say a thing. 
They just kept staring at the 
blackboard as if that was something 
normal. A girl came and asked:

“What’s up? Did you bring the 
stuff?”

“Yup, it’s here, you didn’t believe 
I was bringing it. When are you 
gonna use it?”

“Did you bring the gun?”

“You didn’t ask but if you 
wanna….”

“Cool.”
How could a girl I thought was 

so quiet and hard working be this 
way? The teacher kept talking and 
the girl left the classroom. Four 
minutes later she came back talking 
on a cell phone. She sat in front 
of me, talking with her long hair 
covering the phone. The teacher 
didn’t even notice. I asked her who 
would be the next one to die. She 
said nobody.

Tuesday, May 22
During these last two weeks there 

are almost no classes. The teachers 
are absent a lot, and then want to 

cram into one lesson what was 
supposed to be explained in two 
weeks.

Wednesday, May 24
Honestly, I’m just going to school 

because I need the diploma to get 
into a university. Many think this 
way. For the past two weeks we don’t 
have teachers and today it was no 
different. During English class we 
had a lecture about employment. 
The speaker came to offer a course 
in areas such as hotel management, 
electronics and microcomputers, for 
a low price. I noticed the interest 
among many students, but only a few 
will do it.

Monday, May 28
I’m leaving home at the same 

time as my neighbor Ceariba, 
who is 15. His nickname 
stands for two neighboring 
states in the Northeast, Ceará 
and Paraíba. He is holding a 
notebook. I ask him if he goes to 
my school and he says yes. The 
funny thing is that I never saw 
him there. Ceariba only shows 
up for the first class, once in a 
while, and he rarely stays until 
11pm. He prefers to hang out 
at Irene, a neighborhood where 
the schools are more exciting.

“How come more exciting?”, I ask.
“Here at this school there are only 

potheads who wanna be what they 
ain’t. Over at Irene the brothers are 
down. I’d rather steal than do drugs, at 
least when you steal you don’t damage 
your health, you make money and get 
respect. Potheads just get beaten and 
are more likely to be killed. When I 
was doing graffiti I used to get beaten 
by the cops almost every day.”

When we were near the school, 
Ceariba looked at some guys standing 
by the creek, and said:

“I hate these punks!”
The English teacher spoke about 

the “Different Day”, that happens 
every month at school. It’s a day 
when the students have activities 
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that normally don’t exist in school 
such as music, games, theater, etc. 
The Different Day is happening 
this Friday and we’re going to the 
theater. In my class only 11 out of 
46 have registered. I’m going for 
sure, and besides if you go you get 
extra points in four subjects. These 
points are an incentive for those 
who don’t like theater very much.

Wednesday, June 6
On my way to school down the 

alley the smell of dope mixed with 
perfume was getting more intense 
as I got closer to the bar, located at 
the end of the road. Until the break 
between classes everything was 
calm. The they exploded a bomb 
inside the boys’ bathroom. A guy 
leaves the bathroom, dizzy. This 
is just the first one of the night. 
In the chemistry class, the teacher 
who can’t explain the subject due 
to the noise threatens to leave 
the classroom and call the vice-
principal. Before she could think of 
leaving, many walked out. Another 
explosion in the schoolyard. I even 
got under the desk thinking that 
it was coming in my direction. In 
the classroom the teacher was able 
to explain the topic for the exam, 
since the classroom was emptier. 
It’s too bad that she can’t maintain 
order inside the classroom. The 
students bully her. Then we heard 
the night’s third bomb. The physics 
teacher kept complaining but 
nobody did anything. Not even 
the vice-principal came down to 
see what was happening. To end 
the night, they set off the fourth 
and last bomb. Many walk out 
laughing, thinking that’s really cool, 
something that maybe will relax the 
school’s routine.

Friday, June 8
Last math class. As soon as the 

teacher handed over the exam a 
student called André asked if he 
could hand it in blank, because he 
didn’t know anything. The teacher 

looked annoyed and said that he 
could only hand the exam in after 
30 minutes. I finished the exam and 
went home at 10:30pm.

Monday, June 18
History is one of my favorite 

classes. I can feel how professor 
Marcelo worries about each one 
of us. Today he stopped the class 
just to talk about this. He supports 
literacy and said that he will do 
whatever is possible so that students 
practice reading in every class. The 
average grade of our class has fallen 
a lot and this also worries him. The 
bell rang at 11pm.

Wednesday, June 20
It´s very cold. Only a few 

students attend Portuguese class. 
There were 48. Now only 21 are left. 
Some are huddled because of a cold 
draft coming through the broken 
windows and the door that can’t 
close. Some kids who sit in the back 
never stop talking. I’m also in the 
back and observe how the teacher 
looks at us. Nobody answers her 
questions.

Only a few pay attention. So 
she gets angry and asks for “at least 
some respect”. A student begins to 
laugh and turns his back on her. She 
raises her voice, a little hoarse, but 
nothing works. In just 15 minutes 
the class was over. During the last 
minutes of class one student asks 
another:

“Did your dad sell that sawed-off 
shotgun?”

“I think so. Why?”
“That sucks! I was going to pass it 

on to this punk in my street.”

Thursday, June 21
During the break between class 

periods the school was almost 
empty. They didn’t even ring the 
bell. The cafeteria didn’t open. 
Instead they gave us tangerines for 
dinner. The kids played war with 
the tangerine peels. They began to 
throw the peels, or at times whole 

tangerines at whoever was passing 
by. “That’s why they don’t give away 
fruit in school anymore, because it’s 
just waste”, a cafeteria worker said.

Friday, June 22
The first class was with the 

biology teacher, the only one who 
showed up today. She had asked 
the vice-principal to let us use the 
computer room to give us a different 
activity. We were supposed to search 
the Internet for some things about 
genotype, and OBA systems. But 
the vice-principal didn’t let us use 
the computers. I asked the teacher 
why. She couldn’t answer, saying 
that it involved a “bunch of things”.

Wednesday, June 27
Teachers favor some students, 

like those who sit in front, close 
to the blackboard. Even if this 
student doesn’t know anything, the 
teacher always finds a way so that 
by the end of the year he doesn’t 
end up with a low grade. Yesterday 
Marília, a student who always sits 
up front, hadn’t done the chemistry 
assignment. But she just made a 
perfect copy of Danilo’s work, which 
was lying on top of the teacher’s 
desk. André and Danilo saw that, 
waited for the class to end and 
went to tell the teacher. Today the 
teacher handed the assignments 
back. To our surprise she gave 
another chance for Marília to do 
the assignment. Other people in 
the class hadn’t done the project but 
didn’t get this second chance. It’s 
unfair to give preference to students 
who don’t know anything but stay 
quiet in class. I’ll deliver a letter to 
the viceprincipal on Monday telling 
what’s happening.

Back to School
Monday, August 13
Only today, 18 days after the end 

of our July winter vacation, did I see 
the school full of students. Some 
have given up. Others who haven’t 
shown up in a long time, decided 
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to come. Cleuzinha is already 
complaining: “Nobody can stand it 
anymore! Working and studying is 
too much!.” The big problem in the 
periphery is the lack of prospects, 
hope, leisure and especially culture. 
I hope things get better this 
semester.

Monday, August 20
Today we had the “Different 

Day”. Each class had a workshop. 
The second floor had an exhibit of 
the pictures made by the seniors. 
The video room was showing the 
movie O Auto da Compadecida. 
There was a lecture on sex on the 
top floor. At 7 pm the school was 
packed, even with morning 
students. But at 7:40 pm the 
school was almost empty. 
The Portuguese and history 
teachers were outraged. 
The history teacher said 
he didn’t know why he 
still insisted in trying to 
do something different at 
school. I understand his 
disappointment. I think it’s 
cool to promote something 
different at school. The 
problem is that those who 
study at night usually work, 
and if you work it’s natural 
to be tired. It’s hard to go to 
school just to look at paintings. We 
should have had other activities to 
keep the adolescents from getting 
sleepy. If they had opened the 
computer room, or the gym, they 
would have attracted more people.

Tuesday, August 21
The geography teacher came late 

carrying a cake. She told me that a 
girl in class was craving for cake. I 
asked, “How come ‘craving’? Who’s 
pregnant?” She said it was Luana, 
17 years old. The boys in class 
were happy because of the cake 
and the soda. Luana was eating the 
cake happily. She is two-months 
pregnant and when I asked her 
who the father was, she couldn’t 

answer. Her adolescence will end in 
a few months. She will have to give 
up a bunch of things, like going to 
parties and going out with her girl 
friends.

Wednesday, August 22
When it’s too cold, like today, the 

school is empty. The school was a 
mess, damp, leaks everywhere. Some 
flooded classrooms were closed. 
The teacher was writing questions 
on the blackboard when it started 
raining hard. The lights went out. 
Screaming started. Some guys 
grabbed some girls. Nobody wanted 
to stay in class. We were dismissed.

Thursday, August 23
It’s been months since I saw 

the geography teacher here. Now 
she comes back already wanting 
to give us an exam. We’re going to 
choose the questions for the test! 
It’s ridiculous. She said she was on 
leave. Something weird is going on. 
She never acted this way.

Tuesday, August 29
Since last Friday we have been 

missing lessons because teachers are 
absent. We’re always leaving early. 
There’s no content. The math class was 
cut short because the room was being 
used by the guy who was planning this 
year’s graduation dance. He came into 
class asking us to go with him to take 

photos. The history teacher began 
to explain the restructuring of the 
American economy. Some students 
were talking while he taught. As 
always, he yelled and everyone began 
to laugh. Leaving this class, I saw two 
students on the hallway carrying a 
third one, who didn’t look good. He 
seemed to be drugged, but no one did 
anything.

Tuesday, September 3
I had only the first class, physics. 

The teacher handed the exams back. 
Many of us did well, because the 
lesson was easy. Once the class was 
over, we went to chemistry. The 
door was closed and we stood there, 

thinking that the teacher was 
inside. But she didn’t come. 
We went to the principal’s 
office. He asked us to stay in 
the schoolyard waiting. (I don’t 
know for what.) All bathrooms 
were locked. There was no 
water in the school. The guys 
began to yell demanding water. 
After 10 minutes of noise the 
principal dismissed us. I got 
back home before 7 pm. My 
mom asked why I’m always 
arriving so early.

Wednesday, September 5
The first class was math. The 

teacher, Fátima, is boring and bossy. 
She hasn’t been beaten yet because 
she’s a woman. She says that she’ll 
be like a colleague who doesn’t allow 
students to have side conversations in 
the classroom, she’ll expel those who 
talk. My friend André says loud and 
clear that  he’s only leaving when he 
wants to. He also said that the teacher 
hasn’t been hit on the head yet with a 
chair because “she is a woman, because 
if she were a man…” The teacher 
Fátima didn’t say anything. The class 
ended. Once again there’s no water at 
school. We were dismissed.

Monday, September 10
In the middle of Portuguese class, 

the lights went out and everyone 
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started screaming. Some people 
were already by the door when the 
lights came back. There was a lot of 
noise in English class. The teacher 
had just finished roll call, when 
the lights went out for good. A 
student, Carlão, began to perform 
a striptease, while others barked. 
The teacher couldn’t control such 
uproar. It was as if she knew what 
was going to happen, because she 
had brought a lantern. Since the 
lights didn’t come back on, they 
had to dismiss us. When we were 
leaving the room, there was a lot 
of shoving and screaming. The 
principal was by the school gate. 
The students were knocking down 
everything they saw. They knocked 
down a painting and some posters 
hanging on the wall.

Tuesday, September 11
This was the day that the 

hijacked airliners destroyed the 
Twin Towers in New York. It was 
on TV all day, but nobody talked 
about it in school. The history 
teacher missed class. Many students 
stood by the principal’s office, 
because the geography teacher 
hadn’t shown up yet either. At 
8:10 pm she arrived. She said that 
it was exam day. She gave each 
student a sheet with some questions 
already answered and told us to 
choose which one will be on the 
test: what’s globalization, what’s 
democracy. To make things worse 
she let a girl take the test home. 
The girl said she couldn’t take the 
exam because she didn’t know 
anything. How come a senior 
doesn’t know what democracy is? 
What kind of teacher is this?

Thursday, September 13
There’s much talk about “at-risk 

students”. But little is said about 
“at-risk” teachers. Personally, I 
didn’t know the problem was so 
serious. But I found out why the 
geography teacher, Beth, misses 
work so much. It all started a 

few weeks ago when she began to 
receive presents (flowers, chocolates, 
etc.) at school. She has a newborn 
baby and a very jealous husband. 
Her husband discovered that she 
was getting all these gifts and 
concluded that she was cheating 
on him. Without asking for any 
explanations he beat her so badly 
that he tore her cesarean stitches. 
One day she showed up in class 
with a black eye. Today at the end 
of her class, right after an argument 
with a student, she finally told us. 
She said that she was separating 
from her husband and apologized 
for what had happened, for being 
always late. The students still 
complained.

Monday, September 17
Marina, the Portuguese teacher, 

must be having problems. Today we 
were going to have two classes with 
her and once again she didn’t come.

Tuesday, September 18
A policeman was searching the 

bathrooms during the break. I 
asked the school inspector what was 
happening and didn’t get an answer. 
I insisted and said, “I bet they are 
looking for crack”. She answered, 
a little nervous: “I hope they find 
it…”

Monday, October 1
The school was flooded. Maybe 

it’s because of the roof tiles that 
break when the kids climb up 
on them with their kites. A 
guy yelled while the Portuguese 
teacher, Marina, was writing on the 
blackboard:

“The teacher is getting fatty. Look 
at her arms, all flabby.”

The teacher pretended not to hear 
it. Many students began to laugh. 
Marina kept on writing. The same 
kid who made fun of her asked her 
to stop writing so much. It didn’t 
work. She stopped only 15 minutes 
before the end of class, made the roll 
call and began to give us our final 

grades. The next class was history. 
The teacher also wrote a huge text 
on the blackboard and when there 
were 10 minutes left he made the 
roll call. Right after that I left.

Tuesday, October 2
A student asked the physics 

teacher, Paulino, whether there 
were going to be make-up sessions 
during January. I’ve noticed his 
expression of indignation when 
answering yes. The teacher said 
loud and clear that all the school 
improvements come from the 
World Bank, but the government 
only frees up the money if the 
schools do well, that is, if school 
failure rates go down. These 
January makeup sessions are made 
for the student to pass. The State 
pays the teacher to pass a student 
no matter what. Paulino even 
added: “They’re all a bunch of 
crooks!” After this class we waited 
15 minutes for the geography 
teacher. She made the roll call 
and said that we could go to the 
schoolyard.

Tuesday, October 15
No school. A holiday. Teacher’s 

Day.

Thursday, October 25
It’s been a while since I’ve 

written. Today we only had two 
classes. A girl, Carla, asked the 
math teacher if the assignment was 
going to be corrected. The teacher 
answered no, ironically. Two friends 
and I began to laugh. Carla turned 
around and began to curse Elisa, 
who didn’t have anything to do 
with it. The fight started and the 
teacher simply said:

“Girls, go fight outside! We have 
work to do.”

Elisa said really loud:
“I’m getting soft. After I snort 

some she’s gonna get it.”
The teacher pretended not 

to hear. At this moment Carlão 
entered the room, late as always. 
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The teacher complained. Carlão 
told her to fuck herself. Once again 
she ignored him.

Monday, October 29
When I arrived at school the gate 

was open. Three guys who aren’t 
students were trying to convince 
the school inspector to let them get 
in. One was able to pass through 
the gate and the inspector pulled 
him by the t-shirt. They decided 
to give up and went through the 
playground. There’s an interclass 
soccer tournament at school this 
week, so the gate stays open. I went 
to the hallway and peeked at the 

court through the gaps between 
the bricks in the wall. Everybody 
was sitting on the terrace watching 
the game. In a minute I was there 
too. My friends were getting ready 
to play. Ten minutes into the game 
every one was already aggressive. 
Fabio, better known as Big Rat, 
was playing well. But some people 
are jealous because he looks like a 
playboy. Some kids began to push 
him around. A fight began. But 
before something worse happened 
two teachers broke up the fight and 
expelled one player from each team. 
The game ended at 11pm. They 
boys in my class won the game, 3 to 

1, but I think just because Big Rat 
was kicked out.

Tuesday, October 30
I called Big Rat on the phone 

asking if he was going to school. He 
said that only later, he was going to 
“head down with some brothers” 
because he had “many punks to beat 
up”. I advised him not to, but even 
so he said he would go later. I went 
to school, already late. We finished 
a group project for the Friendship 
Week’s exhibit, and went to the 
playground, which was packed! I was 
worried because I thought Big Rat 
would be there. The game started. 
So did a fight. One of the players, 
Evandro, thought that the referee, 
a teacher with Asian features, was 
cheating: “Open your eyes, you 
cheating Jap!”, Evandro yelled. The 
referee gave him a yellow card and 
told him to stay on the bench for 2 
minutes. Evandro didn’t want to leave 
the court so the referee gave him a red 
card. Expelled. His fellow players held 
him back, but he still kept making 
obscene gestures, like showing his 
middle finger.

Friday, November 1
Friendship Fest: Cultural Fair

This festival exhibits the students’ 
projects, which were divided by 
classes and themes. They organized 
a newspaper that will circulate in 
the school, a poetry contest, and 
a handicraft exhibit. A group of 
students built a model of the World 
Trade Center being hit by the 
airplanes. This was the best project. 
After the dance performances 
and the soccer game we would 
see the projects. That’s not quite 
what happened. It’s 7:45pm. The 
school is packed. It’s hard to move 
through the hallways. The speakers 
are already set on the stage. Teenage 
moms walk with their babies. 
Sometimes some of them take 
turns with their girl friends; the 
babies stay on one’s lap while the 
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other goes dancing. A fog made 
of cigarette smoke is covering the 
schoolyard. I notice that I’ve never 
seen most of the people who are 
at school today. I went to visit 
the other exhibit rooms. Most of 
them were empty. The last one 
down the hallway had a group of 
eight students with wine and soda 
bottles. They drank the soda first 
and then filled empty bottle with 
wine, so they could carry it around 
school without being caught. In 
the girls’ bathroom there’s a line 
for the mirror. I stood in the 
corner, next to this girl dressed 
in jeans and a tiny white top 
showing her belly. She was worried 
wondering whether during her 
dance performance some guys may 
notice that her belly was jutting 
out a little. She didn’t want to be 
ugly in their eyes. I gave her some 
moral support by saying that she 
looked great and was going to 
attract many boys. She seemed 
relieved and asked, “Do you really 
think so?” I answered yes. “Take a 
deep breath and do your best!” I 
said. The history teacher, Marcelo, 
announced that the dancing group 
was going to perform. Many 
students are standing on top of the 

drinking fountains, to get a better 
view. The folk dance couples go on 
stage. Some guys begin to shout, 
“Be a man, f…”. The reason for the 
yelling was a black gay guy, who 
was dancing. I kept talking with 
my friend Lucas, who suddenly 
grabbed my hand and put it inside 
his coat. He had at least three guns. 
I asked him why. He said he was 
coming after someone. I thought 
he was joking. He looked into my 
eyes and said:

“You know me and know that 
I’m not joking.”

I went back to the playground 
to watch the game. It went well, 
with no fights. But the coordinator 
couldn’t wait for the end. She said 
it was time to turn off the music 
so that people could go to the 
classrooms and see the projects. 
Actually there were no projects 
left in the classroom. We had put 
them away already so that no 
vandal could destroy them. Nobody 
went to the classrooms to see our 
projects. When the school organizes 
lectures and exhibits, most students 
don’t show up. Today the school is 
packed with people of different ages 
and neighborhoods, all because of 
the music and the game.

We had almost no classes after 
the Friendship Fest. I would 
always come home before 9 pm. 
I was giving up. None of my 
girl friends studied for college. 
The Portuguese teacher is having 
serious problems at home. When 
she showed up at school and 
talked about it, she cried. Dedeu 
is still trying to get back with 
Carlão, but my friends said that 
this time they would beat her up 
if this happened. Teachers kept 
calling the roll. The rest of the 
month was like this. I am now 
preparing for a college admission 
exam. I study at home by myself. 
I’m going to miss my teachers and 
some friends. I probably won’t see 
many of them again. I finished 
taking pictures with my friends 
and teachers and went home.

I went up to my mother’s room. 
The window there has a good view 
of Capão Redondo. I can see the 
woods, the lights in the houses, 
and even the tower of the São 
Luiz Cemetery, where they bury 
many murder victims. I heard 
some shots in the distance. With a 
glass of soda in my hand I opened 
the window and stood there. Just 
thinking.
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