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Why are Brazil’s public schools so weak?

Backwardness in Education
Maria Luiza Marcílio

Despite its growth in recent decades, public 
education in Brazil suffers from such enduring 
disorder and low productivity that the Fernand 
Braudel Institute of World Economics has been 
challenged by its field research to explore and seek 
solutions to these institutional weaknesses. The first 
of these Braudel Papers on education tries to outline 
the historical roots of these weaknesses.

Brazil began the 20th Century with almost 
70% of its adults illiterate. As recently as 1940, 
only 25% of children between ages 5 and 14 were 
enrolled in schools. Most children went without 
schooling because, until the late 19th century, 
there were very few public schools. Formal 
education was given intermittently, with a single 
schoolmaster, without plans or methods or school 
buildings or textbooks. Most children who learned 
reading and writing were taught at home, by their 
parents, relatives or hired tutors. Teachers received 
no training. They taught as best they could, with 
the little they knew. The Church in Brazil, unlike 
in other Catholic countries, never created parish 
schools.

Brazil’s backwardness in education was due to 
two structural factors: colonialism, which bred 
cultural dependence, and slavery, which limited 
opportunities for poor people. The history of 
Brazilian education is a struggle with this legacy 
of backwardness. But there also has been progress. 
Since 1932 primary enrollments multiplied 16-
fold, from 2.2 million to 35.4 million in 2001, 
reaching beyond what was a privileged minority 
to nearcomplete coverage of the younger school-
age groups. Networks of pupils, teachers, school 
buildings and bureaucracies grew enormously. The 
number of secondary pupils expanded 150-fold, 

much faster than primary enrollments, from a pitiful 
56,000 in 1932 to 8.4 million in 2001, with most of 
this increase occurring over the past decade.

Backwardness in education means failure to 
teach and failure to learn. Despite its political and 
economic importance in Latin America, Brazil 
continues to lag behind all but the poorest countries 
in the region on most indicators of educational 
access and quality. In poorer states, spending per 
pupil in primary schools is less than US$200 per 
year. Aside from underinvestment, public schools 
suffer from emptiness of content, lax teaching 
methods, lack of standards, short hours, wasted 
class time and bureaucratic paralysis. Arbitrary 
and negligent bureaucracies often feed upon the 
traditional role of public education in the political 
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patronage system. Until the recent Brazilian 
currency devaluations, Brazil was spending per 
pupil only a quarter on primary schooling and a 
fifth on secondary education of what Britain spends. 
Meanwhile, Brazilian public spending on higher 
education was highest in the world, 50% more per 
student than English universities, with few results 
in quality of research and teaching. Much of Brazil’s 
university spending is to support inflated payrolls, 
lax teaching loads and pensions for early retirement 
of employees. In many advanced countries the 
quality, methods and mission of public education 
are continuously debated in politics and the press. 
Brazil’s backwardness in education shows itself in 
the lack of this kind of debate.

In the first 250 years of Brazil’s colonial history, 
the only formal education was in the Jesuit “colleges.” 
But the priests concentrated on catechism of the 
natives, the morals of the settlers and discovery of 
new priestly vocations. Teaching was less important. 
Until the end of the 17th Century, the Jesuit schools 
functioned precariously in the main towns. Few 
priests had to look after the many Indian villages that 
they were establishing and to support Portuguese 
colonial authorities in the struggle against French 
and Dutch invaders. The Jesuits created, in the words 
of Fernando de Azevedo, “a culture of the elite.” 
Since there was little commercial or governmental 
activity open to natives and slaves in colonial Brazil, 
there was almost no demand for public education.

In 1759, the King in Lisbon decreed the expulsion 
of the Jesuits from Portugal and its colonies, and 
meanwhile announced public education in all 
his domains. The King decreed the creation of 
17 reading classes, 15 in Latin grammar and 6 of 
rhetoric in all of Brazil. But the new primary schools 
existed only on paper until 1772. It took 13 years 
after the departure of the Jesuits, for the Portuguese 
government to begin to build a semblance of public 
education in Brazil.

Provincial governors and bishops became 
inspectors of education who licensed teachers, with 
authority to censure, punish and watch over their 
conduct. They could suspend them from teaching, 
supervise payments and award worthy pupils. Private 
teachers had to pass examinations to be able to teach 
in their homes. Few books circulated. Reading was 
not seen as vital to education. The few schools 
that existed were badly run and sparsely attended. 
Generally, women did not learn to read. The sudden 
expulsion of the Jesuits interrupted the development 
of schools. There was no alternative to the Jesuits.

In the absence of formal schools, “mestres régios,” 
unprepared and ignorant, conducted patchy lessons. 
Rural chaplains and schoolmasters appointed with 
the bishops’ approval taught the sons of landowners. 
Printing presses were still banned in the colony, as 
well as the circulation of newspapers, except for the 
official “Gazeta de Lisboa.” In 1800, while there were 
200 newspapers circulating in the United States, 
including 17 dailies, none were being published in 
Brazil.

After the Portuguese Court fled to Brazil 
from Napoleon’s conquests in 1808, professional 
education began with creation of colleges of 
surgery and economics in Bahia, anatomy, surgery, 
agriculture, chemistry and technical design in Rio 
de Janeiro, and the Royal School of Sciences, Arts 
and Crafts, and the National Library, the National 
Museum and the Naval and Military Academies. 
But the education of common people was barely 
discussed.

The Path Not Taken
Mobilizing slavery and plantations, Brazil joined 

the mercantile world economy as the European 
Renaissance flourished. In their focus on educating 
the elite, the Jesuits in Brazil were men of their time. 
The Italian historian Carlo Cipolla wrote: “For 
thousands of years, the art of writing and reading 
was the monopoly of small elites. By 1750, at the 
beginning of the Industrial Revolution, almost 
6,000 years had passed since the first rudimentary 
appearance of the art of writing. However, more than 
90% of the world population remained ignorant 
of writing.” But parents and local governments 
were forming schools in Italian towns by the 14th 
Century. Paul Grendler wrote in his Schooling in 
Renaissance Italy:

The commune appointed the teacher, paid his salary 
and exercised limited supervision of the curriculum. A 
free-lance master and the parents of his pupils created 
an independent school. He opened a school in his home 
or rented premises and taught all those willing to 
pay him for his services. Italy needed many notaries, 
secretaries and public officials to carry on civic and 
private business. When merchants recognized the great 
usefulness of abbacco (commercial mathematics), they 
wanted to teach these skills to their sons and future 
employees. The merchants who dominated the now 
wealthy cities and towns believed strongly in the 
utility of learning and suited action to belief by hiring 
teachers.
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Formal schooling in Europe remained rare among 
the lower classes until, two centuries later, heretical 
popular movements and reformers promoted the 
spread of education, so that each believer could 
read and interpret the Bible personally, without 
the help of priests, in the Protestant revolt against 
Rome. Thus began wide practice of education by 
and for lay communities under auspices of the State, 
no longer reserved for the clergy or aristocracy or 
merchant class.

The Church reacted. The Council of Trent 
(1545-64) and the Counterreformation defended 
the Catholic Church’s control of education. In 
response to the Protestant Reformation, Catholic 
schools were reorganized and expanded. Bishops 
regulated the education of grammar and theology in 
the cathedrals, monasteries and convents. Seminaries 
were founded for educating the clergy. But the most 
successful new schools for laymen advocated by 
Trent were created by the Jesuits to train the ruling 
classes.

The Protestant Reformation replaced oral 
recital in Latin by a priest with the obligation of 
individual worshipers to read the Bible themselves 
in local languages for direct access to sacred laws 
and wisdom. The rebel monk Martin Luther saw 
the potential in Johann Gutenberg’s printing of 180 
copies of a Latin Bible in 1455, using what became 
a revolutionary method of reproducing texts with 
moveable type, placing printed word at the center of 
Christian worship. Between 1517 and 1520, some 
300,000 printed copies of Luther’s tracts were sold 
throughout Europe. Like the telegenic politicians of 
today mastering a new media, “Brother Martin was 
well acquainted with the new powers of the press,” 
according to Elizabeth Eisenstein in her classic The 
printing press as an agent of change (1979). “He 
already demonstrated sensitivity to diverse German 

book markets and discovered that vernacular works 
appealed to a diversified clientele.” The spread of 
printing advanced the exchange and standardization 
of knowledge, technical and scientific innovation, 
literary production and new business methods. 
Printers’ shops became meeting places for the 
new literate elite. Thus the Reformation turned a 
technical invention into a spiritual obligation and 
the modern world was born. “Where there was an 
uncompromising insistence on the duty of everyone 
to read the Bible, an early political maturation 
resulted,” Eisenstein added. “The most lasting result 
of the Strasbourg Reformation was the establishment 
of a new municipal system of public education that 
markedly contrasted with medieval precedents.”

In Britain’s North American colonies during 
the 18th century, these advances took shape in 
the ideal of Useful Knowledge, embodied in the 
career of Benjamin Franklin, one of 17 children 
of a poor Bostonian artisan who became a printer, 
scientist, inventor, politician and ambassador to 
France during the American Revolution. In 1727 
Franklin founded a reading circle of young men in 
Philadelphia, the Junto, and drew up rules that “every 
Member in his Turn should produce one or more 
Queries on any Point of Morals, Politics or Natural 
Philosophy, to be discussed by the Company, and 
once in three Months produce and read an Essay 
of his own Writing on any Subject he pleased.” In 
The Pursuit of Knowledge Under Difficulties (1994), 
the historian Joseph Kett recorded the widespread 
belief that “social rank should not bar educational 
opportunity, that artisans deserved instruction 
of the same quality as that available to merchants 
and professional men, and that Useful Knowledge, 
the blend of science and craft, possessed unique 
potential to benefit society.” One of the main tools 
of spreading Useful Knowledge was the proliferation 
of public libraries in the United States.

There were no public libraries in colonial Brazil. 
The authorities in Lisbon banned printing presses 
and universities. While universities were created 
in Spanish America as early as the 16th century, 
Brazil’s first university was not established until 
1920. Private libraries were rare and poor, the best 
of them belonging to convents and monasteries, 
inaccessible to the common man. Research in 
colonial inheritance inventories confirmed the 
rarity of books among the landowners, both large 
and small. Most of the books found in the wills 
were of a devotional and confessional nature, the 
life of saints, sermons. Rarely a Bible was found. 
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Few books were secular, didactic, philosophical or 
historical.

A successful innovation in free public education, 
less expensive for governments and reaching a 
large number of poor boys, developed in England 
in the late 18th century under private initiative. It 
became known as the monitorial method of mutual 
teaching. Some adolescents (monitors), supervised 
by the schoolmaster, taught other adolescents. The 
monitorial method was pioneered by the Anglican 
pastor Andrew Bell (1753-1832), teaching English 
soldiers in Madras, India in 1789. Meanwhile, the 
Quaker Joseph Lancaster (1778-1838) opened a 
school in 1798 in London for poor children. Many 
thought this a brilliant idea, capable of resolving 
the problem of the mass education of the poor and 
destitute without great expense. The monitorial 
method may have been rooted in the role of 
repetitore, assistant teachers or coaches, who in 
Renaissance Italy occupied the lowest rung of the 
pedagogical ladder, helping pupils to memorize 
Latin grammar rules, arithmetical functions and 
other lessons. The method spread rapidly to the 
United States, South Africa, India, Australia, other 
countries of Europe and later Latin America.

In Brazil, the monitorial system of primary 
instruction developed in its own way. The arrival 
of the Portuguese Court in Brazil in 1808 produced 
cultural innovations. The King ordered the Count 
of Barca, Minister Antonio de Araújo, to find a way 
to “give the institutes, the academies, the necessary 
unity to the schools.” The Count advocated both 
Joseph Lancaster’s educational system and the 
spread of public instruction in Brazil. A teacher 
was sent to learn the method in England. Besides 
this, the Count had the monitorial method applied 
experimentally to slaves of both sexes in Rio de 
Janeiro. The method spread. The government 
introduced it in 1822 to teach soldiers to read in the 
Army Arsenal. The military were the first teachers 
of the monitorial method in the provinces.

Slavery and elitism
After political independence, the elites discussed 

development of a national education policy for the 
first time at the Constituent Assembly of 1823. The 
Constitution of 1824 made the first of many promises 
of free primary schooling for all citizens, along with 
universal suffrage. The General Instruction Law 
of 1827 sanctioned the monitorial system in the 
Empire and proposed the establishment of primary 
schools using the Lancaster method in provincial 

capitals and other cities and towns. This law also 
provided for the first public schools for girls.

Decentralization of public education prevented 
the establishment of common education standards. 
The Additional Act in 1834 prevented the creation 
of a national system of elementary and secondary 
schools. The act transferred the responsibility for 
regulating primary and secondary education to 
the Provincial Assemblies, a feature of Brazilian 
federalism that survives today. The central 
government only would control higher education 
and lower schools in Rio de Janeiro, the capital. 
Fernando de Azevedo, in Brazilian Culture, argued 
that the Additional Act of 1834 suppressed “at a blow 
all possibilities of establishing the organic unity of 
the [public education] system being formed which, 
at best, would become fragmented in a plurality of 
state systems, all of them inevitably incomplete.”

In 1837, the central government created the 
Pedro II College, mainly for the aristocracy, to set 
standards for other schools to be created. In most 
provincial capitals after 1840, new Liceus or Ateneus 
imitated the Pedro II College of Rio de Janeiro. 
They were all precarious, merely assembling at one 
place intermittent classes of primary and secondary 
education.

In 1835, the first normal school, following 
European models, was set up in Niterói for training 
primary teachers, without any professional method 
or orientation. Another normal school was created 
in São Paulo in 1846, reserved for male pupils, with 
only one professor. In 1855 the President of the 
Province said that the normal school “has served 
no useful purpose and certainly nothing could be 
expected of it in view of the defects with which it was 
established.” In 1856 he complained: “What there 
is of grammatical analysis, arithmetical operations, 
certain explanations of religion and principally the 
logic and reading, all of this is so superficial that 
there is nothing useful.” The second founding of the 
Normal School came in 1875, with a male section 
located in an annex of the Law School, only to be 
closed again in 1878. A female section was also set 
up in 1875 in a single room of the Seminário da 
Glória, where 14 pupils were enrolled, all orphans.

The poverty of teacher-training was due both to 
the lack of a normal school and to low pay. A São 
Paulo governor reported in 1842 that “the poverty 
of salaries prevented the teaching positions of the 
early grades and of Latin grammar from being filled 
by persons with the necessary abilities. Intelligent 
people first want to open their own private schools.” 
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Again in 1844: “Of didactic material not even a 
shadow. There were boys so poor that they do not 
write, because they don’t have paper. It is painful to 
know that a boy perhaps endowed with discernment, 
does not perfect himself in arithmetic, is prevented 
from studying the grammar of his native tongue, 
only because his parents, because they are poor, 
cannot buy paper notebooks or a grammar.” In 1858 
another governor protested: “The Province lacked 
the necessary buildings or revenues. Paying the 
primary schoolteacher badly is to overload him still 
more. He is unable to pay the rent of the schoolroom 
or to buy furniture and utensils, without which he 
cannot work.”

In 1872 the first Brazilian census counted 
about 10 million inhabitants. But only 150,000 
pupils were enrolled in primary schools. Vocational 
education was virtually non-existent. Secondary 
education was scarce, incipient and mostly in 
private hands. Public secondary schools were 
organized in the rare Liceus and Ateneus of some 
provincial capitals. A ferment of innovation came 
with the creation of American Protestant schools: 
the elementary Presbyterian School of São Paulo 
(1870), which began secondary education in 
1880, as part of Mackenzie College; the Methodist 
College of Piracicaba (1885) for girls; the American 
College of Porto Alegre (1885), also Methodist. 
These missionaries reproduced American schools, 
with their organization, architecture, methods and 
libraries. They brought to their Brazilian primary 
and secondary schools teachers trained in American 
colleges and universities.

Storms of Reforms
Meanwhile, the era of reforms by decree there 

began. The reforms were sterile and sometimes 
counter-productive, reflecting the great breach 
between educational officialdom and those actually 
working in the trenches of the school system. They 
only made primary and secondary education more 
chaotic and unstable. The reforms had no overall 
plan or common vision, adding to the bureaucratic 
and legislative typhoons that frequently sweep over 
Latin American school systems, leaving poverty and 
disorder in their wake while failing to deal with the 
basic problem of under-investment.

More than a century later, the disorder grew with 
the multiplication of schools. In a penetrating study 
of The Means of Our Salvation: Public Education in 
Brazil, 1930-1995, David Plank of Michigan State 
University found that the “proliferation of relatively 

autonomous school ‘systems’ [caused] administrative 
confusion, abdication of responsibility, failure of 
accountability and frequent duplication of effort. In 
many municípios separate schools run by state and 
local authorities operate on the same street, or even 
in the same building. Private schools often share 
premises or teachers with public schools, and receive 
subsidies from public authorities. Policy goals may 
include the provision of jobs for clients, or the 
direction of public resources and public subsidies to 
political allies and favored constituencies.”

In the last days of the Empire, with a population 
of 14 million, primary and secondary enrollments 
embraced only 15% of the school-age population. 
Then came the abolition of slavery in 1888 and 
the Proclamation of the Republic in 1889, which 
strengthened belief in progress. The changes made 
since the 1870s – the introduction of railroads, 
electricity, steamships, new industries, the coffee and 
rubber boom, immigration, separation of Church 
and State – stimulated the growth of cities and of 
hope in a country of the future. Public education 
entered a phase of optimism and more reforms 
with strong expansion in the network of primary 
schools. These arose in the studying towns the first 
buildings conceived and dedicated for schools. In 
São Paulo, the monumental Escola Normal Caetano 
de Campos, today housing the bureaucracy of the 
State Education Department, was built in the Praça 
da República. Elsewhere, the new buildings of the 
Grupos Escolares, artistically conceived by the best 
architects, appeared at strategic points of the city, 
becoming a model for all Brazil.

Some younger education leaders returned to 
Brazil from study in the United States, bringing 
with them new methods of teaching and school 
organization. The multiplication of newspapers 
and bookstores, the appearance of publishers and 
of public and private libraries, of museums and 
theaters, reinforced the cultural life of many state 
capitals. Public education was

strengthened; battles against illiteracy intensified, 
systematic preparation of teachers and schooling 
reached the children of poor people, immigrants 
and former slaves.

The efforts to expand elementary education 
were challenged by fast urban and demographic 
growth. The Constitution of 1891 maintained 
the decentralization of primary and secondary 
education, confirming the federal principle 
established by the Additional Act of 1834. The 
central government thus was unable to guide the 
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development of universal primary schooling, as in 
Europe and Japan. Tragically, neither federal nor 
state and local authorities had the management 
capacity to organize more efficient school systems 
on a larger scale. Only a few wealthier states were 
capable of improving their schools.

The positivist ideas of Augusto Comte led 
much of educational thinking and were contained 
in the Reform of Benjamin Constant Botelho de 
Magalhães, head of the short-lived and whimsically 
named Ministry of Instruction, Post and Telegraphs 
(1890-1892). Education again was declared to be 
free and universal, with co-education for pupils up 
to eight years of age in secular primary schools. The 
government failed in its efforts to apply nationwide 
the curriculum sequences developed in 1893 in the 
“Grupos Escolares” of São Paulo State.

Educational reforms succeeded each other 
implacably on paper, almost every decade. In 1901, 
“standardization” of secondary education was 

decreed. All 
s t a t e , 

m u n i c i p a l 
and private schools would be “equivalent” to the 
Ginásio Nacional (ex-Colégio Pedro II). This 
unrealistic rule inspired widespread fraud and 
corruption. Convergence of interests developed 
between parents who wanted their children to get 
a secondary diploma as fast as possible and the 
commercial appetites of owners of private schools. 
An industry of diploma factories spread throughout 
Brazil, selling high-school diplomas to ignorant 
adolescents in the way that Papal indulgences were 
sold by priests to sinners before the Protestant 
Reformation. This strain of private enterprise 
and opportunism still flourishes today in Brazil’s 
educational system, especially in the proliferation 
of flimsy Masters of Business Administration 
programs.

The legal powers of the sinners were increased in 

1911 with passage of the Organic Law of Higher and 
Basic Education, a Positivist reform that provided 
for “ample autonomies” in secondary education. 
The idea of a standard secondary curriculum 
disappeared. Each pupil could choose his teacher 
and any Brazilian citizen could teach in the public 
schools. Pupils could attend as many lessons as he 
wished. Confusion, indiscipline and chaos in the 
schools increased, bringing still more reform.

In 1915 yet another educational law, the 
fourth republican reform, restored the role of the 
federal government in regulating and developing 
secondary education. The Colégio Pedro II in Rio 
de Janeiro again became the model school. Private 
school licenses were canceled and an admission 
test applied in secondary schools. Requiring 
preparatory examinations restricted equivalency of 
state schools, but once again the reform failed to 
impose standards. Changes imposed from top to 
bottom, without discussion or the participation of 
teachers or society, ended in confusion. The share of 
illiterates among

Brazilians 15 years old or over, about 70% in 
1900, remained the same in 1920. The number of 
public secondary schools even fell between 1907 
and 1912, from 31 to 26.

Another Reform in 1920 aimed to reduce 
illiteracy and promote primary schooling. In São 
Paulo, compulsory and free primary education for 
two years was introduced in rural schools. The 
school age was set at from seven to nine age. Reforms 
in other states followed.

The Bahia reform of Anísio Teixeira (1928), 
opted for a primary schooling, free and compulsory, 
for four years in towns and three years in rural areas. 
The reform in Rio de Janeiro (1927) was based on 
concern for the social function of the school. The 
length of primary schooling increased and was made 
compulsory. The modern primary school finally 
was being organized. Normal Schools became 
“professional” for training primary teachers.

Another reform was decreed in 1925, designating 
three levels: primary, secondary and higher 
education. The National Department of Instruction 
was created in the Ministry of Justice to give more 
coherent guidance of educational development. 
Changes were made in the basic structure of primary 
schooling. Preparatory exams were eliminated for 
higher education and the complete serial and regular 
secondary course was required for admission. This 
reform institutionalized secondary education for six 
years.



BRAUDEL PAPERS 09www.braudel.org.br

“Pioneers of Education”
At the end of the 1920s, a movement for 

modernizing education culminated with publication 
of the “Manifesto of the Pioneers of National 
Education” in 1932, which helped to define the 
role of the State in education. The modernizing 
movement was inspired mainly by the “New 
School” theories of John Dewey of Teachers College, 
Columbia University, which stressed the relationship 
between democracy and education in the practice of 
citizenship. The revolutionary method of education 
by relating lessons to the daily reality of children was 
introduced at the end of the 19th century, but without 
much success. Slowly, it became part of the teaching 
of reading and later was adopted for other subjects. 
The movement focused on the “investigative and 
experimental activity of the pupil,” respect for “the 
laws of children’s mental development” and “normal 
exercises in cooperation,” according to Azevedo. The 
“Manifesto of the Pioneers” stressed the relationship 
between education and development, opposing the 
improvisation of piecemeal reforms. The Manifesto 
proposed a unified and nationwide structure, from 
pre-school to university, to do away with the dual 
nature of public education, which separated primary 
schooling for the poor from secondary and higher 
education for the privileged.

At last, the first four Brazilian universities were 
founded in Rio de Janeiro (1920), Minas Gerais 
(1927), Porto Alegre (1934) and the University of 
São Paulo (1934). The USP College of Philosophy, 
Sciences and Letters embodied the first coherent 
project of a university in Brazil. By 1953 there were 
15 universities. The faculties of Philosophy grew 
fastest, preparing secondary school teachers.

Soon after the Revolution of 1930, which 
ended the Old Republic, the federal government 
created the Ministry of Education and Public 
Health and the National Education Council. The 
Education Minister decreed more reforms and hired 
some leading reformers, whose efforts soon were 
blocked by attacks on them as “materialists” and 
“communists.” This progressive Constitution of 
1934 was a victory of the modernizing “New School” 
movement, largely the fruit of previous debates. 
The Union was given the job of setting a national 
education policy, making primary schooling the 
right of all, and of coordinating and checking its 
enforcement. It made secondary education more 
democratic with its rapid expansion. If in 1930 
there were 40,000 pupils in secondary schools, their 
number rose to 160,000 in 1936, two years after 

passage of the new Constitution, which provided 
that at least 10% of the federal budget, and 20% 
of state spending, should be for education though, 
according to historian Robert Levine, “a good 
portion of the funds were either never delivered to 
needy school systems or, worse, stolen.” The inland 
state of Goiás, with an 83% illiteracy rate, tried to 
show progress by adopting a rigorous curriculum for 
secondary schools, but few such schools existed. In 
Rio de Janeiro, Anísio Teixeira launched programs to 
professionalize and improve education and expand 
enrollments, but was fired in 1935 during a wave of 
political repression.

Under the pretext of fighting communism and 
of maintaining unity and national security, Vargas 
launched a coup, creating the dictatorial New State 
in 1937.The authoritarian Constitution of 1937 
again clouded the doctrine of free public education 
by requiring certificates of poverty to avoid 
enrollment fees, often obtained by fraud or political 
influence. Contributions were made through the 
Caixa Escolar to the paid public school. Vocational 
education would expand, with cooperation between 
industry and the State, obliging the companies to 
create “apprenticeship schools for the children of 
their workmen.”

The Constitution of 1937 also revived piecemeal 
reforms. A series of decree-laws between 1942 
and 1946 restored the old elitist and encyclopedic 
conception of secondary education. By 1949 
there were 540 Normal Schools in Brazil. They 
operated under state rather than federal standards. 
The zigzag continued when the Organic Law of 
Normal Education and the Organic Law of Primary 
Education, passed after the overthrow of Vargas in 
1945, centralized supervision again. The goals for 
Normal Schools were (1) provide the number of 
teachers needed for primary schools; (2) train school 
administrators; (3) develop and spread pedagogical 
knowledge and techniques. The industrial expansion 
in the war economy of the 1940s created new 
demands for technical education. The Government 
established, in cooperation with businesses, the 
National Service of Industrial Apprenticeship 
(SENAI) in 1942 and the National Service of 
Commercial Apprenticeship (SENAC) in 1946 to 
operate vocational schools throughout the country.

The return to democracy and the 1946 
Constitution sustained the domination of the 
Ministry of Education, decreed by Vargas, in the 
continuing dispute over federal vs. state control 
of schools. In education, the new Constitution 
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gave the Union authority to legislate guidelines 
of national education. Once more, education was 
sanctified “as a right of all” and “primary education, 
obligatory and free.” Minimum spending levels 
for education became law: “Annually, the Union 
will apply never less than 10%, and the states and 
municipalities, never less than 20% of tax revenues 
on the maintenance and development of education.” 
However, in the postwar decades, these spending 
goals were undermined by chronic inflation and 
political instability.

Another education 
reform proposal was 
sent to Congress in 
1948, starting a long 
ideological struggle. 
Only 13 years later, the 
first Law of Directives 
and Bases of National 
Education was passed 
in 1961, a few months 
after the tempestuous 
resignation of President 
Jânio Quadros. The 
original proposal was 
mutilated, but the new law was an 
advance. For the first time, the school 
system was unified legally and conceptually 
and became more institutionalized. In 1951, 
the Fundação CAPES (Coordination for higher 
Education Staff Development) was created for 
financing advanced training abroad for teachers. In 
1961 the Federal Council of Education was created. 
Adult literacy campaigns proliferated. Primary and 
secondary enrollments expanded.

Schools For All
The 1988 Constitution guaranteed the pluralism 

of ideas and pedagogical conceptions; co-existence 
of public and private institutions; rights of teachers 
to job security, with minimum salaries and entrance 
to the profession only by public competitive 
examination. The Union was required to spend 
annually on education at least 18% and the states 
and municipalities, 25% of tax revenues. The 
Constitution of 1988 also set the goal of ending 
illiteracy in Brazil by 1998. In 1996, illiterates 
were still 15% of people over 15 years old, but 
were concentrated in older ages and in the poorer 
Northeastern states. Only 7% of those between ages 
15 and 24 could not sign their names, although these 
numbers cloud the broader problem of functional 

illiteracy: the inability to make use of the printed 
word.

The slowing of demographic growth since the 
1970s provides a new chance to conquer chronic 
deficiencies in basic education. The population 
between six and 10 years of age has been falling 
since the early 1990s. In 2000, for the first time in 
Brazil’s history, enrollments declined in the first four 
grades of primary school. There is now no more lack 
of schools generally. But still prevailing are chronic 
absenteeism by both pupils and teachers, failure 
to learn and repeating of grades, low pay and poor 

training for teachers, intense turnover of teaching 
and administrative staff 
and bureaucratic disorder. 
The Ministry of Education 
reported in 1996 that, at the 

end of primary schooling, 
70% of the pupils did not 
know basic arithmetic. 
Only half were able to 
form an opinion of texts 

they read.
Brazil’s program 

of Education for 
All (1993-2003), 
modified in the 
Strategic Policy Plan 
of the Ministry of 

Education (1995-1998),  imed at universal primary 
education; reducing failure and dropout rates, so 
that at least 80% of each age cohort can finish 
primary school on time; improving normal schools 
and teachertraining; restructuring and curricular 
reform of secondary education; improving the 
institutional performance of public universities, 
and expanding government spending on education 
to reach 6.5% of gross domestic product. In 1996, 
the new Law of Directives and Bases of National 
Education (LDBE) set the schooling sequence that 
prevails today: (1) preschool education of the child 
up to six years of age; (2) primary education for eight 
years; (3) middle or secondary education for three 
years, and (4) university or advanced professional 
education.

Since 1995 Brazil has been served by a 
distinguished Minister of Education, Paulo Renato 
de Souza, who has served longer in that post than 
any previous incumbent except Gustavo Capanema 
(1934-45) of the Vargas years. Federal education 
policy thus has been protected from the demands 
of coalition politics, unlike other key areas of the 
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federal government, such as energy and public 
security, where rapid turnover of poorly qualified 
cabinet ministers has frustrated constructive 
policy initiatives. New methods must be found for 
reproduction of knowledge from a limited pool of 
trained people. This is a task of such daunting scale 
and complexity that steady advances can be made 
only in an environment of political stability and 
ever-higher levels of public investment in education. 
If Brazil can reduce its huge pension burden, very 
heavy for so young a population, it can invest more 
in educating new generations.

While the frustrations in education are 
enormous, some goals have been achieved. The 
Fund for Development of Primary Education and 
Improvement of the Teaching Profession (FUNDEF), 
created by the federal government in 1997, 
guarantees minimum annual spending per primary 
pupil of R$363 (US$180) in the poorer regions, 
by channeling existing federal financial transfers 
to states and municipalities into upgrading salaries 
and training of classroom teachers and for school 
maintenance and development, with increments 
generating a 10% increase in public spending on 
primary schools. Special federal transfers go to eight 
poor states whose regular transfer receipts fail to 
support the R$363 spending minimum per pupil. 
FUNDEF has strengthened the process of bringing 
primary schooling under municipal control, raised 
formal qualifications of teachers and expanded both 
enrollments and school hours. Between 1996 and 
2000, a big shift in primary enrollments has taken 
place from state to municipal schools, with the share 
of pupils in school for at least four hours increasing 
from 21% to 41%. Meanwhile, the number of 
teachers rose by 23%, incorporating many with 
some kind of higher education. While FUNDEF 
showed its best results in poor Northeastern states, 
these same states also showed the most complaints 
of fraud and mismanagement in the program, 
according to a Congressional investigation. In São 
Paulo, classroom failure and dropouts are falling 
more because of automatic promotion policies 
than the pupils’ performance. Indeed, São Paulo is 
one of the few states where primary and secondary 
pupils have lost proficiency in mathematics and 
Portuguese, according to a national testing program.

Brazil has lacked the religious enthusiasms and 
local initiatives that drove educational development 
in the advanced countries. Problems of schools 
meld into the general weakness of Brazil’s public 
institutions. It is very hard to establish national 
standards, especially among teachers and police, 
the most numerous public employees. Brazil 
needs to develop new leadership in education and 
public security through national institutions for 
advanced training. An institution akin to India’s 
Administrative Service could provide highlytrained 
career officials, chosen by competitive examination, 
to alternate periods of service between federal and 
state government posts.

Education policy swings abruptly between 
phases of fervor and neglect, usually settling into 
traditional patterns of bureaucratic and political 
culture without a coherent investment strategy. Big 
differences remain among regions. “The success of 
the huge growth in enrollments in recent years is 
that quality, although low, has not worsened and 
may have improved in some places,” says Claúdio 
de Moura Castro, former education adviser to the 
Inter-American Development Bank, now heading a 
private adult education program in Belo Horizonte 
and Curitiba. “The clearest signs of success are in 
the wealthier states of Minas Gerais, Paraná and Rio 
Grande do Sul.”

The problems of quality demand audacity and 
tenacity in seeking improvements. Since 1992 Minas 
Gerais has thinned central bureaucracy and shifted 
hiring and spending powers to school principals 
through Parent-Teacher Associations, who choose 
principals from among the top three performers 
in state-wide examinations. This management 
structure is now being applied in other states. 
Politization of local school authorities can endanger 
quality control, but federal authorities can provide 
national tests as a basis for appointing teachers 
and administrators in exchange for additional 
financial support. This support can be channeled 
into training programs to upgrade the teaching 
profession in areas where national test grades are 
chronically deficient. The problem for Brazil always 
has been to decide the level of competence that is 
acceptable for the future of its population and its 
economy.
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A Poor Pupil’s Memories
Mailson da Nóbrega

The small town where I was born in the 
sertão [hintexlands] of the state of Paraíba in 
the Northeast had no kindergarten. I started 
primary school at age six in 1949 in a state 
Grupo Escolar, finishing in 1954. Nearly all the 
teachers were women with no formal training. 
Most of them had gone only to primary school 
and had gotten their jobs through political 
influence. My father, a tailor, saw that the 
Grupo Escolar wasn’t very good and sent me 
to the only private school in town, with 10 
or 15 pupils, where I studied in the mornings 
and then went to the Grupo Escolar in the 
afternoon.

Public secondary schools were considered 
better than private ones in Paraíba, but they 
existed only in the main towns: João Pessoa, 
the capital, Campina Grande and Patos. The 
Liceu Paraibano, in the state capital, was where 
the elite studied. Admission was difficult and 
political influence was needed to get to the 
head of the line. The better private schools, run 
by Catholic priests and nuns, were inaccessible 
to poor pupils. Our solution was to find a 
school that was just beginning operations, 
without much prestige but promising in the 
opinion of friends. It was the Colégio Lins 
de Vasconcelos, founded by a mathematics 
teacher and enthusiast of Esperanto, who later 
became famous. I don’t know what education 
in Paraíba is like now, since I left there in 1968 

after passing a civil service exam for a job with 
the Bank of Brazil. I only can remember an 
episode in the early 1980s, when I had become 
well-known, with many friends in the state 
government. My parents no longer could pay 
for a private school and my younger brothers 
couldn’t find a place in a public school. My 
mother pleaded with me to ask the Governor 
to give us a letter of recommendation so my 
brothers could enroll in a public school. She 
was sure that this would work. But I refused to 
join the ranks of influencepeddlers.

I wanted to show my mother that we could 
enroll without political connections. So I took 
my little brother to get on line at the school at 
5 a.m. on registration day. The line already went 
around the block and began to move slowly 
only at 9 a.m. When we got near the registration 
desk, I noticed the coming and going of cars, 
some with government license plates. Getting 
closer, I saw that the cars brought people 
armed with letters of recommendation. When 
we finally got to the registration desk, all the 
places in the school were filled.

I then decided to break with my principles. 
I already was a federal official. I visited the 
Governor. He gave me his personal card with a 
recommendation and my brother was enrolled 
in school. Today there are more secondary 
schools in Paraíba and the teachers are better-
qualified, but other things seem unchanged.

Mailson da Nóbrega, a member of the Fernand Braudel Institute of World Economics, was Finance Minister of Brazil (1988-90).



BRAUDEL PAPERS 13www.braudel.org.br

Odyssey in the Schools
The Maria Carolina Cardin State School stands behind a concrete wall on a sloping back street in Campanário, 
one of the more violent neighborhoods of Diadema, a municipality of Greater São Paulo with one of the 
highest homicide rates in the world. Although its walls and classrooms are scrawled with graffiti, although 
its gymnasium has been invaded and vandalized, the school remains in better shape than many others in São 
Paulo’s vast periphery, its corridors clean and decorated with pupils’ paintings. Its architecture, with its pastel 
façade, preserves its original lines of grace, enshrining public education in the minds of children of migrants 
passing through the steel gates that guard in vain against invasion by delinquents. We have gotten to know some 
of the pupils and teachers inside the school, spirited people seeking to emerge from the passivity and emptiness 
of routine.

In organizing Reading Circles in the Maria 
Carolina State School in Diadema, the Fernand 
Braudel Institute of World Economics, community 
leaders and members of the City Council have 
been trying to make a small contribution toward 
improving the quality of education and finding 
ways of reducing disorder and violence in the 
public schools of the periphery of Greater São 
Paulo. Some 80 teenagers voluntarily embarked 
with us on an Odyssey to read together, on Saturday 
afternoons, classics such as Richard Bach’s Jonathan 
Seagull, Plato’s Symposium and Homer’s Odyssey. 
Apart from the Reading Circles, teachers, parents, 
community leaders and City Council members of 
different political parties engaged in organizing 
computer classes and a school chorus. At the 
request of the school’s curriculum coordinator, 
we also organized a Reading Circle for teachers, 
meeting weekly to read Plato’s Symposium. The 
adolescents engaged in our Reading Circles are 
intelligent and ambitious, deserving more respect 

and attention than they receive in the daily 
routine of their schools, which provide little or 
no reading instruction, written homework or 
meaningful discussion of what teachers write on 
the blackboard.

By reading the classics, young people begin to 
recognize myths and themes that have concerned 
humankind for thousands of years. We read and 
discuss passages in the context of the challenges they 
face in their daily lives. The practice of listening 
and reflecting is as important for us as talking and 
reading. At the end of each session, we read poems 
and texts brought in by the students, often written 
by them. Once a month, we organize cultural field 
trips, which include visits to symphony concerts, 
libraries, museums, parks and theaters.

Our Reading Circles is one of many small 
community initiatives multiplying in schools 
in Greater São Paulo, constituting one of the 
main hopes of overcoming the difficulties of 
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public education. We embarked on this effort 
in the spirit of official programs of the State 
Education Department such as Partners for the 
Future, Involving the Community and Internet 
in Education. We thus were shocked to learn that 
our project was expelled from the Maria Carolina 
School because of intrigues and obstructionism of 
local school officials. After two months of meetings 
with school authorities at all levels, following 
intervention by leading politicians in our behalf, 
we were allowed to resume our work in the school. 
Both community leaders and the education 
bureaucracy learned from this experience.

In Homer’s Odyssey, our hero faces many 
dangers and temptations: the one-eyed monster 
Cyclops, the Sirens, the Lotus-Eaters, Scylla and 
Charybdis, and the descent of Odysseus into 
the Land of the Dead. In their Odyssey in the 
schools, pupils and teachers face other dangers: 
murders, death threats, drug traffic, guns carried 
and sold by pupils in classrooms and corridors, 
smashed cars, invasion of schools by delinquents 
to steal computers and food from the school 
lunch program. We know that many public school 
systems in the world suffer from violence. But 
we were distressed to learn that the giant school 
system of São Paulo State, with seven million pupils 
and 300,000 employees, retains no specialized 
professional to deal with problems of school 
security to advise teachers, principals and pupils 
facing death threats in classrooms, corridors and 
school entrances. This is how our working group 
of civic leaders and members of the City Council 
got involved in the Maria Carolina School:

1. Since June 2000 the Fernand Braudel 
Institute of World Economics has been engaged 
in a pilot project, supported by the World Bank, 
to mobilize civic leadership in efforts to reduce 
violence in Diadema, which in 1999 had one 
of the world’s highest homicide rates. We began 
with a Town Meeting against Violence, with the 
Mayor presiding. Since then, we have organized a 
monthly Forum on Violence and Public Security 
in the City Council chambers with the President 
and members of the City Council, the chiefs of the 
Civil and Military Police as well as business, civic, 
religious and community leaders. Each month we 
analyze trends and events in public security and 
discuss solutions for these problems. Teachers 

repeatedly came to these meetings to ask for help 
in dealing with school violence.

2. These issues gained urgency after March 
12, 2001, when a pupil was shot to death outside 
a classroom at the Átila Ferreira Vaz School in 
Diadema. On March 23, another pupil was shot 
to death in the doorway of the Nicéia Albarello 
Ferrari School upon his return from an excursion. 
On April 11, two pupils were arrested for carrying 
guns inside the Antonieta Borges School. On April 
17, two pupils suffered gunshot wounds inside the 
Mércia Artimos Maron School.

3. The monthly Forum created a special 
commission to investigate school violence, 
composed of the two police chiefs, the 
municipality’s Social Defense Coordinator, three 
City Council members from different political 
parties, the head of the Municipal Education 
Council and Braudel Institute staff members. We 
obtained from school authorities a list of what they 
considered the 10 most violent schools in Diadema 
and asked for permission to visit the schools to 
interview teachers and principals. Permission was 
denied by the Regional School Director, whose 
own husband, a policeman, was shot to death two 
years ago outside one of the schools. She said that 
our visits to the schools had to be approved by the 
State Secretary of Education.

4. On April 26, we met for two hours with the 
Secretary of Education, Rose Neubauer, to ask for 
authorization to conduct interviews in the schools 
and a pilot project to develop local strategies to 
deal with the culture of violence and disorder. The 
Secretary asked us to submit a proposal in writing 
and promised a prompt reply. We submitted the 
proposal on May 17 but never received a reply, 
despite requests by letter and telephone.

5. In May another group of teachers came 
to the Forum to ask for help in dealing with 
school violence. In response, the two police 
chiefs, members of the City Council and our 
Institute staff visited nine schools over the next 
six weeks and decided to identify a school where 
teachers and administrators would be receptive 
to a pilot project aimed at creating a more secure 
environment though enrichment of learning and 
extra-curricular activities.

6. One of the schools visited was Maria 
Carolina. The principal and teachers welcomed 
our commission enthusiastically and asked for 
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our help in improving the school environment. 
We analyzed problems and possible solutions 
in a series of meetings with parents, students, 
teachers and leaders of community groups. The 
School Council approved the start of Reading 
Circles and computer classes on Saturdays for 121 
pupils, beginning on August 11. The school’s 10 
computers were not used on weekdays because 
of lack of specialized teachers and recurrent 
problems of computer theft in the public schools. 
At the request of many students, we began to 
form a school chorus on Tuesdays and Thursdays. 
General Electric, sponsor of our Reading 
Circles, offered English classes for 15 
pupils on Fridays.

7. After the project received media 
coverage during a visit to the school by 
a World Bank representative, a district school 
supervisor appeared during a Saturday session to 
tell us that our work in the school was illegal and 
that our computer classes were consuming school 
electricity. On Tuesday, the day after a 13 year-
old pupil shot a teacher while she was writing on 
the blackboard in the neighboring town of Santo 
André, the principal of Maria Carolina barred our 
project inside the school because of these alleged 
irregularities. Two teachers had volunteered their 
services in the Saturday Reading Circles, but the 
Institute decided to pay them a small complement 
to their salaries to make their commitment more 
professional. At a turbulent meeting of the School 
Council, several members of the teaching staff, 
as well as the school janitor, demanded to be put 
on the Institute’s payroll. The principal said she 
was under strong pressure from the local school 
bureaucracy to stop our project.

8. Concerned about their commitment to 
pupils and parents, the project’s sponsors asked 
what they could do to continue this work. A long 
series of two-hour meetings ensued at different 
levels of the school bureaucracy, at which we 

produced four different versions of a petition 
to use school facilities for Reading Circles and 
computer classes. These meetings and petitions 
consumed enormous amounts of time and effort 
by members of the City Council, local community 
leaders and the Institute staff. No such chain of 
meetings are held to protect pupils and teachers 
from disorder and violence in the schools. Our 
project was allowed to return to the school only 
after intercession with the Secretary of Education 
on our behalf by leading politicians. We only can 
wonder what happens to other local initiatives 

that lack this kind of political 
backing. Even the powerful 
national TV network, Rede Globo, 
faced resistance among school 
administrators and teachers, 

involving conflicts with those who, according to 
the magazine Educação (September 2001), “feared 
a growing estrangement of the State, in face of 
Brazil’s largest volunteer program in education.” 
Before implementing its Amigos da Escola project 
in more than 25,000 schools, Globo had to 
organize a strong campaign and navigate through 
the “complicated management of public space” in 
the schools.

Our Odyssey in search of ways to develop 
excellence in the public schools will be no easy 
journey, but it may be an Odyssey worth traveling. 
Despite institutional difficulties, a wide range 
of partnerships and initiatives by civil society 
in the schools are multiplying. In response to 
public clamor over widely publicized episodes of 
violence in schools of the periphery of São Paulo, 
the Education Department said that it would try 
to strengthen and facilitate community projects. 
Officials have asked the Fernand Braudel Institute 
to help in developing new policies to deal with 
school violence. We are eager to contribute and 
hope for the best..


