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Around the World in 14 Schools

My first contact with the authors of the book Around the 
World in 14 Schools was through a connection with the “Brazilian 
Dream” project, that caught my attention for its innovative 
approach to education methodology and the knowledge created.

As soon as I learned about this project there was no 
doubt in my mind that I would support it; and I tried to 
follow the process, the journeys and the findings.

As an educator, I was delighted by the fact that youngsters 
from different backgrounds would mobilize and engage 
around the theme “education”,  willing to discover new ways 
for schools to organize, new knowledge and new ways of 
teaching that would be more consistent with their world view 
and with the challenges of the 21st century.

There are many possible ways to read this book, but in all 
of them the reader embarks on a trip through five continents, 
guided by concepts around education.

In the interviews, attitudes and projects, one may 
perceive the nuances, similarities and differences between 
these spaces. However what really caught my attention was 
the fact that some characteristics are very common in all 
the experiences and methodologies: creativity, autonomy, 
curiosity, entrepreneurship, empowerment, diversity among the 
different learning spaces, dialogue, community, trust, respect 
and self development.

In the educational experiences, one may observe that 
knowledge and information are always connected to reality, 
with experience, with ambiguities and uncertainties from the 
contemporary world.

And mostly that mistakes are a way of learning.
Finally, what I find most touching is the fact that hopes 

and dreams for the future are part of this journey around 
schools all over the world and they can be shared with every 
reader of this book.

Maria Alice Setubal
Chairwoman of the Centro de Estudos e Pesquisas em Educação 
(Cenpec) and the Tide Setubal Foundation councils.
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Before boarding, an important warning 
A TRIP FOR BEING CHARMED

The research crystalized in “Around the world in 14 
schools” was conducted from year 2012 to 2013. As the book 
was coming true, in 2013, an overflowing joy took shape as 
well, when we perceived that the stories in here opened more 
and more doors and paths in many people’s reflections and 
practices. The book was born in Portuguese. Since its inception, 
there has been some restlessness for an English version, so we 
could see these words take flight. This here version is also a 
way of sharing with the schools we visited the stories we have 
told about them. It is a way of thanking them for generously 
having us and reporting their practices.

 
What you are about to read in the next pages is a series of 

portraits we made in 2012 and 2013. We have preferred not 
to update them and keep the storytelling rhythm performed 
in those schools, photographed by our curious eyes since the 
first glimpse of the spaces. And there is a surprise in here as 
compared to the Portuguese version: a 14th school inserted – 
Barefoot College, India.

Visit these pages as if you were wandering during a tour. 
Not a trip through time, but a roam through possibilities, 
inventions of spaces and processes  that are strong enough 
to charm us and stimulate us to proceed in movements filled 
with meaning and potency.    
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Departure
A common dream, a collective journey, 
a shared challenge

On a Saturday afternoon, 15 friends met in an office in São Paulo. A 
call to action united the group. Eduardo Shimahara - better known as 
Shima - 41 years old, invited his friends to share dreams. On the table, 
there were juices, pens and paper for notes. Shima made a presentation 
with images and videos to illustrate his thoughts - individual dreams that 
became collective. One of his dreams, by the way, was the creation of a 
book on innovative education initiatives. By sharing what moved him, 
Shima encouraged his friends to rethink their own aspirations. He had 
goose bumps along with much hope that it would make sense.

At the time, Shima was the Sustainability and Innovation 
Director of a group of universities in São Paulo and Minas Gerais, 
with thousands of students. He used to go into crowded classrooms 
and ask, “Why did you choose the course that you are taking?” 
Challenged by the answers that seemed to touch only the surface of 
individual motivations, Shima started to wonder if there were other 
models of schools beyond the traditional ones.

In search of answers, he encountered inspiring experiences in 
numerous countries. So, on that Saturday afternoon, he asked his friends: 
“What if we wrote a book about an education journey across the five 
continents?” After the meeting, Shima quoted verses by the Irish poet 
William Butler Yeats:

‘I have spread my dreams under your feet. 
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.’

Sitting at the table, three of those people did not yet know, but they 
would establish, together with Shima, the Coletivo Educ-ação - that 
brought this book into life. André Gravatá, Camila Piza and Carla Mayumi 
immediately connected to Shima’s proposal. By coincidence, a few days 
before, André and Carla had created an online file to share references on 
innovative education.

That meeting brought up the concerns of each of them.  Camila, 32 
years old, has a degree in psychology and specializes in conflict mediation; 
she is always interested in hearing life stories and is delighted by the 
encounter between the themes of creativity and human development. 
Carla, 43 years old, mother of two children - a little girl of 4 and a young 
man of 19 - is an entrepreneur and an education activist and a member of 
a knitting group; she never stops asking what the education models that 
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validate the dreams of people are like. André, 23, studied in public schools, 
has a degree in journalism, contributes to various magazines and takes his 
chances in literary fiction; he is perpetually annoyed by social inequality 
and excited about the collective potential to modify society. Shima, with 
a degree in mechanical engineering, changed direction and became an 
educator who urged his university students to find the purposes guiding 
their decisions; today he studies sustainability in South Africa, where he 
lives with his 4-year-old daughter Zoe.

The other guests for that afternoon conversation did not participate in 
the formation of the collective because they were involved in other projects; 
however, they collaborated with the kick-off and the steps that followed.

Due to the collective history that catalyse the creation of this book, the 
reports will be made in the first person plural. We will walk with you on 
a journey full of insights or “flashes” as the educator from Minas Gerais, 
Brazil, Tião Rocha would say. We’ll share what we found most inspiring 
on the path taken. We will spread beneath your feet a multitude of dreams, 
ideas and passions.

Dreams of education. And education beyond the school is a choice – of 
the world we want in the present, the knowledge that we value, the future 
that we dream of. Education is the act of creating, nurturing, cultivating 
- cultivating the act of learning. In the book How Children Learn, the 
American educator John Holt says:

A hungry child, even a little baby who experiences hunger as a real pain 
will stop eating or breastfeeding if something interesting happens, because 
he will want to see what is going on. This curiosity, this desire to make sense 
of things, goes straight to the heart of the kind of creatures we are.

What drove us during the nearly two years developing this book was 
curiosity. Instead of an academic thesis, we wrote a book-journal full of 
stories. Before the research, from the porch, we looked at the stars shining, 
and we wanted to get closer to understanding the nature of those lights, to 
investigate the origin of their intensity. On our journey, we realized that the 
light that caught our attention was even stronger up close.

Diversity
Our goal is not to create theories about education, let alone to 

point out magic formulas to change Brazilian schools. Our focus is on 
people who weave the networks of companionship and the spaces that 
we visited, in the constantly changing social aspect. Instead of addressing 

the crisis in education with the prejudices that we inevitably carry, our 
collective shed the certainties to be filled with stories that would broaden 
our horizons. Our research is a positive manifesto, which observes the full 
half of the glass in search of signs of the future in the present - as tomorrow 
is made of a substance called today, to legitimize the future that is in the 
present means to cultivate whatever promising elements already at hand.

We chose to visit not only schools but also colleges and learning 
organizations. Each of these spaces is at least three years old, that is, they 
already have a history. Each one relates directly to the main selection 
criterion defined by our collective: diversity. From the school in Capão 
Redondo, in the outskirts of São Paulo - whose gates are never closed - 
to the school in Indonesia, where students from around the world are 
encouraged to learn with all senses.

Topics such as entrepreneurship, games, sustainability, culture and 
art are the bonding aspects of each chapter. By choosing diversity as 
the cross section, we propose to imagine a world in which different 
methodologies and approaches coexist in parallel, where the linearity of 
paths is replaced by the winding characteristic of creativity.

The demolition of invisible walls
The first school we visited is located in São Paulo. During the research, 

we found several Brazilian initiatives that deserve to feature in the 
book. We chose four quite symbolic examples of significant changes in 
contemporary education: a public school that tried to put into practice 
their teaching autonomy by breaking down, literally, some of its walls, a 
private school that encourages students to study the subjects that interest 
them, a public school for youth and adults, with classes in which people 
of all ages study together, and, finally, an institution where children are 
taught to read and write while preparing cookies. With these experiences, 
it’s high time for Brazil to lose its “underdog syndrome” and begin to 
honor experiences with Brazilian roots.

Furthermore, it is undeniable that we live in a world where cultural 
diversity should unite us more than push us apart. Visiting India, 
Argentina, England, South Africa, among other countries, we found that, 
however advanced an educational system can be considered, as compared 
to others, we share the same human and essential issues, one of them quite 
clear: what is the purpose of education? The choice to seek inspiration 
outside Brazil was based on the need to break down the boundaries to 
connect initiatives. The time in which we live longs for strengthening 
networks and platforms that today operate in isolation. The connection 
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of the scattered points is the catalyst of change.
The stay in each school lasted on average five days. In the search for 

multiple perspectives, we interviewed teachers, students, alumni, parents 
and founders. We observed classes, participated in internal meetings. Far 
away from a theorist and cataloguer view, our focus was on understanding 
the routine and, even more, capturing the environments, the principles 
that drive each action. Sometimes we observed as students, sometimes as 
teachers or with a parent’s point of view.

The principles go to the four corners of the world
Each initiative that we approached derived from very specific contexts, and 

that is exactly what makes them relevant - for respecting their local conditions. 
We will tell stories of learning spaces that value their social contexts in face of 
their challenges. Schools that are living organisms changing constantly, that 
feed on the environment and that respect diversity.

The practices performed may be diverse, but they share a serious view 
to several common principles - autonomy, cooperation and sustainability 
are some of them. “When we have principles, they travel. The principles 
go to the four corners of the world,” said Rachel Lotan, Principal of the 
Stanford Teacher Education Program (STEP), during a forum on teacher 
education conducted at the University of São Paulo (USP, Brazil).

The value of principles only comes to light when we practice them. 
Pilar Lacerda, educator and former Secretary of Education for the 
Ministry of Education (MEC), has a funny story about this. She tells that 
the principle of autonomy appears in most Brazilian pedagogical plans 
which aim to educate demanding and active citizens, but these plans are 
rarely respected. Whenever she visited schools, a scene was often visible: 
such “demanding citizens” were always in the principal’s office, being 
scolded for their critique and subversive abilities. The learning spaces in 
this book consider their principles to be the same as the air they breathe 
and they exercise their purposes in the daily affairs. The experiences we 
address are examples of initiatives that, even with their weaknesses - after 
all, they are not perfect - seek not to crystallize, not to fall into sameness, 
not to be corrupted by the lukewarm.

The shared challenge 
The Brazilian educational system is gigantic: there are approximately 

51 million students in basic education, from kindergarten to high school, 
among public and private schools, according to the School Census 2010 

by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE). This figure 
corresponds to the population of five Swedens, one of the countries we 
visited. There are almost 200,000 schools in Brazil, with 84.5% of students 
enrolled in public schools, and the other 15.5% in private institutions. 
Newspapers state that 8.6% of Brazilians are illiterate, and 20.4% are 
considered functionally illiterate, meaning they do not understand what 
they read – from the National Research by Household Sample (PNAD) 
of 2011, published by IBGE. There are Brazilian schools that do not even 
have the appropriate physical space for students. And one cannot forget 
the transformations taking place in the world - with the expansion of 
possibilities promoted by the internet, for example. To Pilar Lacerda, 
one of the Brazilian challenges is to meet, at the same time, the demands 
of the 19th, 20th and 21st centuries: physical space, illiteracy and the 
reinvention of the classroom.

Even the figures remind us that institutions are, essentially, groups 
of people. Moreover, this book exists only due to a force that involved 
different groups of supporters. Initially, we invested some of our own 
money in the project without expecting any return, and also received the 
donation from a friend, an individual who believed in our dream. Then 
we created a crowdfunding campaign on the internet site Catarse.me, 
and precisely 566 people contributed, totalling an amount of 56 thousand 
reais (approximately 25 thousand dollars).

Thus, we speak on behalf of the Coletivo Educ-ação and a network of 
hundreds of people who have followed our blog and created this project 
along with us. This book is a symbol of a global collective challenge: 
in order to work together, we need to find the points that unite us, the 
purposes that put us together around a table. We didn’t develop a project 
to reinforce the values of this or that theory; we are not advocating 
a pedagogical line. We want, as a matter of fact, to show that there are 
points in common within innovative projects that indicate a promising 
direction, which might help to germinate healthier societies.

The pollination of ideas
To trigger a myriad of questions and concerns is one of the goals of 

this book. What if formal and informal education walked hand in hand? 
What if people learned by doing? What if creativity were more valued 
during the learning processes? What if the relationships between teachers 
and students were not so hierarchical? What if learning and playing became 
synonyms? What if you constructed your own “what ifs...?” We are all creators 
of realities and, to assert this capability, it is essential to question what future 
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we wish to foster. It is crucial to interrogate the roots of our own thinking.
From here, your journey through the 14 schools begins. A menu of 

options will open up before you. Take a deep breath and unfasten your 
seatbelt, so that you can travel with us through the spaces and hear 
some of the stories we heard. We wrote a chapter for each of the schools 
surveyed, with the exception of Chapter 2, which describes two schools 
with democratic pedagogy approaches. Then we present a set of essays on 
the purpose and future of education, written by the thinkers and doers 
Dale Stephens, Fritjof Capra, Howard Gardner, Jose Pacheco, Maria 
Vilani and Lia Diskin. Finally, the Landing section is dedicated to the 
“flashes” and connections that emerged during the journey.

The mission of this book is to pollinate ideas and ways of seeing things. 
It is an invitation for you to dream with us, as proposed by Shima in the 
genesis of it all. An invitation to dream about processes that generate more 
cooperation than competition, with a variety of inspiring paths in education.

We believe in the potential of education to rediscover happiness and 
exercise the ability to dream. Our journey now becomes concrete, in a 
book with an open license, so that these ideas can be spread throughout 
the countless corners of the world.

André Gravatá, Camila Piza, Carla Mayumi, Eduardo Shimahara
Coletivo Educ-Ação
www.educ-acao.com

Multiple 
Possibilities: 

a journey inside a journey 

The order of the chapters follows the geographical 

distribution of initiatives; from continent to continent. 

This is one of the many ways to dive into this journey. 

On the following pages we propose different paths with 

different possibilities. You can follow them or, obviously, 

create your own.
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North Star: p. 123

CPCD: p. 69

Quest to Learn: p. 107

Team Academy: p. 159

YIP: p. 141

Riverside School: p. 209

Green School: p. 227

Barefoot College: p. 245

Amorim Lima: p. 49

Politeia: p. 49

Escuelas 
Experimentales: p. 89

Sustainability 
Institute: p. 193

Schumacher 
College: p. 177

CIEJA Campo 
Limpo: p. 30
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The journey that lights the spark of change
Suggested by Andre Gravatá

There is a lot of talk about the problems faced by society nowadays. 
Very little time is dedicated to the positive practices that stimulate change. 
I propose a journey for those willing to abandon their comfort zone and 
include innovation in their realities. I propose a journey for those who 
are restless about the situation they are experiencing and therefore are 
looking for new paths and flights. Reflecting on this, a phrase from  poet 
Paul Valéry comes to mind: “Let us be light as the bird, not the feather”. 
Yes, the journey I propose is for those that are looking for the “lightness” 
of the bird, which seeks the essence of Nature in motion.

From the open door community to the community that 
combines real and virtual
CIEJA Campo Limpo 
Quest to Learn 

From an artist’s commitment to the exercise of 
persistence
Escuelas Experimentales
Riverside School 

From experimentation inside a system to another 
outside of it
Amorim Lima and Politeia 
North Star

From interdisciplinarity to the disintegration of disciplines
Sustainability Institute
Schumacher College

From the youth that is questioning the linearity 
of paths available to the childhood that cannot be 
described in a line
YIP 
Green School

From global entrepreneurship to the local 
entrepreneurship revolution
Team Academy 
CPCD

30
107

89
209

49
123

193
177

141
227

159
69

The journey that seeks sustainability
Suggested by Shima

Sustainability is a word frequently used nowadays. It is so frequently 
used that, to me, it has become a cliché. To define sustainability or 
sustainable development we can resort to the classic definition (1987) from 
the Brundtland report, or we can go in search of new (in)definitions. I think 
that, as Fritjof Capra says, we are not facing multiple crises, we are facing 
a single crisis: the way we perceive the world. So, in my suggestion I am 
looking for autonomy and a broader world-view.

From the sustainability that is lived in school to the one 
that is experienced in the community
Green School 
CPCD 

From transdisciplinarity to inclusion in community
Sustainability Institute
CIEJA Campo Limpo 

From technology to “welcoming”
Quest to Learn 
Riverside School 

From innocence to protagonism
Escuelas Experimentales
YIP 

From learning entrepreneurship to world 
entrepreneurship
Amorim Lima and Politeia 
Team Academy 

From learning communities to communities that learn
North Star 
Schumacher College 

227
69

193
30

107
209

89
141

49
159

123
177
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The journey through the various stages in life
Suggested by Carla

My motivation in trying to understand how we learn and how we 
can teach comes from the fact that I have children. There’s nothing more 
demanding and urgent than having children in times like this: ephemeral, 
multicentric, uncertain. I have two: one who is already treading the 
difficult path after school and the other in those magnificent pre-scholar 
days. This is how this invitation to my journey takes shape: starting from 
the line of life itself, from young age until adulthood. Observing different 
approaches in school, I have come to know that I can teach less and give 
more room for the inherent knowledge in my children. I propose  that 
you read from an educating dad’s or mom’s perspective; alert to the way 
the practices in these schools and initiatives may become teachings for a 
fuller life for parents and children.

The schools that I myself visited, which go from 
kindergarten to the verge of university
Riverside School
Green School

The open and democratic initiatives, such as A.S. Neill’s 
reflection on education, which has always inspired me
Escuelas Experimentales
Amorim Lima and Politeia 

The non-school where playing on the dirt and making 
your own toys is the rule and the school for those born in 
the digital era where games can also be built
CPCD
Quest to Learn

Three completely diverse paths that lead the youth to a 
same encounter: with themselves, with their aspiration
YiP
Team Academy
North Star

The school that teaches ythe youth to face life 
CIEJA Campo Limpo

209
227

89
49

69
107

141
159
123

30

172
188

Full-grown, how we can contribute to a better future for 
our children, supporting the beginning of a new cycle
Schumacher college 
Sustainability Institute 

The several possibilities of learning
Suggested by Camila

Grounded on the need to understand differences and similarities, I 
found myself seeking the role of the individual in the construction of 
collectivity. I perceived that diversity of ages, cultures and contexts was 
my “golden thread”. During this journey I questioned and was questioned 
about the beliefs and values that guide our lives. I paid attention to the 
plurality of paths one can take when building his/her own knowledge.

I invite you to come on this journey taking into consideration the 
specificities of each context and trying to keep an appreciative look at the 
best each space has to offer.

My journey would be like this:

Learning how to be a human through individual potential
North Star
YiP

Learning from the culture that can nurture, blossom and 
teach.
CPCD
CIEJA Campo Limpo

Learning through dialogues, differences and improvisation
Amorim Lima and Politeia
Escuelas Experimentales

Learning from this world’s wholeness and complexities
Riverside School 
Schumacher College

A learning process that goes from environmental 
sustainability to a sustainable mindset
Green School
Sustainability Institute

123
141

69
30

49
89

209
177

227
193
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Learning through boldness in a world without boundaries
Quest to Learn 
Team Academy 

107
159

Suggestions by Themes

Learning from “reality”
CIEJA Campo Limpo 
Riverside School 

Learning in public schools
Escuelas Experimentales 
Amorim Lima Politeia

Learning by playing
Amorim Lima Politeia
Quest to Learn 

Learning through entrepreneurship
YiP 
Team Academy 

Learning through sustainability
Schumacher College 
Sustainability Institute 
Green School 

Learning in community
North Star 
CPCD 

30
209

89
49

49
107

141
159

177
193
227

123
69
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For the curious

HOLT, John. Como as crianças aprendem. Campinas, SP: Verus 2007

We quote an excerpt of the poem He wishes for the Cloths of Heaven 
(1899). Original version: “I have spread my dreams under your feet; Tread 
softly because you tread on my dreams.” Source: http://prosody.lib.virginia.
edu/materials/poems/he-wishes-for-the-clothes-of-heaven/

The seminar in which we heard the speech by Rachel Lotan took place on 
December 10th, 2012 at the School of Education (University of Sao Paulo)  
as she addressed teachers’ education.
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 CIEJA 
CAMPO 
LIMPO

São Paulo, Brasil

Learning to dream at



“Is there any certainty 
in you, you are willing to 

quest ion?”
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The door to the office of the general coordinator, Êda Luiz, better 
known as “Dona Êda,” is permanently open to anyone. Teachers show 
up to talk about classes and students to make the most diverse requests 
– such as a young girl who decided to use a classroom to introduce her 
boyfriend to her parents because she was ashamed of her house.

Samira Luis, an office assistant who works at the Integrated Centre for 
Youth and Adults (CIEJA) of Campo Limpo, Capão Redondo district in 
São Paulo, recalled her work in many schools, but highlighted that she had 
never felt so welcome. “I’m not an employee, I’m part of a community, of 
a collective that values respect and sheltering,” she claimed. The general 
coordinator greets all newcomers and looks into their eyes with the 
affection of a mother. Regardless of where they come from or what they 
do, they all deserve to be valued. So, when teens in probation come to 
CIEJA Campo Limpo to enrol, their background is not questioned. This 
approach often causes amazement: “Aren’t you going to ask what crime I 
have committed?”s ome of them ask. “No, because now you are starting a 
new phase in your life,” is the reply.

The school teaches more than 1,500 students per day , most of which 
are youth: about 65% from 15 to 17 years old. There are also adults who 
have decided to resume their studies, people with some form of disability, 
teens expelled from other institutions or who study during the day and 
return to juvenile detention centres at night. 

We visited the school at the beginning of a school year and came across 
a “theatre scene” to receive the students. On a blue-colored floor, in an 
open area of the school, between two buildings with classrooms, a young 
man was wrapped in a blanket inside a cage that was also blue. Outside the 
cage, open books were scattered. At first, the students didn’t understand 
the reason for the presence of that man.  They observed inquisitively and 
took pictures. “Was there a homeless man sleeping in the school?” asked 
a student. 

The doors of CIEJA Campo Limpo are kept open all day, and there are 
students who visit the school even after they have graduated.

Knowledge empowers you. 
ÊDA LUIZ, GENERAL COORDINATOR OF CIEJA CAMPO LIMPO
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In class, they discussed what that scene stood for. It didn’t take long 
for everyone to understand the metaphor: when people are removed 
from knowledge, they enter a cage. The acquirement of knowledge 
and the discovery of the value in learning are the two paths stimulated 
at CIEJA Campo Limpo.

How it all began
The educator who mobilized a network

As a child, she taught her cousins and siblings. She also shared 
knowledge with her dolls. Of Italian descent, she was born in São Paulo 
on a farm her family shared with several relatives. Êda lived across from 
the school and their home became the meeting point for her friends. 
Stimulating little Êda’s vocation for teaching, her father built a sort of 
classroom at home, where she helped her classmates. 

The idea of a career as a teacher thrilled her and she did not give up even 
after a traumatic moment with one of her teachers. In class one day, Êda 
didn’t manage to pronounce “pencil case.” Her teacher lost her temper: she 
the girl with a pencil case. Even after having experienced the weight of that 
abuse, the young girl decided to become a teacher, and began teaching at 
the age of 15, still undergraduate. CIEJA Campo Limpo only appeared in 
her life after 35 years of teaching. 

At that point, Dona Êda’s path crossed CIEJA Campo Limpo. In 1993, 
São Paulo’s Municipal Secretariat of Education launched a project aimed 
at young people (15 years of age and above) and adults who aspired to 
complete their schooling. Municipal Supplementary Education Centres 

The doors of CIEJA 
Campo Limpo are 
open all day, and 
there are students 
who visit the school 
even after they have 
graduated.
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(Cemes) were created with flexible schedules, after-class tutoring and 
study booklets. In 2001, groups of educators, coordinators and others 
discussed changes in the operating procedures of the centres. The CIEJAs 
derived from the document written after those conversations, with 
highlights on topics such as integration among areas of knowledge and 
learning with autonomy, based on problem solving.

Dona Êda, who had worked in the administration of a Cemes 
at a church on the outskirts of São Paulo, decided to remain in the 
institution after the change. The centre was relocated to a house in the 
vicinity, and a call to the local community caused the involvement of 
more people in the school, already christened CIEJA Campo Limpo. 
Some neighborhood residents even helped to buy cement and sand to 
build access ramps.

In 2006, when the perspective of closing the CIEJAs threatened to 
abruptly terminate the project, Dona Êda and her students went out into 
the streets to call the attention of the Secretary of Education of the time. He 
was invited and accepted to visit CIEJA Campo Limpo. On that occasion, he 
posed a challenge: Dona Êda should develop a new project for the 13 CIEJA 
units in the city. The project was carried out collectively in a process in 
which the coordinator insisted on visiting each of the units - and recovering 
ideas from educator Paulo Freire, with whom she had studied in a group 
analyzing education for youths and adults. So the project was implemented, 
and the matter regarding the continuation of the CIEJAs dissipated - at least 
in these past few years.

In time, CIEJA Campo Limpo became different from the other CIEJAs 
due to its active network: staff, students and the surrounding community 
could participate in the school.

The Practices
Autonomy is a process

Capão Redondo is  on the outskirts of São Paulo, marked by violence. 
One of the students of CIEJA Campo Limpo who comes to school straight 
from his job at a restaurant, arrives at around 5 a.m. and waits for the gates 
to open at 7.30 a.m. He has happened to be robbed there, at the door of 
the institution. According to neighbors, the climate of tension has greatly 
reduced over the years, but the area is still considered one of the most 
violent in the city.

On the other hand, Capão Redondo is known to be a melting pot of 
initiatives and spaces that are reinventing the neighborhood - including 
of course CIEJA Campo Limpo. On the first days of our visit, we gave an 
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interview to a web channel called TV Doc Capão, created by young people 
engaged in exposing the afflictions and wonders of the region. We also 
visited Projeto Sonhar (Dream Project) - whose purpose is to rescue youth 
from drugs - idealized by Marcos Lopes, 30 years old, former drug dealer 
who has become a social mobilizer.

Both Marcos and the youths from TV Doc Capão are CIEJA Campo 
Limpo partners. Besides, some kids who experienced the Projeto Sonhar 
programs now work at the school. This is the case of Anderson. At the age 
of 22, he is a student at CIEJA Campo Limpo and works assisting people 
in wheelchairs and also window-cleaning in the school, among other 
activities. Some of Anderson’s memories are not positive at all. He has lived 
extreme situations, such as when, 14 years old, he told his mother that 
he was smoking crack. She replied, as if that was no big deal, “So let’s get 
high together, son.” His life has changed due to Projeto Sonhar and CIEJA 
Campo Limpo. Today, he is learning to read in an environment by which he 
has been embraced, which has praised his ability to autonomy.

“Nobody suddenly matures at age 25. We mature every day, or not.  
Autonomy [...] is a process, it means to become,” explains the Brazilian 
educator Paulo Freire in his book Pedagogy of Freedom. The relation 
that Anderson is establishing with education is great evidence of Paulo 
Freire’s statements: “Education is a form of intervention in the world”.  
By attending CIEJA Campo Limpo every day, Anderson is not just 
learning to read, but also reinventing his relationship with the entire 
community.

On Mondays, for example, a practice solidifies this proposition of 
education as an intervention on reality: students develop an action with 
local impact. It may be a survey, a campaign in favor or against something, a 
practical action. Maria, a student at the age of 40, says that her class members 
have sent a request for a traffic light on a street very difficult to cross. The 
request was accepted and the traffic light installed. Another project of the 
group demanded more police in the region, but they were unsuccessful.

Students are divided into groups in the space, which stimulates the 
constant exchange of ideas.

We witnessed classes in which students were deciding on the themes of 
actions.  The abundance of initiatives carried out covers several areas:

 › A campaign against smoking - students took to the streets with a 
four-meter-long cigarette with a message against smoking that they 
showed to people in cars while the traffic light was red;

 › Use of leftovers and parts of fruits and vegetables, which they 
gathered at the food market: soups and stews were offered to the 
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community on a day with lectures about nutrition;
 › Instalation of community trash containers along a brook that was 

used to dump waste;
 › The development of a vegetable garden for donation to a nearby 

daycare center;
 › The planting of trees along an avenue;
 › Regain of cultural roots by writing and sharing texts on the history 

of Capão Redondo.

The discussions regarding the definition of themes for actions revolve 
around local demands. We also witnessed conversations about drug 
awareness, training to find jobs and the need for more cultural spaces in 
the region.

A month in each cycle
In the classrooms of CIEJA Campo Limpo, the tables and chairs are 

arranged in groups of six. There are posters pasted on the walls and hung 
from the ceiling with phrases like: “What knowledge is necessary for your 
life?” and “Is there any certainty that you would like to question?” and “Is 
there any truth that seems unfair to you?”.

Enthusiastic, one of the students told us: “There aren’t any bells in 
the school to signal the start of activities.” Besides the lack of “bells,” the 
activities also draw the attention of the students. The course is divided 

Students are 
divided into 

groups in the 
space, which 

stimulates 
the constant 

exchange of ideas.
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into four modules with the duration of one year each, which corresponds, 
jointly, to the complete primary school. The modules are named Literacy, 
Basic, Supplementary and Final - this division replaces the grades system. 
Each module is made up of four cycles: Languages and Codes (Portuguese 
and English), Humanities (History and Geography), Logical and Artistic 
Essays (Arts and Mathematics), and Sciences of Thought (Science and 
Philosophy). There are two teachers from different areas in each cycle. The 
first class we watched was a combination of Geography and History. Then, 
we attended a class with teachers of Arts and of Mathematics.

In one of the classes of the Human Sciences cycle, Dennis Blowol, 
Geography teacher, and Célia Gama, History teacher were together 
in the classroom. There is always a computer on the table and, like the 
students, the educators must fill in a class log - a summary of the flow 
of conversations and the content learned. The use of two disciplines is 
a challenge for teachers, who must seek harmony in the classroom, not 
only with students, but between themselves. They don’t write much on the 
blackboard, because most of the time is dedicated to debates.

One of Dennis and Célia’s classes began with the reading of a quote from 
urban planner and professor at the University of São Paulo (USP) Ermínia 
Maricato: “One cannot expect that a society like ours, radically unequal 
and authoritarian, based on relationships of privilege and arbitrariness, 
may produce cities that do not bear these characteristics.” The Geography 
teacher asked: “Before discussing the content of the sentence, is there any 
word that you did not understand?” There were a few seconds of silence. 
Since the students sit in groups of six, visual contact is easier among them, 
and they looked at each other without even trying to answer, as if they 
understood every detail of the sentence on the blackboard. But one of them, 
a lady, raised her hand and said that she did not know the meaning of the 
word “authoritarian.” Then she asked: “Is an authoritarian the one who 
gives the orders?” It was the trigger for a conversation that touched deep 
layers of the meaning of the word. The teacher added, “Is everyone who 
gives orders authoritarian? Is there a difference between authoritarian and 
authority? Can you think of any authoritarian situation at your work?” The 
discussion evolved deepening the topic of the day, and even included a song 
that addressed historical aspects of the city of São Paulo, and a discussion 
on urban geography and the distribution of people on the map.
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Urban and collective interventions 
On Mondays students develop an action with local impact. They devote 

time to thinking about social intervention, from requesting a traffic light 
on a busy and difficult-to-cross street to installing trash containers by a 
brook or planting trees along an avenue.

Dennis and Celia’s students will continue with them for one month, in 
classes from Mondays to Fridays. After that month, the group will head to 
another cycle, such as Philosophy and Science, and then to another, and 
finally to the last one of the semester. In the second part of the year, they 
repeat the itinerary, from cycle to cycle in classes that relate the issues 
addressed and the reality of routine.

Learning with meaning
“While attending a class at CIEJA Campo Limpo about Tarsila do 

Amaral (a famous Brazilian painter), José decided he would make a 
painting on the school wall. He bought a few cans of paint with primary 
and secondary colours. The primary colours cost R$ 32.00 (each can) and 
secondary R$ 34.00 (each can).

 › How much has José spent?
 › If José had knowledge about colour categories, how much would 

he have saved?”
The proposition above is a typical example of a problem-situation 

discussed in class, whose main objectives are to interconnect the subjects and, 
in parallel, to instigate the student to understand the connection between the 
contents and everyday life. This problem-situation came under discussion in 
a class of Logical and Artistc Essays. To solve it, students are encouraged to 
answer a series of implicit questions that they need to realize by themselves: 
who is Tarsila do Amaral and what are her main works? What are primary 
and secondary colours? How many are there?

The Mathematics teacher, Giulio Czesar, who applied the colour-related 
problem-situation along with Edinéia Andrade, Arts teacher, emphasizes 
the influence of the American theorist David Ausubel in his work. Ausubel 
believed that the more we know, the more capacity we have to learn. He 
argued that learning with meaning expands and reorganizes ideas in the 
mind, creating connections that allow access to new subjects.

In a Portuguese and English class, the teachers apply a weekly activity 
called New Knowledge. They devote a few minutes of the class for 
everyone - including the oldest student of the school, age 91 – to share 
the most important thing they have learned during the week. At times  
like these, students report their own experiences, such as the one who 

Urban and collective interventions 
On Mondays students develop an action with local impact. They 
devote time to thinking about social intervention, from requesting a 
traffic light on a busy and difficult-to-cross street to installing trash 
containers by a brook or planting trees along an avenue.
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commented: “I was impressed by the willpower of those here at the school 
who are visually impaired.” The learning of this young student stemmed 
from her awareness - she began to devote herself more to her activities, 
due to the encounter with the contrast. It is through activities like those 
that, not only the reality of the students connects with the school, but also 
their impressions about the learning space also emerge.

The starting point is inclusion
Teachers of Brazilian public schools are forbidden to eat the school 

lunch. They must take lunchboxes or eat outside the school, during a break 
of just a few minutes. At CIEJA Campo Limpo, lunch is served to everyone. 
At mealtime, it is not rare to find a teacher and a student seated at the same 
table, chatting. This action, simple yet meaningful, encourages diversity 
and exchange of ideas.

“Inclusion is not a matter of courage, but of how you conceive the things 
you do,” says Dona Êda. In telling us that CIEJA Campo Limpo has 35 
deaf students, 18 blind ones, 22 students in wheelchairs and crutches, 
and 200 who are intellectually challenged, the coordinator points out 
that this is only a reflection of inclusion as the starting point of the 
project. Moreover, neither Dona Êda nor the teachers give empty 
speeches about it - they talk openly about working with exclusion. But 
in the opinion of the members of CIEJA Campo Limpo, such term has 
a critical tone and is unbiased. When they speak of exclusion, they are 
simply stating a fact: a substantial number of people are not accepted 
anywhere.

Some of the impaired students participate in the same dynamics of 
modules previously explained along with the other students of the school. 
Others visit CIEJA Campo Limpo two days a week for meetings in the 
afternoon. There are those like Ronildo, 24 years old, visually impaired 
since the age of 5 due to complications from meningitis, that come almost daily, 
even after the end of the course. To Ronildo, the school ceased to be a place of 
passage, it has become a living room, a meeting point.

Weekly, Billy Silva, the teacher responsible for classes with the disabled 
groups, organizes the Therapeutic Café - a meeting with these students’ 
parents. In general, there are from 30 to 60 participants. The teacher 
usually develops an inspirational theme in the first part of the meeting. 
The second half is dedicated to conversations among the parents and also  
the children who are there to exchange ideas while eating some snacks 
they have brought. “It was at Therapeutic Café that I learned to tell others 
about my daughter’s adversities,” says one of the mothers.
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These weekly activities work as training for parents. They  get 
encouraged to talk and remain in a constant sharing of ideas. The initiative 
began in 2007, after the City Hall approved the adapted transportation for 
the school’s students. Today, City vans transport the youngsters to CIEJA 
Campo Limpo. Before the free shuttle, it was mostly the mothers who 
took their children to school. Gathered in the schoolyard while waiting for 
the end of class, they nurtured friendships and activities like knitting and 
embroidery. When the free shuttle was approved, these meetings ended. 
The Therapeutic Café came up in order to reunite those mothers. The 
initiative was acknowledged nationwide in 2013, with the prize “Building 
the Nation,” a tribute to good practices in schools.

Parents of students with disabilities participate in weekly meetings 
to exchange experiences and discuss topics such as “We are all equal in 
difference” and “The inclusion that we have and the inclusion that we want.”

Questioning the route of the school
On Fridays, time is devoted, mainly, to meetings of teachers with their 

peers. In four meetings throughout the day, teachers plan the following 
week’s classes. “Here, we study so much!” said one of the teachers, 
highlighting that you can’t go to meetings unprepared, or else the collective 
construction of ideas will be jammed.

On that day, they also talk to the coordinator, in a moment for analyzing 
processes. Once, one of the teachers shared a discomfort. For her, the 
Women’s Day celebration held by the school with parades of the female 
students portrayed stereotypes that were fought in class. Questioning the 
paths taken by the school is a stimulated attitude at CIEJA Campo Limpo.

The meetings take place between classes, which are shorter on Friday 
because they follow a different routine. Since 2013, Friday is also the day 
of tutoring. Teachers and students are still getting used to the innovation 
implemented by the coordinator after a long period working on the idea. 
It is a moment for teachers and students to bond. In these meetings, the 
difficulties of the week are worked on, with only one teacher per class. The 
idea has been inspired by a student who had the task of calling classmates 
who were missing classes, which reduced absenteeism in his class and 
increased participation. The tutoring was implemented with the intention 
of trimming the edges of relationships, so that teachers get to know the 
students more deeply and vice versa.
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Parents of students 
with disabilities 

participate in 
weekly meetings 

to exchange 
experiences and 

discuss topics such 
as “We are all equal in 

difference” and “The 
inclusion that we have 
and the inclusion that 

we want.”

A community
When we asked one of the CIEJA Campo Limpo students, 17 years old, 

what his dream was, we heard a bleak answer: “I don’t have any dreams.” 
He was in his third week of classes. His straight answer, without a trace 
of perspective, carries an uncomfortable weight. We all know that reality 
is sometimes so oppressive that dreams are sabotaged. But when we hear 
someone say, “I don’t have any dreams, no one inspires me, nothing,” it’s 
like getting a stone thrown on you, instead of an answer. When Dona 
Êda reinforces the importance of the dream in the lives of students, she is 
referring to the need to create a reality that is different from the one that 
seems decisive and absolute.

Another student of CIEJA Campo Limpo, Gustavo, 15 years old, dreams 
of attending college to study accounting because he is interested in working 
in an office. And the dreams of students who go through CIEJA Campo 
Limpo are not humble. In fact, countless ones have already taken place: 
you may find former students who have become dentists, nurses, business 
managers, writers, among other professions.

A few years ago, a former student of CIEJA Campo Limpo, Adão, 63 
years old, began studying law at the same college where his grandson 
studies. “There I understood that learning is everything,” he says. When 
he entered college, his son questioned: “Dad, how are you going to become 
a lawyer at your age?” Gradually, Adão ceased to be bothered by this kind 
of comment: He learned at CIEJA Campo Limpo that knowledge has no 
age. Adão also encouraged his friends to go back to school, and several 
of them are in college nowadays. Not only the teachers of CIEJA Campo 
Limpo affected his life, but so did buddies like Alex, 30 years old and 
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blind, who could identify each student in his classroom just by listening 
to a single word spoken. In love with law since he was a youth, Adão 
always admired people dressed in suits and ties. At age 25, while working 
at a bank, he used his lunchtime to visit courthouses to observe the 
lawyers. His strength is a reflection of a shared certainty in the school: 
learning is possible at any stage of life.

The tireless engagement of the school's general coordinator is an 
essential pillar for sustaining the harmony in relationships. Regardless of 
how much Dona Êda is dedicated to work, it is clear that she does not 
present herself as the banner of change. She knows very well the danger 
of dependence, therefore she strives to instigate those around her to have 
autonomy, which is the support of her own steps.

The employees highlight the importance of promoting autonomy in the 
daily routine. They say, for example, that in dealing with impaired students, 
they do their best to encourage them to cope with their needs- such as 
eating and using the bathroom. They demand of themselves a relationship 
with these students, which is not based on attachment, so that they will not 
suffer if they don’t find their favorite employee the next day. These lessons 
are a result of the day-to-day work, stemming from trial and error, after 
numerous conversations with parents and peers.

Adaptation and transformation
The transformation promoted by CIEJA Campo Limpo is based on 

sheltering. There is an absence of barriers in the school that can surprise 
the unwary: from the entry gate that is open during the entire period of 
classes, to the absence of cameras, the absence of separate rest rooms - 
there are no rest rooms designated for men or women, not even special 
ones for teachers, but only restrooms in whose door one reads Restrooms. 
The snack is not served by an employee, but by the students themselves - 
who decide how much they will eat. The library is open to the community, 
including the access of homeless people who lack documents, but have 
the right to borrow books.

Even with the obvious invitation to divise a new relationship with 
knowledge, student evasion from CIEJA Campo Limpo remains high. 
According to Dona Êda, about 20% of students drop out. The problem reflects 
a social need: the main reason for quitting is the search for financial support. 
Many students that find jobs to ensure or supplement wages leave CIEJA 
Campo Limpo temporarily or permanently – but considerate, they return to 
the school to apologize to coordinator and to reconnect with their friends.

After learning all this
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At a school lunch, while we ate a delicious dish of beans and rice 
with chicken stew and a chard and tomato salad, Zenaide, a 43-year-old 
student, sat across from us and, as we chatted, said: “Without knowing 
how to read, I felt blind, in the dark.” At the end of the meal, she asked if 
we had gotten an apple for dessert. We replied we had not because there 
were no more apples by the time we entered the cafeteria; so she handed 
us an apple and said. “Take one, because I got two”. At a certain point in 
the conversation, a simple question was asked: “What have you learned 
so far at CIEJA Campo Limpo?” Her answer summed up our visit to the 
school: “I learned that I am able to awaken my sleeping dreams. And not 
just that. I also realized that I have room for more dreams.”

For the curious 

FREIRE, Paulo. Pedagogy of Autonomy: knowledge required for 
educational practice. São Paulo: Paz e Terra, 2008.

The quote by urban planner Ermínia Maricato, mentioned by CIEJA 
Campo Limpo teacher can be found in the book :
MARICATO, Ermínia. Brasil, Cidades: alternativas para a crise urbana. 
Petrópolis: Vozes, 2001. 

Blog of CIEJA Campo Limpo: http://blogdociejacampolimpo.blogspot.com
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 AMORIM 
LIMA & 
POLITEIA
São Paulo, Brazil

Learning with Freedom at 

POLITEIA
São Paulo, Brazil



“WHY DOES SPACE CONTINUE 
TO BE DARK IN THE PROXIMITY 
OF ST ARS OR EVEN THE SUN?”

- Gabriel, 14 
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“My research is about astronomy. One of the questions that I wanted 
to answer was: why does space continue to be dark in the proximity of 
stars or even the Sun?,” says Gabriel, 14 years old. In a past semester, one 
of his friends had researched the theme of games, trying to understand the 
evolution of consoles. In another study, he refined the intersection between 
technology and politics: he studied the Anonymous hacker group, responsible 
for the acts of protest in which sites, blogs and other online government and 
private apparatuses were invaded. The students at Politeia embark on very 
complex issues, from economy to the space race, from the theory of relativity 
to zombies. They develop their individual work in multiple formats, whether 
through a game, a comic book or even a PowerPoint presentation. All of them 
present findings and reflections of these projects at the end of the semester, 
in meetings with the presence of parents and also open to the community. At 
the same school, assemblies are held weekly to discuss issues such as chewing 
gum in class or the creation of an extracurricular activity. These assemblies 
are debates in which personal topics can be exposed. Thus, the rules of 
coexistence can be built and also updated.

Politeia is a private initiative with 18 students, which offers three cycles of 
studies at the primary and junior high school levels (Cycle I: 1st, 2nd and 3rd 
grades, Cycle II: 4th, 5th and 6th grades, and Cycle III: 7th, 8th and 9th grades). 
Students are not divided by grades - the members of each cycle study together. 
The school is located in Perdizes, a district in São Paulo, Brazil.

Cleide Portis, one of the teachers, points out that the practices created at 
Amorim Lima were developed in a collective process.

A little over ten kilometres from Politeia, we found the Desembargador 
Amorim Lima Municipal School, a public institution that has as its core 
pedagogical axis the valuing of student autonomy. It has nearly 800 students, 
from the 1st to the 9th grade, during morning and afternoon periods. As the 
father of two students told us, the institution is a point of social resistance. It 
is a public school with as many challenges and difficulties as solutions based 
on democratic proposals. “The space for contradiction creates new things,” 

Taking the reins of one’s choices is a skill 
that even adults haven’t grasped yet, so why 

would it be easy for a child?
GABRIELA YANEZ, EDUCATOR AT POLITEIA
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says Ana Elisa Siqueira, principal of the school, who had part of the steel bars 
of the school’s building removed at the early stages of the recreation process 
Amorim went through starting in 2003.

Amorim and Politeia are considered democratic schools, since both value 
the capability of the student to choose, either to build the curricular path of 
classes or to elaborate and rethink the school guidelines. Generally, schools 
with a democratic approach have two common characteristics: “participative 
management with decision-making processes that include students, 
educators and staff, and pedagogical organization as a study center, where 
students define their learning trajectories without compulsory curricula,” 
says Brazilian researcher Helena Singer in her book The Republic of Children. 
She is among the educators involved in the conception of Politeia. 

Russian writer Leo Tolstoy, creator of the first school with democratic 
practices that we know of - in the 19th century - said that schools are “living 
organisms,” in constant mutation. Amorim and Politeia do justice to Tolstoy’s 
statement. Both schools are open invitations to co-creation.

Cleide Portis, one 
of the teachers, 
points out that 
the practices 
created at 
Amorim Lima 
were developed 
in a collective 
process.
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The demolition of walls in a public school
Ana Elisa Siqueira, as principal of Amorim since 1996, did not spare 

efforts to subvert the prevailing logic. “Opening participatory spaces in 
school enables people to come in with a different point of view,” she says. 
Previously, while the doors were closed to people, there was the chaos, the 
lack of prospects, a dead end. The achievement of community participation 
arenas brought a creative chaos, which is still ongoing.

At the time of the Brazilian June Festival, the principal realized that the 
celebration engaged people like no other activity. The holding of the event 
was evidence of a request by the youth, who had made it clear, even before 
the party, that they preferred pop music to the typical regional songs. In 
discussing this issue, Siqueira realized that the request of the students 
showed a lack of school spaces where different forms of expression could 
emerge. The voice of the students was heard: one of the mothers, a scholar 
of Brazilian culture, helped to create a music festival in which the students 
could perform, carrying out a project that spotlights the school as a public 
space for diversity to emerge.

At the same time, a group of ten volunteer mothers decided to support 
the school during recess hours. In those days, only three employees took 
turns, serving food and cleaning the entire school. For the volunteer 
mothers, their presence during the break meant an extra opportunity to 
look after their kids. “When the mothers realized that their children were 
bothered by their presence, a discussion was begun about how they could 
help the collective otherwise. The question that was raised: how to take 
care of other mothers’ children,” recalls Siqueira.

The change in thinking is concrete and tangible: a mother, concerned 
about her child’s education, begins to take an interest in the education of 
children and young people who are around her. “What the most diligent 
and sensible parent wants for his own child, the community should want 
for all children who grow up in its bosom” reflected educator John Dewey 
in his book The School and Society. Dewey’s quotation touches on the 
permanent tension between public and private features, highlighting the 
behavior of those who come to appreciate what belongs to everyone, rather 
than seeking only what is restricted to a few.

While the mothers questioned their role in the school, Siqueira made 
other changes. The omnipresence of grey walls was replaced by different 
colours and decorative tiles. “Do you think there is violence only when 
one hits another? There is also the symbolic violence seen in the school 
colours, for example,” says the principal.

How it all began
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The discomforts were not restricted to the pale grey. An almost daily 
scene tormented the principal: during recess, children hung on the steel 
security bars, playing and screeching loudly. So, removing those metal 
bars became her next goal. “Ana, it’s a good thing you took out the bars, 
because we aren’t crazy or bad guys to be in a cage,” said a student. “Who 
would say that people don’t perceive the mechanisms of power that daily 
choke their humanity?” asks the principal. In another initiative, one of the 
school hallways, which was full of trash, became again a passage after a 
joint effort of cleaning.

The school board meetings ended at midnight, because there were so 
many subjects. They established a committee of parents and educators to 
concentrate efforts on solving urgent problems.

Four walls were torn down so that two large rooms came up from six 
standard ones. Instead of lectures, workshops on subjects like Portuguese and 
Mathematics were created, with the rest of the time devoted to research of 
topics chosen by students from a list.

In the large rooms, the teachers answer questions as they are asked. 
Divided into groups, the students have the opportunity to develop a collective 
attitude. “The group exists so that everyone realizes the responsibilities they 
share. I hear many people saying that they work in groups, while at the 
same time they complain that their team members are doing nothing or 
contributing very little. Learning to work together is realizing that you are 
also responsible for the ones who are doing nothing, that you can influence 
them,” says the principal. Individual autonomy is polished in the encounters 
with others. On Thursdays, students organize into groups of ten to find tutors 
that monitor the pace of their development. The role of the teacher-tutors is 
to share relevant readings and references, talk about problems and revitalize 
the curiosity of their pupils. The tutor monitors students for years, cultivating 
a close relationship.

“The change was difficult for many people,” emphasizes Midori 
Hayakawa, assistant principal of the school. She joined Amorim in 1990, 
still as a teacher. At that time, no changes in the school plan had been 
considered. There was no colour or garden. There were no indoor courts, 
ramps, swings, library, art room,” she lists. What was most complicated 
during the change? “Telling a student:  ‘I don’t know the answer to what 
you’re asking me. Will you give me some time so that I can find out and 
then come back to you?’ It was hard, very hard.” For Midori, the thorniest 
factor was linked to a shift in perspective: the teacher does not need to 
demonstrate absolute wisdom because no educator knows everything. By 
breaking down the physical walls, Amorim Lima gathered educators and 
students, who started sharing the role of learners.
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Parents and educators organize a monthly bazaar at Amorim Lima, in 
which they sell used and donated products, investing the funds raised in 
repairs of the school.

“Ana always says: ‘Destabilize to advance.’ It is challenging,” adds Midori. 
When a system is destabilized, it does not mean that it will stabilize. Still today, 
Amorim is a school full of contrasts. While some of the students praise the 
school with a thousand adjectives – one of them, a current law student Beatriz, 
19 years old, points out: “No one needs to pay for a good education” – the rest 
of the group, including both students and educators, feel less challenged by 
the proposal, not yet identifying the potential of autonomy in it.

Listing only the positive or negative points would be a Manichean 
approach; it would reduce the work done at the school and hide the fact 
that deserves most emphasis: public schools can exercise the autonomy  
prescribed by law and rethink their formats, but they must accept that 
change implies new challenges and brings up new questions. And of 
course, new processes broaden people’s horizons and, since they generate 
different impacts for each one, they take time to be digested and learned.

In a conversation with educator José Pacheco, creator of Escola da 
Ponte (Bridge School) in Portugal - which inspired Amorim Lima - and 
mentor of Projeto Âncora in São Paulo, we addressed the topic of change. 
We asked the following:

“In an interview about Escola da Ponte, you mentioned the ‘ugly side’ 
of that school’s development process, the side of the human misery that 
also built up the school. Is it part of the process of change to connect with 
the dark side of the human being? “
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His answer came from linguistic and poetic references: 
“‘Change,’ in Eastern ideographic language is a fusion of two ideograms, 

‘opportunity’ and ‘suffering.’ Besides, Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa 
once said that ‘those who want to go beyond the Bojador (the last frontier 
at the time)/ must go beyond pain’.”

In other words, Pacheco reaffirmed the importance in acknowledging 
challenges as an inevitable part in change processes.

 “Legitimizing conflict is essential,” said professor Lia Diskin, founder 
of the Palas Athena Institute, an organization of courses and initiatives of 
social impact in São Paulo. The plurality of thought stirs tensions which 
will only be solved when they are truly heard, respected and debated. 

The creation of a permanent camp 
The story of Politeia begins at a moment of farewell. Due to 

disagreements regarding internal issues, educators and parents left Lumiar 
School, in Bela Vista, a district of São Paulo. Created by entrepreneur 
Ricardo Semler, Lumiar was the first private democratic school in Brazil, 
founded in 2003.

The break up was not quarrelsome. In fact, the educators and parents 
who left the school in 2006 still acknowledge Lumiar as a pioneer and 
praise it. After leaving Semler’s initiative, the group decided to found a 
similar proposal.

As she contemplated this project, Carolina Sumiê - who would 
become the principal of Politeia - found work at Teia Multicultural (the 
Multicultural Web), an institution that bore kindergarten and elementary 
school, and whose main axis is art. Teia Multicultural ended up working 
as an incubator for the design of the new school, presently named Politeia. 
At the time, Teia Multicultural did not offer junior high education, from 
the sixth to the ninth grade. So the new school came up to fill this gap. 
Nowadays, both act independently and Politeia welcomes students of all 
elementary school years.

The first group of students came in 2009, with six children straight 
from Teia Multicultural. One of the parents who helped found the new 
initiative, sustainability consultant Celso Sekiguchi says that “Politeia is a 
permanent camp,” a place where one learns from differences.

A third of the students have some kind of disability, such as Luiza, 
20 years old, who has mental disabilities and attends Cycle III. “Joaquim 
speaks sign language. He’s cool,” says Peter, age 5, in reply to his mother, 
Solange’s question about his relationship with the other kids at school. 
Much as unanswered questions affected Celso, such as: “Does my son 
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Cauê learn more by helping other children or not?” his satisfaction with 
Politeia is visible in his effort to promote the proposal wherever he is.

Not all parents get used to democratic propositions. Back to the 
contradictions: part of the families who enroll their children in schools 
with disruptive practices forget to redefine their own behavior when they 
face any kind of conflict.

For example, in the first conversation with a teacher of Politeia, one 
mother said: “Social life is very important to my daughter. I want her 
to play with other children.” Scorned by her friends, the young girl had 
already been diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder and was 
taking controlled drugs. Already at Politeia, playing catch-up, the teen 
fell and twisted her ankle. The teacher called her mother: “We’ll take your 
daughter to the hospital.” “Oh, she shouldn’t have been running!” said 
her mother. The teacher replied, “My mother taught me that we should 
be careful with what we want. You’ve always wanted your daughter to 
have friends and to play. Whoever plays will fall some time. The risk is 
unavoidable.”

The contradictory behaviour was the theme of Tolstoy’s reflections, 
as stated in a letter available in his book The Last Days, recommended by 
Yvan Dourado, one of the Politeia educators. “However much we explain 
to a child the words ‘freedom’ and ‘brotherhood,’ people and the manner 
in which they live from the moment they wake up all the way to dinner 
time will prove otherwise,” writes the Russian author.

While some mothers take time to get used to the practice of freedom, 
others learn, little by little, to deal with the unexpected. “I’m happy 
because my son is in the school that I chose. Choosing was not something 
that I did only on the day that I enrolled him. It’s something I do every 
day when I take my son to school,” says Lilian Kelian, mother of six-year-
old Pedro. When he arrives home with his clothes all dirty, she reminds 
herself: “The one who chose this school, in which students are free to play, 
was I. I must bear the consequences.”

The practices 
Dogs, cats, space race and comic books

“Here, the building of knowledge is open,” said Yvan Dourado while 
opening a meeting. The students of Politeia were preparing themselves 
to share the course of their research with an audience of 20 people, 
comprised mainly of parents. The first theme of the evening, economy,  was 
presented by Henrique, 13 years old. The question that guided his journey 
as a researcher: “How is wealth created?” He spoke about deficit, surplus, #c
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inflation, economic crisis. When he finished his explanation, Celso, Cauê’s 
father, asked Henrique: “What attracts you in the subject of economics?” “I 
want to understand why so much money is stolen in politics,” he answered.

Thereupon, there was a presentation about the theory of relativity. It was 
given by Fabio, 12 years old, curious about why people say that Einstein was 
intelligent. When this student decided to research the theory of relativity, 
his tutor, Tassiana Carvalho, realized that: “People are not concerned with 
children who want to understand the theory of relativity, and it’s hard to 
find material that explains such themes to laypeople.”

“We held a qualification board during the research: we called professionals 
from the areas studied by the students to make suggestions,” explains Carolina 
Sumiê. “The issues become more complex as time goes by,” highlights Yvan 
Dourado. When doing her first individual research, Joyce, 13 years old, was 
positive in deciding on the theme: stray dogs and cats. She presented photos 
of puppies and kittens pasted on posters. In the following semester, the 
discussion evolved and issues emerged such as: what laws protect animals? 
How to care for a pet? Deepening her research, Joyce went afield and visited 
a canine daycare centre near the school. She also interviewed a veterinarian, 
from whom she found out that some actions in pet care are exaggerations on 
the part of the owners.

This second project by Joyce addressed the issue of cruelty to animals. 
Meanwhile, in the Natural Sciences class, the students were studying 20th 
Century conflicts, and one of the themes was the Space Race. Attentive to 
the lessons, Joyce was shocked when she discovered that the first living 
being sent into Earth’s orbit was a dog named Laika. And even worse, the 
animal died in the experiment. These historical facts influenced her to 
change the way she saw things: after the research on cruelty to animals, she 
chose the space race as her theme. The key words became concepts such 
as capitalism and socialism. In search of information, from hyperlink to 
hyperlink, Joyce began reading Mafalda comic strips. She fell in love with 
the critical humour of the Argentine character, and decided to research it 
during the next semester. In other words, “cuddly animals” led her to space 
and then to the work of Argentine cartoonist Quino. Her most genuine 
interests, discovered with the help of a tutor, instigated learnings which are 
directly connected to her curiosity.

“It’s still taboo to say that a child does not need to learn a certain thing 
when they are in a certain age group. People put up a barrier when you say: 
‘The teacher does not know what he or she will teach this semester.’ The 
way we deal with knowledge, which is built along with the student, is our 
greatest achievement,” states Yvan Dourado.
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It is from the themes, chosen individually by the students that the teachers 
plan the content to be shared in classes like Natural Sciences and Portuguese. 
From the lines of research by each student, a collective project for the semester 
is constructed, a general background called the Educational Trail.

When establishing the central questions, such as “who invents the 
heroes?” or “ How is time composed?”, the challenge for the teachers is to 
connect the questions with their respective areas. But this rule is not an 
ordeal for educators, because it’s not applied at every instant. “We do not see 
as a requirement that everything must relate to the theme of the semester,” 
points out the principal, making it clear that subjects like Math and Spanish 
do not always relate directly to the Educational Trail.

Junior Plenary
In a typical week of a Politeia student, there is room for a multitude of 

moments: personal projects, study and improvement groups - with themes as 
varied as chess, Ancient Egypt and horror stories; visits to parks, planetariums, 
museums, movie theatres, etc.; as well as conflict resolution forums - in 
which major problems are discussed; classes on subjects such as Theatre, 
Mathematics and Natural Sciences; collective class planning meetings; and 
assemblies, as important as the other moments, held for deciding on school 
matters. 

In the assemblies, the students of Politeia have the opportunity to discuss 
school rules. In one of these meetings, the students proposed an activity: to 
spend a night at the school. The acceptance of the idea was followed by a full 
week without any action on the part of the students towards the completion of 
the proposal. “What will you guys eat at night? Who will buy the food? Who 
will provide the money?” asked Yvan Dourado. When the educator pointed 
out their lack of planning, the youths faced reality. Interested in putting into 
practice what they had proposed, they organized committees to address the 
details. Since the decision is shared, the responsibility is likewise. If students 
do not believe in the decisions made, the deliberations get void. And since 
then, the students have repeated this activity every semester.

When the Cycle I students entered Politeia, three years after its founding, 
they brought new momentum and more agitation, which made the place 
even busier. The haste bothered some of the students, due to the unexpected 
collisions in one of the corridors. The issue was taken to the assembly: was 
running in the hallways allowed or not? “What if those who run inside the 
school were not allowed to visit the nearby park,” said one of the students. 
“That wouldn’t be fair, because you may run in the park . Not being able to 
run in the park is an exaggeration,” they reflected. “What if we forbid those 
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who run in the hallway to go to the library?” came another suggestion. 
“No, that is not coherent. The hallway has nothing to do with the library.” 
“Maybe whoever runs in the corridor could lose the right to go through 
the corridor, having to take a huge detour to gain access to the other side,” 
said one student. “What about rainy days? On rainy days you can’t take the 
detour or you will get wet.” “Well then, these rule will not apply on rainy 
days.” someone commented.

The last proposal was accepted: anyone who was seen running in the 
hallway three times in a row would receive a red card. This meant that the 
person would be forbidden to go past that area for a period of five days 
- after running once, the student would receive a verbal warning to be 
reminded of the rule. After two, a yellow card, and three was the limit.

 “After three weeks, no one respected the red cards anymore. As five 
days is an eternity for a 5 year-old child, they decided that the penalty 
would not be more than two days,” says Carolina Sumiê. It’s in the exercise 
of democracy that students learn to be responsible; they build their own 
limits with the help of the educators. “The limit is not imposed, it is 
established by the group itself. It’s the assembly that says what can and 
what cannot be done,” adds the principal.

 “To limit is to structure. I like the vision of ‘limit’ as a demonstration 
of love for one another. Limits are necessary for living together,” says 
educator Gabriela Yanez. From the collective setting of limits, the students 
develop an active attitude in relation to the rule; they bring forth to the 
public sphere their desires and personal dilemmas. In the reports from 
the assemblies, one can read notes such as, “Carol wants to know when 
the treasure hunt in the neighborhood will take place.” On the line below, 
a proposal: “Isa suggested that we form a country band.”

As Edgar Morin states  in his book Seven Complex Lessons in Education 
for the Future, “democracy presupposes and nurtures the diversity of 
interests.” More and more, the children of Politeia feel comfortable to 
share what they want and feel, accelerating the transformation of the 
school through many wills that come up. “We are always rethinking 
what the role of the school is. We have more doubts and conflicts than 
certainties,” says Yvan Dourado. While the educator deconstructs his 
role of hierarchical authority, the student sets aside the posture of a mere 
receiver of information.

 

The encounter between school and parents 
At Politeia, the research projects represent the kick-off for the 

studies. At Amorim Lima, we found as the essence of the day-to-day, 
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the research guidelines, established in the large rooms where students 
are divided into groups of five.

In the research notebook of the 8th grade at Amorim Lima, seven 
research guidelines are presented: communication and memory, 
consumerism, digestion, the poem and the time, breathing, rhythms of 
life and energy, and blood and excretion. In each of the guidelines there 
are a series of goals to be accomplished, such as “to be familiar with an epic 
poem” or “to understand the importance of saliva and teeth in digestion,” 
with recommendations of various texts and tasks.

The students choose where to start. More than half of the time in 
school is devoted to the guidelines – it is a perennial stimulus to research. 
For some students, it is hard to adapt to the proposal, because it requires 
a conscious and active exercise of the capacity of choosing. For others, 
the large-room time is the highlight of the school, a moment to exercise 
freedom of choice, which refines autonomy. After all, the students do not 
need to stick to what is in the guidelines. There are those who decide 
to establish study groups on certain subjects and those who invent 
activities from what is suggested.

 “The good thing about this school is that there is always something 
new happening,” says Sofia, 11 years old. Besides the time spent in the 
large rooms, the students attend workshops on Arts, Mathematics, 
Portuguese, Physical Education, Latin, Greek, Guitar, Term Paper 
Preparation, among others. The Latin and Greek workshops, for 
example, recently entered the routine of the 4th and 5th grades through 
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From hyperlink to hyperlink 
The students of Politeia develop semester projects whose themes emerge from 
their interests and passions. Joyce, 13 years old, began by studying stray dogs 
and cats, and this led her to the theme of cruelty to animals, the research she 
conducted in the following semester. She discovered the story of the dog Laika, 
who died after being sent into space, finding her topic for further study: the space 
race. She encountered concepts like capitalism and socialism, and in trying to 
understand them, she researched various sources until she found a new subject 
of interest: the comic strips of Mafalda, with her acid humor about political 
themes.
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a partnership with the University of São Paulo (USP). The new things 
mentioned by Sofia relate to the approaches that the school builds with 
social players, from universities to non-governmental organizations, 
from companies to individuals.

On a Saturday morning at Amorim Lima, we found Mr. Alcides de Lima, 
a capoeira master who develops workshops for children, teenagers and 
parents. The participants write lyrics of capoeira songs, read literature texts 
and create verses, developing a poetic view of this art.” The schools do not 
understand this traditional culture. It’s time for traditional culture to be as 
important as the academic one,” says Master Alcides, who is also a professor 
at USP (University of São Paulo) and founder of the Centre of Study and 
Application of Capoeira. One of the results of the workshops was the book 
Culture and Education, released at the school itself  “Capoeira is a trigger for 
understanding our culture,” states Alcides.

A few days before, we had witnessed a meeting of five women in the 
school cafeteria. This meeting symbolizes one of Amorim Lima’s main 
characteristics: the partnership with parents. We sat side by side with them, 
not knowing that it was a meeting of the Food Committee. They were trying 
the school lunch to check its quality. They discussed the strengths and 
weaknesses of the meal, which, on that day, consisted of rice, beans, mashed 
potatoes and soy protein, served at 9:30 am. They didn’t really like the soy 
protein and they thought that, since it was lunch, it should be served later. 
“The principal said that there is a possibility of changing the lunch schedule. 
So, my friends, insist,” said one of the mothers to her volunteer partners. The 
group was formed two years ago , aimed at reducing the waste of food at the 
school. Back then we already contemplated some actions, such as showing a 
movie about childhood obesity to the parents,” said one of the mothers.

There are committees for food, parties, graduation, among others. 
The work group dedicated to the topic of school autonomy, for example, 
aims to discuss the different forms of autonomy foreseen in the 
Law of Guidelines and Bases, which regulates education in Brazil – 
pedagogical, administrative and financial autonomy. “The autonomies 
are intertwined, and we need to distinguish what each one is,” reflected 
Ederon Marques, one of the parents, at the beginning of a committee 
meeting. “Why does the school want to be autonomous? We must 
question ourselves deeply regarding our goals. Is it the objective of the 
school to create autonomous students?” asked an educator. “How far 
can we go? How far do we want to go?” added Cleide Portis, another 
teacher, who has worked at Amorim Lima since the beginning of the 
changes in the school. “In a network of schools, it is not necessary for 
everybody to be the same,” reflects Ana Elisa Siqueira.
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“Our school was inspired by Escola da Ponte, but there was no ready recipe. 
What exists today was built from what happens here,” says Cleide Portis. Each 
committee meeting happens with a particular frequency, sometimes with a 
larger number of participants, sometimes in smaller groups. The conversation 
about autonomy, for example, involved ten people.

If  everyone can be heard in these groups, in conflict mediation meetings - 
held monthly – anyone can be a mediator. The motto of this other group is to 
encourage productive dialogues and to bring school issues to the discussion 
table. It is almost like a training course for parents, so that they understand 
that they are learners too. “The meetings promote an additional moment at 
the school in which everyone is invited to listen to each other,” says Ana Lucia 
Catão, professional in the area of conflict mediation, responsible for this project.

On the day that we participated in the mediation circle, the discussion 
revolved around the difficulties to develop the dialogue in the work group 
focused on school autonomy. Since some participants were blocking the flow 
of the conversation, the challenge was to address the issue from other points 
of view, seek a common focus which would unite them. One of the questions 
on the agenda called our attention: “Does the school exist for the teacher, for 
the student or for society?”.

After learning all this
The discovery 

After visiting two schools with democratic approaches, we want to bring 
the discussion to a practical question: if other Brazilian public schools want 
to rethink their pedagogical projects, as did Amorim Lima, and replicate 
practices like the Educational Trail at Politeia, would they still be inserted 
within the formal system? One of the key points to be understood is that 
the limits of Brazilian education, formalized in the Law of Guidelines and 
Bases, are broader than we realize.

The law gives autonomy for schools to experiment with processes more 
meaningful for their realities, with freedom for other formats to be put into 
practice. We have selected two articles of the Law of Guidelines and Bases 
that illustrate the potential of innovation to be approached:

Art. 14. The learning systems shall define the rules for the democratic 
administration of the public basic education, according to its peculiarities and 
according to the following principles: 

I - participation of education professionals in the preparation of the 
pedagogical school project;

II - participation of school and local communities in school boards 
or the equivalent. 



Learning with Freedom at Amorim Lima & Politeia Around the World in 14 Schools66 67

Art. 15. Learning systems will ensure that the public basic education 
units which compose them have a progressive degrees of pedagogical, 
administrative and financial management autonomy, subject to the general 
rules of public finance law.

“According to its peculiarities” is a subtle expression, yet valuable. 
Law enables schools to be planned according to their local needs, 
and it is not mandatory to follow a single and mass-produced model. 
This means that any public school has the option to create a different 
pedagogical project. “There are enormous possibilities for change, 
which schools can put into practice right away,” says Ana Elisa 
Siqueira. In an interview given to the newspaper O Estado de São Paulo, 
educator José Pacheco harassed people on the subject: “Who’s afraid 
of the autonomy of schools?” For Pacheco, when a school exercises its 
autonomy, education becomes cheaper, and pedagogy gains ground 
over bureaucracy.

In a conversation with former students of Amorim Lima who are 
now studying Radio and TV, Educommunication and Law, we heard an 
emphatical statement: “We are proud to say that we come from a public 
school.” Even after years with no tests, they became accustomed to the 
dynamics of evaluations when they moved on to other schools, first high 
school and now college. Of course not everyone adapts so fast, each one 
has a profile. The most substantial factor in these democratic approaches 
still resides on a larger question: “Who said that you need to adapt to the 
world out there? We need people willing to build the newess,” educator 
Helena Singer reminds us.

In the midst of so many challenges, Ana Elisa Siqueira shares the major 
finding of her career: “The greatest discovery is to walk along, together.” A 
finding that involves both the contact with individual contradictions and 
the freshness and energy of shared freedom.
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Learning with Culture at



“I dont want to get the 
children off the st reet. 
I want to change the st reet. 
I want the st reet 
to be seen as a place 
of learning.”
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The excitement of the children at the table with eggs, starch, oil, water 
and containers is expressed in their sparkling eyes and broad smiles. 
Under a mango tree, sitting on blue stools, 15 children and two educators 
talk, eager for the beginning of the cookie feast. They are all ready to 
prepare special cookies named: “Written Cookies.” Who invented the 
recipe? Nobody knows exactly. It is a tradition in the region, brought into 
the learning space of a non-school called Ser Criança (Being a Child) that 
educates boys and girls from 6 to 16 years of age.

The dough thickens as children mix the ingredients with their tiny 
hands. Most are 10 to 12 years old. There are also participants such as 
Thaleson, 14 years old, who is from another group, but didn’t want to miss 
the feast of cookies in the shape of letters.

When the dough is ready, it is placed inside a plastic bag with a small 
hole at one end. The improvised container functions as a “cookie pen”: 
students write their names with the squirted dough straight into a greased 
pan. Cícero, Ana, Emílio, Liza, Beatriz. Each one writes in his or her own 
way. “I want to write more, can I?” They say in unison. “Of course you 
can!” replies the educator.

Students with longer names laugh with even more enthusiasm, joking 
with their classmates by saying that they would eat more cookies. Suddenly, 
the educator writes:  5 x 3 on the tray. “Who knows the answer?” she asks. 
On the opposite side of the table, one of the children shouts: “Let me write 
the answer! Oh, and can I pose another problem?”

The cookie feast is one of the most anticipated moments at Ser Criança, 
an educational project that offers activities for children while they are not in 
regular school. Ser Criança is held in Araçuaí, a village in the Jequitinhonha 
Valley, in Minas Gerais, Brazil, created by the CPCD (Centre for Culture 
and Development of the People), an NGO that was founded in 1984 in Belo 
Horizonte, capital of Minas Gerais.

The participants of Ser Criança, one of the CPCD projects, have adopted a 
street with the intention of revitalizing it, from planting fruit trees to painting 
walls with a soil-made paint. 

The Centre was founded by the educator, anthropologist and folklorist 

Education only happens in the plural.
TIÃO ROCHA, EDUCATOR AND FOUNDER OF CPCD
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Tião Rocha, who sought to respond to his deepest concerns. He considers 
CPCD a “learning organization.” Today the centre is chaired by Tião, with a 
team of 86 people, and conducts numerous projects simultaneously aimed 
at children, youths and adults, focused on the development of communities.

CPCD is the core of a movement which has unfolded beyond itself, 
because the greatest challenge that the educators set for themselves is to 
germinate actions that will coutlive their absence. In this chapter, we will 
comment on five projects: Sementinha (Little Seed), Ser Criança (Being 
a Child), Caminho das Águas (The Path of the Waters), Sítio Maravilha 
(Wonder Farm) and Cooperativa Dedo de Gente (People’s Finger 
Cooperative).

All actions are interconnected. CPCD develops no short-term projects 
and the initiatives comprise whole cities. Moreover, they have spread through 
various states (Minas Gerais, São Paulo, Maranhão, Amazonas) and even 
countries (Peru, Mozambique, Angola and Guine-Bissau). In our journey, we 
visited a town where the CPCD actions are at full steam: Araçuaí, perpetuated 
in literature by Guimarães Rosa when Riobaldo, his character in "Grande 
Sertão: Veredas", brings a sapphire from there to his beloved Diadorim.

 People who live in the Jequitinhonha Valley are reinventing the way 
they behold the region. Who knows, in the coming years, we will know that 
part in the North of Minas Gerais as Vale do Empodimento (Empowerment 
Valley) to use a word much repeated by Tião. The neologism “empodimento” 
was coined by the locals, as a variation of the term “empowerment”, to give 
significance to the process which they go through: little by little, they realize 
the power of articulation and transformation that, together, they have.

The participants 
of Ser Criança, 
one of the CPCD 
projects, have 
adopted a street 
with the intention 
of revitalizing it, 
from planting 
fruit trees to 
painting walls 
with a soil-made 
paint.
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How it all began
A “Guimarães Rosa” of Education

The habit of wearing a panama hat is Tião Rocha’s trademark, who 
acquired this habit when a friend told him that those who wear hats show 
that they have common sense, because they never forget their heads. He 
received us in the morning at the CPCD office in Belo Horizonte. In a 
conversation that lasted nearly three hours, interrupted only for a cup of 
coffee with cheese bread (a very typical snack in the region), Tião Rocha 
proved that he is, besides an educator passionate for the human being, a 
great storyteller. He is the “Guimarães Rosa” of Brazilian education: he 
plays with language just like the famous writer, with a speech sprinkled 
with neologisms such as “to paulofreire” (to put into practice the ideas of 
the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire) and “book meter” (which measures 
the number of books read).

In our prior research, we had read and watched videos containing 
most of the tales that he told during the interview. But this did not make 
the tales less interesting, because Tião can put life into his narratives and 
to the neologisms that he mentions. In a conversation with one of the 
CPCD members, we discussed how the role of the leader can demand that 
the most powerful stories be repeated as many times as possible so that 
the essence of the project is not lost, so that the connection between the 
sparkle in the eyes and the reason why the eyes are shining is clear.

The story of the “Written Cookies” is one of those narratives always 
remembered. Early in the project, Tião went from house to house with a 
question: “What can you do to help us to eradicate illiteracy among our 
kids?” The first answers did not vary much: “I do not know anything, 
I’m not very smart, I am also illiterate.” Tião instigated the people: “You 
don’t know anything, really?” Still intimidated, a lady started the following 
dialogue:

 “Oh, Tião, the only thing I am able to do and which people enjoy very 
much are cookies. We draw what comes to our minds with the cookie 
dough. 

“Are they good?”
“Yes, they’re delicious!”
 “So you could give a class on this!”
 

When he was about to leave, Tião asked:
 

“What do you call those cookie?”
“We call them ‘Written Cookies!’” #p
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“Instead of what comes to our minds, could we draw letters?”

Sure they could, so they called the youths and established a rule: you 
could only eat a cookie if you wrote your name with the dough. One day, 
a boy was upset after the cookie feast, and alone in the corner. 

“Why are you so sad, son?,” questioned Tião.
“My name is José. And that guy over there is named Washington.”
 “If you want to eat more cookie, son, write your full name! The name 

of your mother, of your parrot!
 

Slowly approaching the homes, very polite and asking about traditional 
knowledge, Tião exercised one of his most precious learnings: the difference 
between a teacher and an educator. “The teacher is one who teaches, the 
educator is one who learns,” says Tião. The one who learns from the local 
community. The one who learns from the student.

The path to this insight was not easy – moreover, instead of “insight,” Tião 
says that in Minas Gerais you have a “flash.” In his days as a student, this flash 
didn’t even come to mind. The truth is that his teachers didn’t quite listen to 
him. When he was a child, an educator affected his life because she refused 
to learn with him. It was his first day of school, and the future “apprentice-
educator” was 7 years old. The teacher picked up a book and started:

“Once upon a time, in a far away land, a king and a queen…”
Tião raised his hand, excited:
“I have an aunt who is a queen!” 

The teacher continued, and little Tião raised his hand again and 
repeated the phrase about his aunt.

“Be quiet, this is a fairy tale, it’s not true!” thundered the teacher.
The third time, the boy ended up in the principal’s office.
 “Do you want to leave? Do you want to be expelled? Do you want me 

to call your mother?” she threatened.  
When Tião went back to the classroom, he kept quiet. When he was in 

high school, during a class about kings, he raised his hand and said again: 
“I have an aunt who is an queen.” A very harsh answer made him quiet for 
the rest of that class. He went on to college, majoring in History, and in 
the last year, the told a teacher:

 “I came here focused on studying the story of my aunt-queen. In these 
four years, I’ve read stories of all kinds of kings and queens from the four 
corners of the world, but I haven’t found my aunt yet.”

“Tião, you have the wrong major. You should be studying 
Anthropology,” answered the teacher.
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The advice was taken, the young man got a degree in History and later 
in Anthropology, specializing in traditional culture. He found his aunt in 
the annals of tradition, confirmed her identity as a dame of royalty.

He was the nephew of Queen Perpétua do Congado, a monarch of the 
celebrations of the society of Our Lady of the Rosary.

The practices 
Itinerant education

The discovery of the queen in the Anthropology course marked the 
life of the educator as much as another story. This one happened while 
he worked at PUC (Pontifical Catholic University of Minas Gerais) and 
also at a private school. An elementary school student, 13 years old, got 
very close to Tião. “Every time I remembered that the next day I had to 
teach Álvaro’s class, I knew that I needed to prepare myself better. That 
student always read everything that I suggested, plus other references, 
drawing the entire class into discussions. The classes were a true test for 
me,” he says. One day, the educator arrived at school and found unusual 
movement at the entrance.

 “What’s going on?” he asked.
“Álvaro has died.”
“What? He died?” asked Tião in amazement.
 

At the wake, Álvaro’s mother asked him:
“Are you Tião Rocha, the teacher?”

The children at 
CPCD perfect 
their reading and 
writing skills by 
making cookies in 
the form of letters.
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“Yes… and, what happened to Álvaro?”
“He jumped off the top of a building. He committed suicide.”
“But why?”
“That’s the answer that we don’t have. We spent the night searching for a 

reason. At dawn we thought: ‘The one who can answer this is teacher Tião Rocha!’ 
Our son talked a lot about you. Mr. Rocha, why did our son kill himself?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have the faintest idea,” answered Tião, in an 
instant of internal breakdown.

Tião had no idea of what had happened to Álvaro, but he knew exactly 
what had happened to himself. The educator realized that he hadn’t been  
able to perceive any sign of his student’s plans. He had not been able to feel 
what was going on inside of Álvaro. After that incident, Tião decided never 
to lose another student. He would never avoid hearing each of the messages 
that they convey. By the way, much of the work of the CPCD is based on 
hearing – it is a project of permanent listening.

While teaching, the educator didn’t even imagine he would create CPCD. 
He decided to leave his work when he realized the difference between 
teaching and learning – between only conveying content and learning from 
the student. “I decided that I wanted to be an educator, not a teacher,” he 
says. He quit his job at the college when he was 30 years old, leaving a good 
salary and a promising career behind.

Between leaving the role of teacher and creating CPCD, a year passed. 
After dealing with the formalities of founding the NGO in 1984, Tião was 
invited to give a course on traditional culture in the town of Curvelo. By 
chance, he found out that Guimarães Rosa considered that town to be the 
capital of his literature. He researched Rosa’s characters and perceived the 
reality of the children.

 “Those kids who are all over town, what do they do?” questioned Tião.
 “Nothing. There are no schools for them to go to,” answered the locals.
When Tião went to the school, he found the buildings empty, and even 

emptier justifications: “Some left, others were expelled.” In an interview for 
a radio program, the educator spoke of his concern about the future of the 
youth in the region, pointing out the two questions rooted in the origin of 
CPCD and in the power of his thought: “Is it possible to educate without a 
school? Can one make a school under a mango tree?”

 “Do you know the answers to that, Tião?” asked the radio host as soon 
as the questions came up.

 “I don’t know, but if your listeners feel like thinking about it, we can 
schedule a meeting.”

This invitation resulted in a meeting that gathered 26 people, 
generating a list of “non-objectives” or “non-goals” that would determine 
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the path for further action.
The group decided to work together on activities structured along 

with the children. The youths proposed themes and the educators thought 
about how they could be learned collectively. Thus began the first CPCD 
project: Sementinha, an itinerant  learning exercise. Six months after the 
project, which continues today in rural communities of Minas Gerais, a 
mother declared to Tião:

 “This school is different from others, because this one is visible.”
 “And the other one, couldn’t you see it?
 “No, we could only see the wall.”
 “But didn’t you ever enter the other school?”
 “I did. But when that happened, there were no classes, I never saw my 

son learning. Here I see it. Yesterday, for example, the school passed by 
my door three times.”

Because of Sementinha, CPCD received a national award aimed at 
initiatives that rescue children from the streets. Tião put it bluntly: “If we 
were given the prize for this reason, it was a mistake. I am not willing to 
take children from the streets, I wish to change the street because that is 
where children should be – on streets, parks. The street is where people 
dance, sing, celebrate a soccer championship, follow religious processions, 
political rallies and carnival blocks. The street is something good. Who 
has said it is bad? I want the street to be seen as a learning space.”

Reinventing the wheel 
The nearly 180 children and youths of Ser Criança also use the street 

as a place of learning. On our first day of visit to the project, the afternoon 
classes were dedicated to one mission: to plant ten fruit trees on a street 
near the school, adopted by the students and recently renamed Children’s 
Street. Other trees had been previously planted by them. One resident 
praised the children’s action as we walked down the street, saying that he 
had even fenced the seedling in front of his house so that no animal would 
destroy it. 

Surrounded by children, the educator and former CPCD student Yuri 
Hunas, 23 years old, sweat as he dug the earth, helped by them. In a group, 
determined to play the role of interviewer, one of the students asked the 
educator with a closed fist in front of his mouth, like a microphone:

“Do you have anything to say?” 
“I’m enjoying this seedling cultivation. Twenty years from now, this 

street will be all shaded,” Yuri said.
“We are even recycling tyres!” amended another student, pointing to the 

BISCOITO ESCREVIDO
The participants of Ser Criança (Being a Child) exercise their reading and 
writing skills by making the “Written Cookies”. The recipe follows:

::Ingredients::

1kg of starch 

2 cups of cooking oil 

2 cups of water 

1 dozen eggs 

fennel and salt to taste

::Preparation::
The Oil, water and salt are mixed and boiled. The mixture is poured, still 
hot, on the starch. To avoid lumps, stir well. As it cools, beat the eggs in 
a blender; then, gradually add them to the now cold dough. Stir again 
until the dough thickens - it should not be hard. Place the dough into the 
plastic bag and make a hole at its end. Now you can write whatever you 
want on the greased baking sheet.



Learning with Culture at CPCD Around the World in 14 Schools80 81

“Non-objectives”
All of the items on the list refer to practices 

that we aim never to repeat.

 › Create an unequal relationship (or a “master-slave 
dialectic”) between children and adults.

 › Turn children into objects of interest for coordinators and 
parents, not acknowledged or entitled to their own will or 
own life.

 › Pass on our own models of life quality as solutions for 
the children.

 › Imagine the child as a blank page, on which we can write 
“our own” book.

 › See the child as an adult who hasn’t grown up.
 › Separate the children from their dreams and creativity.
 › Believe that our knowledge is unique and true.
 › Create in the children the possessive spirit of competition, 

rivalry and individualism.
 › Create people who are dismissive, alienated and without 

cultural identity.
 › Teach the children that the world is for the stronger, the 

smarter  or the richer.
 › Cut off the critical, observant and inquisitive spirit of children.
 › Make of the children, and especially teachers, efficient 

and obedient task-achievers and repeaters of ideas and 
concepts passed on by others.

 › Create a school that selects.
 › Preserve the concept of school as a “boring” place, where 

authoritarianism reigns, punishment prevails, arrogance 
rules and inequality dominates.

 › Keep the school as a place where one enters, but does not 
remain; where one enrols, but does not continue; where 
one studies, but does not learn.
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plants that were surrounded and protected by old tyres. “And the residents 
of this street love it!” added the young man, looking at one of the housewives 
who watched the group from her doorstep with a baby in her lap.

Ser Criança, as an afterschool project, provides activities that 
complement and amplify what is learned in formal schooling. Students 
take music classes, both traditional Brazilian music and the Ninth 
Symphony by Beethoven; soil-made painting classes, in which they 
learn to join clods of earth sifted with glue and water; and also literacy 
with cookies. It is through playing that they reinforce Math, Portuguese, 
Science, among other school subjects.

The headquarters of Ser Criança is a large house conceded by a private 
school. Early every day, the hall of the place becomes a stage for singing. 
“Circle, circles, I ring-around a rosie. The circle goes round. It’s good to ring-
round / In the backyard of my Lady's” chant the children and the educators 
while beating drums around a circle of about 80 people. The repertoire 
consists of traditional songs, some of them locally sourced, recovered after 
a survey conducted by students and educators - who consulted the elderly 
in the region to learn the songs that they sang as children.

The circle is not just a pretext to initiate the activities, but also a 
tool applied to almost any type of meeting, from evaluating projects 
to solving any kind of unexpected situation. Small circles, big circles, 
it does not matter. To decide on the actions to be taken on Children’s 
Street, for example, they had formed a circle. To prepare the “Written 
Cookies”, they formed another circle. Since the day when they sat in a 
circle for the first time, they realized a key element: this layout allows 
them to look into each other’s eyes. In these large circles of people, the 
educators become “provokers of flashes.”

We witnessed a circle that discussed the organization of a CPCD booth 
at a street fair. There were representatives of all the organization’s projects, 
because the plan was to have a booth which would convey the work of 
CPCD and sell products of the Dedo de Gente Cooperative, like craftwork 
and jam. One of the circle members said that he could not attend the 
opening. Soon after, an educator said: “I feel compelled to add a comment 
in the circle. I understand one of us not attending the first day at the booth. 
At the same time, it bothers me. This may set a precedent for others.”

The kids learn from playing, whether in the treetops or with the more 
than 2000 games and toys created in the project. 

With these brief phrases, the maturity of the conversation could be 
perceived. If someone felt uncomfortable with what was said, the issue 
would be placed in the spotlight. That group was comfortable enough to 
proceed with matters that would plunge under the surface. And this was 
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not only due to the circles, of course. The circle is a form of organization 
that appeared repeatedly in the projects we visited, but the circle alone is 
not enough to create an atmosphere of complicity and spontaneity. This 
only happens because of the quality of relationships between the people. 
The pedagogy of the circle is strengthened by the others developed at 
CPCD, like the pedagogy of the full cup.

 

Bright points 
“We are trained to look at the half empty glass. The empty share you 

measure; it is called HDI, Human Development Index. It is the share of 
shortcomings. The indicators generally contemplate what is lacking. They 
think of the solution from the outside in, as if something were supposed 
to be poured into the glass. But they do not take into consideration what 
is inside the glass. That is what I have named PHDI: Potential of Human 
Development Index,” Tião said, highlighting that his focus is on the best 
that people bring within.

Welcoming, acquaintanceship, learning and opportunity are the words 
used to summarize the main ingredients in the germination of dreams. The 
acronym of these words in Portuguese, gives the word “action.” CPCD’s 
desire is to find the pluck points of light that will sprout in each group. 
In appreciating the qualities of people, relationships are more closely 
structured. People find more reasons to gather.

Looking at the full part of the glass, plenty of approaches arise. The 
discussions do not revolve around the problems, but around the possible 
solutions. With this purpose, a tool has been created at CPCD, called 
DIW, which stands for Different and Innovative Ways. If a child is having 
trouble learning to read, in spite of many efforts made, a DIW is organized, 
which boils down to the question: “In how many Different and Innovative 
Ways can you teach this child to read?”

From such questions, lists of solutions are produced. Instead of putting 
into practice only one answer, many are tested - as in the case of Children’s 
Street, which generated a DIW with dozens of ideas. Many of them were 
carried out, from planting seedlings to painting walls.

DIW is a brainstorm, a tool that reminds the group that it is always 
possible to address a challenge from multiple fronts. One of the most 
famous DIWs happened five years ago, when a group of students from 
Ser Criança (Being a Child) called Meninos do Araçuaí (Kids from 
Araçuaí) earned 40 thousand reais (about 20 thousand dollars) from the 
sale of the CD Roda que Rola (Wheel that Rolls), in the show The Last 
Supper, performed for the Brazilian Federal program Fome Zero (Zero 
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Hunger). 
One of the initial ideas was to share the money among the members. 

As there were 40 participants, each would receive a thousand reais to 
spend as they wished. However, the children themselves soon dismissed 
this idea. “In how many Different and Innovative Ways can we spend 
that money?” the kids asked the community. They created a peculiar 
participatory budget, going from door to door to find the collective hopes. 
“I wish the streets would be rectified!” said one of the residents. Another 
one wanted a mall, and there was one who wanted a movie theatre. When 
they went over all the demands, the collective dream came up, a theatre 
for movies and plays.

 “Can we build a theatre with 40 thousand reais?” they asked 
themselves. The answer was clear: “No.” Then, they took the money to 
the mayor and proposed a Public-Private Partnership (PPP), but the local 
authority didn’t join in the dream and the money was returned to CPCD. 
However, with the support of private partners, the dream came true. They 
didn’t build a theatre, but created the first movie room in the region – The 
Children from Araçuaí Movie Room with 103 seats. The place chosen was 
strategic: located in the old downtown, it helped to revitalize an area in 
the process of urban renewal since the 70s, when it had been devastated 
by a flood and turned into ruins, now historical landmarks.

The “not done” instigates the creativity of the CPCD members, 
stimulates the search for water already in the glasses, even if they are the 
last remaining drops. In how many Different and Innovative Ways can 

The kids learn by 
playing, whether 
in the treetops 
or with the more 
than 2000 games 
and toys created 
in the project. 
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you turn an abandoned area into a healthy community? In how many 
DIWs can you take a child away from the firing line? In how many DIWs 
can you use a piece of wood? Entwined with the pedagogy of the full glass 
and of the circle, there are three others: 

Pedagogy of the hug: involves activities such as the pedagogical 
cuddle and the cuddle workshop, in which affection topics are debated.

Pedagogy of the soap: people stop being consumers to become producers, 
by making homemade soap and even medicines. It was created from contact 
with the community, the restoration of a preexisting knowledge.

Pedagogy of the toy: originated from a challenge proposed by Tião to the 
children: “I’ll only buy a toy for you on the day when you cannot produce your 
own toys” - and no one has ever had to enter CPCD with store-bought toys.

The encounter of TIC and TLL1 
Education only occurs in the plural. An individual, alone, cannot 

educate anyone. This idea is at the heart of CPCD. During the time when 
CPCD acted in Mozambique, Tião learned that it takes a village to raise 
a child. When the whole village turns into a team of educators, learning 
effectively takes place.

In the Caminho das Águas (Path of the Waters) project, for example, 
CPCD works with rural communities that, not long ago, had no bathrooms. 
People served by the project are called “Caring Mothers” and “Guardians 
of the Waters.” Each person who enters the project automatically becomes 
an educator. The action focuses on water conservation, involving measures 
such as the fencing of water springs and the training of residents, so that 
the environmental impact of their habits is reduced.

We visited the home of a “Caring Mother” on the joint effort day, a very 
special occasion. While Maria José welcomed us with pumpkin cake and 
starch cookies, two girls used soil-made paint to create beautiful white and 
yellow flowers in her cistern and a group dug a vegetable garden in the 
shape of a mandala in her backyard, in which they would plant vegetables 
for consumption and for sale. Meanwhile, another group was preparing 
an area to place the compost removed from their dry toilet, another social 
technology disseminated by CPCD while a team was in the kitchen, 
preparing chicken, beans, rice – in short, a feast.

Diego, 21 years old, was among those present on the day of the joint 
effort. The young man, though graduated, hadn’t found any steady job 
and began the exhausting role as sugarcane cutter, earning 5 Reais per ton 
of cane cut. In the joint effort at Maria José’s house, Diego experienced an 
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informal crash course on how to relate to the land in a more prosperous 
way. Welton do Bonfim, another resident of the area, quit the sugarcane 
cutting in the 2000s. From Caminho das Águas he learned to self support 
with the production of his own backyard. He plants and sells vegetables 
such as bell pepper and lettuce. CPCD helped him “to be bold, to share 
himself,” as he says.

Not only Welton reinvented his life after learning how to extract 
abundance from the land. In the day-to-day of Celso Silva, also a former 
sugarcane cutter, the land is the greatest companion. “Nature is a great 
life formed by tiny little lives,” says the philosopher of the green. He is the 
caretaker of Sítio Maravilha (Wonder Farm), another CPCD project, that 
provides food for other projects and offers training on permaculture, an 
agricultural method that respects the environment based on a sustainable 
relationship with the land - the project has held more than 30 workshops 
and courses.

The life stories of Welton and Celso changed in adulthood, after years 
cutting cane in the sun. The Dedo de Gente cooperative was created in 
order “not to lose children to the cane field,” as Tião would say, producing 
impact on the lives of 72 youths from Araçuaí. The initiative began from a 
social demand: a lack of jobs in the city.

The cooperative is made up of Tiny Factories - work and training 
places in several fields, addressing a wide spectrum of paths. Araçuai, 
currently holds Tiny Factories of software, arts & crafts and cinema. 
The youth who deal with software, for example, create websites for 
companies, look after social networking channels, produce materials 
for design and work focused on developing CPCD projects - even 
transforming the games created in the project into mobile phone apps.

Marton, 21, is the coordinator of a team of ten kids. “The Tiny Factory 
is a learning place,” he says. In one of the first projects, Marton and other 
co-workers sought an entrepreneur in the region, the owner of a clothing 
factory. “It was a surprise for him,” Marton says. “Only you kids came to 
the meeting? Are there no adults?” asked the businessman, in a tone of 
amazement at the boldness of the youths.

Metalwork, carpentry and soil paint are the three areas of the Tiny 
Factory of Arts & Crafts. The pieces are created by the young people 
themselves, using symbols of the region such as animals and country 
people, as well as images retrieved from Guimarães Rosa’s literature. 
“Our intention is to prepare them to, in the future, take the reins of the 
Tiny Factories,” says Edilúcia Borges, an educator of the cooperative. 
Nobody needs to remain in only one area, the idea is for young people to 
identify their passions from practice. Through the Tiny Factories, CPCD TIC (Tecnologias da Informação e Comunicação) - Information and Communication Technologies

TLL (Tecnologias de Aprendizagem e Convivência) - Technologies for Learning and “Togetherness”.
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holds the fundamental merge between Technologies of Information and 
Communication (TICs) - such as computers and applications – and, as 
Tião named them, Technologies for Learning and Living (TLLs that can 
also be understood as acquaintaceship) deep-seated in relationship. The 
technology, in the case of the Tiny Factory of Software does not reduce 
the importance of the face-to-face relationship and the living exchange 
of knowledge: students sit in a circle even to decide on the format of an 
app. To Tião, when there is too much TIC and not enough TLL, there is a 
problem, there is too much weight on one side of the scale.

After learning all this
How not to fall in the ditch

“Who did the exercise for you?” asked the teacher.
“I did it myself,” answers Dienerson, 11 years old. The youth was in 

second grade once more, after failing several times.
“I don’t believe you! You’ve never known that!” replied the teacher.
“I did it myself, teacher. I learned it in a game that we play in the 

project” said Dienerson, referring to Ser Criança (Being a Child).
“I’ll only believe it when I see it. Bring me this game!” said the teacher.
A few days later, for the first time the teacher asked the student to teach 

her something: “How do you play it?” From this encounter a partnership 
was established between that public school and Ser Criança (Being a 
Child), which began to lend educational games to those who requested 
them. Over 2000 games and toys were produced at CPCD, related to 
areas of calculus and logic, general knowledge, language and expression, 
among others.

Everything at CPCD involves an invitation to the people around, a 
call to take ownership of what is available. To Tião Rocha, the worst 
scenario possible for the projects is to fall into sameness, to lose 
oxygenation to those who approach them, who exchange experiences, 
who “paulofreirize.” “The worst that can happen is to fall in the ditch,” 
he says emphatically. That means to lose one’s horizons. To fall in the 
ditch means to fall into the empty half of the glass, to stop reinventing 
oneself.

“Now it’s time to pass the baton,” Tião says when asked about the 
future. No matter how strongly the project is linked to his image, he 
recognizes the need to step down from the presidency of CPCD to make 
room for the novelty.
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“I want to promote a social transformation in our town,” says Ana 
Paula Silva, educator at Ser Criança (Being a Child), expressing a dream 
shared by the other educators. A change that occurs gradually, proving 
that “it is possible to provide quality education outside the school” as Tião 
says. An education inside the culture. After all, the art of “the CPCD way” 
is to retrieve the knowledge and the will decanted in the cultural broth of 
imagination. When the theme is youth and education, culture is one of the 
fields of action to change the current situation of the world. As the Polish 
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman observed: “nothing less than a ‘cultural 
revolution’ can work.” The cultural revolution is the transformation in the 
way we experience the world.

In the verses of the song by Milton Nascimento “Notícias do Brasil 
(os pássaros trazem)” – “News from Brazil (the birds bring)” - sung by 
Meninos de Araçuaí (Children of Araçuai) in the show Ser Minas Tão 
Gerais, there is an encounter between the poetry of CPCD full glasses and 
the Brazilian culture:

“Here lives a people that deserves more respect. You know, beautiful 
are the people just like beautiful is all love. Here lives a people that is 
sea and river, and whose destiny is to, one day, unite. 

[...] The news is that Brazil is not only coast. It is much, much more 
than just a southern region. There are good people spread throughout 
Brazil, who will transform this place into a good country. [...]”

For the curious

BAUMAN, Zygmunt. Sobre educação e juventude. Rio de Janeiro: Zahar, 2013.

DVD Ser Minas Tão Gerais, musical realizado pelos Meninos de Araçuaí, 
Milton Nascimento e Ponto de Partida, 2004.

CPCD website. Available at <http://www.cpcd.org.br>
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The Province of Tierra del Fuego, Argentina

 ESCUELAS 
EXPERIMENTALES

Learning to Share at the 
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“The pedagogy of these schools is a 
mosaic of ideas in a dialogue, 

and of people and lines of 
act ion that meet 

everywhere”.
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Over a hundred people occupy the edges of a big room, seated in a circle. 
They sit on cushions instead of chairs. On the first day at the school La Bahia, 
we attended classes and also watched the moment of collective celebration held 
before the parents arrive to pick up their children. Above our heads, the image 
of a majestic and gigantic whale stands out among dozens of other paintings 
made by the students. On the walls, hooks for backpacks and jackets with the 
names of each student. If someone in the circle wants to reach the opposite 
side, they have to walk around the rim of the circle, avoiding movement in its 
centre. A buzz of background conversation fills the air.

Just like in La Bahia, in the circles formed at the other 25 Escuelas 
Experimentales scattered throughout Argentina, the noise of chatting 
among students and teachers gives way to silence. Suddenly, everyone 
is quiet, like orchestra musicians who are tuning their instruments and 
everything stops abruptly, then music begins.

Some students distribute bread and tea to everyone in the circle. 
Only when everyone has their snack does the meal begin. The absence 
of noise lasts throughout the meal. As they eat the bread and drink the 
tea, a melody emerges: a teacher usually starts playing traditional songs 
on a guitar, known as romances and ballads. Inside the circle, couples or 
groups start to dance around the inner rim, to the rhythm of the music. 
“Who wants to join me in the river? / Who wants to come with me into 
the sea?” are the lyrics sung in unison by students and teachers. The 
enthusiasm is expressed in the many bright looks.

The Escuelas Experimentales with the largest number of students have 
15 groups and about 200 students. They offer the school stages: pre-
primary (three-year duration, groups 1-3), primary (six-year duration, 
groups 4-9) and secondary (six-year duration, groups 9-15).

During class periods, the students sit in circles, each of them 
corresponding to a year of schooling. One group is always near another, 
with no wall in between. La Bahia is one of the five Escuelas Experimentales 
that we visited in Ushuaia, capital of the Province of Tierra del Fuego. 
The city has about 60,000 inhabitants and in the winter, layers of ice 
form on the streets.

The school can be the most fun place in the world, 
if we ourselves become fun. 

NELLY PEARSON, ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF ESCUELAS EXPERIMENTALES 

We planned to visit only one of the schools, but our itinerary changed 
when we got to Ushuaia. Teacher Sergio Schvartzman, known as Coco, 
who hosted us in his lovely home in the woods, suggested that we reached 
a better understanding of the network of Escuelas Experimentales. So, 
on the Sunday of our arrival and still inside Coco’s car, driving towards 
his house, we decided to visit five network institutions in five days. 
The question that instigated us the most: how did an independent 
experiment turn into a public institution without losing flexibility or 
failing to treasure the diversity of the students? 

How it all began
Escuelitas: The common point

The teachers and people close to the Escuelas Experimentales often use 
the term escuelitas to affectionately refer to them – to say escuelitas is like 
saying little schools. The origin of this experiment dates back to 1965, 
when artist Dorothy Ling retired from a teaching position at a university 
in La Plata, capital of the province of Buenos Aires.

In her home, professor Ling gathered a group of alumni and people 
interested in music for encounters held on weekends. The accurate 
perception of the educator charmed them. One of her most striking 
comments was about how people walk: she realized that some walk in 
a rhythm of two tempos (ta, ta/ta, ta), others walk in a cadence of three 
tempos (ta, ta, ta/ ta, ta, ta). She made observations on the subject in her 
book “El Arte Original de la Musica” (The Original Art of Music): 

At the Escuelas 
Experimentales, 
the students 
as well as the 
educators sit 
in a circle, on 
cushions, on the 
floor.
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“Perceiving the way all my students walked, I noticed that in a group of 
35, only two or three moved in three tempos, and just by their general 
behavior, those were the ones who evidenced a more developed vital 
intelligence, yet often not among the top students in terms of grades.”

In the encounters with former students, there was no specific 
regulation, and no one conducted the course of the workshops. The main 
concern of the group was to produce musical sounds that were “resonant, 
expressive, floating and transparent.” They sang and shared bread during 
breaks. The group’s investigations were extended to the study of fields 
such as painting, theatre and languages. Ling writes: 

“Our intense task of searching for ourselves and for inner cultivation 
naturally led us to question the entire massive and mandatory system 
of public education to which all of us are submitted, and that, at some 
point, became known as education, which it has nothing to do with.”

The research on education led the group to found a centre of pedagogical 
research. Ling and two students of the workshop, a dancer and a musician 
who was also a painter and poet, were interested in founding a school for 
children. It was in a room at the house of one of the students where the 
school began, with art at the base of the activities for children to explore 
their creative restlessness.

Created in the late 1960s, the school evolved over 25 years as a private 
effort, with a total of 100 to 120 children of 3 to 13 years of age. The 
members of the institution were exclusively educators and students, 
and one of the teachers was responsible for bureaucratic tasks - they 
still keep the same structure today. This means that since the beginning, 
students and teachers have performed the routine tasks, from cleaning 
the classrooms to preparing the snacks.

In 1984, one year after the end of Argentina’s dictatorship, the Ministry 
of Education proposed that the experiment be developed nationwide, and 
that also an Institute of Teaching be created in order to train teachers to 
carry on similar experiments. The condition imposed by Dorothy Ling 
and her staff to the government was clear: to be given full freedom. “It was 
the first official attempt in Argentina to replace compulsory education for 
an authentic education,” Ling states in her book.

The experiment spread throughout the country. When parents could 
not enrol their children in one of the Escuelas Experimentales, they 
contacted teachers to create more schools. Interestingly, the origin of #w
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most Escuelas Experimentales has this in common: the encounter between 
parents and teachers. These educational experiments rise from collective 
interest and the search for a different and free education, democratic in 
the most elementary of terms.

After so many years, the relationship with the government is not so 
close anymore. On the one hand, there is less interest on the part of the 
Argentine government to closely monitoring the experiments of the 
escuelitas; on the other hand, there are families who are more and more 
interested in the practices proposed. Nowadays, approaches to the private 
sector are being planned. There is, for example, an escuelita founded 
entirely by an oil and gas company. 

The practices
The engagement of the artist

The teachers meet every day after class, at around 2 pm., to cook and 
have lunch together. The purpose is to discuss school matters. In one of 
these conversations, educator Mariano Leguizamón commented that 
the artistic skills of the students are often stimulated, but not aimed at 
forming artists. The teacher said that one of the most relevant elements 
of art to be learned is the attitude of the artist. An artist is someone who 
fully engages in an activity, whose intense devotion to the work results in 
unique pieces and actions. “Being happy is not doing what you want, but 
loving what you do. The engagement of the artist can teach us a lot about 
that,” said Leguizamón.

The students paint almost every day, either with tempera or with 
crayons, as activities for various school subjects – it is not necessary to 
be in art class to paint. In a language class, for example, the teacher read 
the tale “The Skin of the Louse” by Italo Calvino. After discussing the story 
with the students, she suggested that they paint the most remarkable 
scene on the cover of their poem notebooks.

In one of the classes with 3-year-old children, we witnessed another 
situation highlighted by the teachers: painting is exercised freely, usually 
without pencil drawings serving as a base. Therefore, there are no lines that 
require filling in. The drawing begins with a blur, with no commitment to 
any kind of model. In another group of children, students Benjamin and 
Miguel, both 7 years old, were talking about drawing a map. Benjamin 
started crying because he could not draw the map with the precision of 
the original version. In response, Miguel said: “It does not matter if you 
draw it differently, this way you learn too.”

Each person is encouraged to find their own path, in the manner they 
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choose, like an artist facing a horizon to be represented with any colour, 
any shape. The British painter and sculptor Julie Brook, in a statement 
strongly related to the philosophy of the escuelitas, says in an interview 
from the book “Education”: “What I love about teaching to draw is that 
you cannot do it for the person, they have to experience it for themselves.”

Drawing and painting symbolize an inner journey that demands 
concentration. With each sheet of paper painted, the students feel more 
comfortable with themselves, to the point of expressing their own 
languages. Art is creation, an exercise for students to embrace the freedom 
that is theirs. At the escuelitas, art is not identified as the result of a process 
- like a drawing or a finished tale, for example - yet, it is the process itself, 
the exercise of imagination and autonomy. This is an action that stimulates 
a characteristic desired by parents: “I  have always been concerned about the 
independence of my children ,” explains Claudia Pacheco, mother of four-
year old Uma, and Leon, a little over 1 year old.

During the visit to the Escuelas Experimentales, we found a book 
titled “Más Allá de la Capacitación: Debates Acerca de la Formacion 
de los Docentes en Ejercicio” (Beyond Training: Debates on the Training 
of Working Teachers). It consists of a compilation of texts by educator 
Alejandra Birgin - there is even a narrative by the Brazilian writer Clarice 
Lispector that reminds us of situations occurring in the escuelitas: 

The teacher wanted them to know, through the Portuguese classes, 
that the flavour of a fruit is in the contact of the fruit with the sense of 
taste and not in the fruit itself. There was no learning of anything new, 
it was only a rediscovery.

After hearing the teachers say so many times that the Escuelas 
Experimentales are a way of showing the students that society could 
organize itself in different manners, we could not help relating the 
challenge of Argentine teachers to Clarice Lispector’s quote: both provoke 
the rediscovery of reality. The students are invited to rethink the world 
that they already know, side by side with the teachers, sometimes starting 
from a blur or a traditional song or a text by French writer Jules Verne. 
The teachers are not in the pursuit of their students’ academic excellence; 
the main point is to show children and youths that the world they know 
is a creation made by people over time and, exactly because of that, it can 
be recreated otherwise.

“Children often sing the atrocities they learn on television. It is as if the 
TV producers think that being a child is being ignorant. But children may be 
the wisest of mankind. If we listen to them, we realize that they use essential 
phrases,” said Nelly Pearson, one of the founders of the little schools.

 

A COLLECTIVE NETWORK OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS
Currently, there are 25 Escuelas Experimentales. In itheir inception, 
those who saw the small school of 120 students in the 1970s had no 
idea that the government would turn this micro experiment into a 
public institution. At the same time, they created an institute for the 
training of teachers who would be immersed in that educational 
proposal. Those who have gone through the teaching course and 
have become multipliers of escuelitas represent key elements in the 
strengthening of the network and in the plotting of new schools.

school school

school institute
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Fingerprints of the parents
Just as the students enter a process of rediscovery of the world, the same 

happens with those parents who take seriously the school stimulus for 
their participation. As previously mentioned, most Escuelas Experimentales 
are created from the interest of parents who are actively involved in the 
mobilization, pressuring the government to increase the number of units - 
however, the engagement decreases after the school is built.

To mobilize the parents, a creative call has been invented: instead of a 
bimonthly meeting, the escuelitas invite mothers and fathers to bake at the 
school once a month, at an event known as “the bakery.” It is not a time 
to show children’s grades, mostly because grades are not given to students 
throughout the evaluation processes. Because the schools are small, the 
teachers know the students by name, historic background and difficulties. 
As a group, the teachers discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each 
student, and that is enough to evaluate them. There are no tests with results 
either in numbers (0-10) or in letters (A, B, C), let alone conceptual ones 
(poor, fair, good, very good).

At the end of the day, the whole school gathers to sing and dance. It 
is a constant, daily evaluation, based on group and individual activities, 
oral presentations and projects in various formats. The educators use 
only the terms “approved” and “disapproved” at the end of the year - as 
is the usual case, the “disapproved” students remain in the same stage 
the following year.

The pizzas and bread made by the parents are sold to the community, 
and the income is given to the school, destined for extra expenses. The 
presence of the parents impacts the school directly, both by creating a 
stronger network, and by financially benefiting the institution.

The fingerprints of the parents are noticeable in the schools, as you 
walk by. At the first school we visited, La Bahia, one teacher pointed at the 
children’s playground with wooden toys built by the parents. Next to it, 
they had made a huge heap of earth so the children can ski and play in the 
winter. This feature of the schools was visible elsewhere and we were able to 
see the parents’ fingerprints throughout the buildings.

 

The act of sharing
In Ushuaia, the maté tea is very popular. The tradition of this tea, typical 

of the southernmost part of Latin America, is a legacy of the indigenous 
cultures. Maté is an herb served in a gourd, to which hot water is added.
In groups of friends, the gourd is passed from hand to hand, and each one 
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takes a sip. Maté is very popular in Ushuaia, and is enjoyed even during 
the teachers’ meetings, which take place almost daily at all the Escuelas 
Experimentales in the region.

The act of sharing is the essence of this tradition, and as soon as we 
learned that sharing is one of the central points of the escuelitas, it was 
impossible not to relate it to the practices of the school. In the two daily 
snack times, for example, the students share pitchers of maté and bread. 
Even classroom materials are collective, bought by the school early in the 
year, with a fund that is provided by the government to the parents, and 
handed over to the school.

“Here, we must always be alert. When we are fully present, we give  our 
best,” said a former student of the Escuelas Experimentales, who is currently 
taking her teaching course and is also an intern at La Bahia. She told this while 
sweeping the floor of one of the rooms. As soon as the morning classes end, 
the teachers share some of the chores - cleaning restrooms, washing dishes, 
etc. - and then they meet for a collective lunch. In one of these meetings, at 
the school Las Gaviotas, while we were eating pasta with a sauce of carrots 
and eggplant, the discussion turned to the situation of some troublesome 
students. It was amazing how the meeting was more like a family conversation 
than a moment of deliberation on teaching issues.

The fact that the teachers know the students and their backgrounds 
makes a decisive difference. They share not only moments and objects, but 
also interest in each other. There are no doubts, at any time, about which 
student they are speaking of; teachers have their names very clearly in mind. 
Talking about students is not referring to a shapeless mass, it is talking about 
Facundo, about Giovana, about Rocco, about Aoinkenko and other students 
whose personal backgrounds are known by their teachers.

 “The attitude of sharing consequently leaves outside the school walls 
selfish or competitive impulses as well as the tendency to stand out, or to do 
things with a purpose other than the sheer joy of doing it. We share the days 
without those thoughts of ‘let’s see who finishes first’ or ‘let’s see who does it 
better’,“ says Emilio Urruty, educator at La Bahia.
 
Teaching

The student Aoinkenko, 10 years old, answered the question “How do 
the teachers teach you?” with a brief sentence: “With millions of things.” 
When asked what these millions of things were, she said that she could 
not explain because “millions of things” were too many things and the 
break was about to end. But you can learn more about the strategies of the 
educators if you observe one of the escuelitas teaching courses, held at the 
Escuela Experimental Las Lengas, also in Ushuaia.
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At the end of the 
day, the whole 
school gathers to 
sing and dance.

Like at all Escuelas Experimentales, numerous drawings that are spread 
around the area add colour to the environment. The teaching course 
follows dynamics which are quite similar to the classes at the escuelitas: the 
groups of aspiring teachers also sit in circles, more precisely in two circles 
of cushions. After the first part of the class, it is break time, during which 
the group meets in a larger circle and a snack is served as soon as the room 
is silent. Then another class and a final circle with music or dance. Students 
and teachers sweep the area and wash the dishes, tidying the school in just 
a few minutes after the last class. On one of the days we visited it, a student 
told a friend: “We are quicker than fire-fighters.” And the colleague replied: 
“Of course, we are together.”

To enter the teaching program, no exam or test is required. The 
students pay a monthly fee of 150 pesos (a little over 24 US dollars) 
to cover materials and food. Attending the teaching course at Las 
Lengas is the most common way to become a teacher in the Escuelas 
Experimentales of Ushuaia.

In the mathematics teaching class that we attended, the future teachers 
were taught an approach with multiple possibilities. “If a student solves a 
math problem diferently from your way, don’t correct it. Try to understand 
the reasoning and motivate the student to continue on that path,” said 
Coco, one of the teachers of the teaching course. He suggested countless 
possibilities, like number guessing and imagination games, which then 
would lead to other matters such as multiplication or the radius of the 
circle. We used an abacus and a globe in that class, and towards the end, 
the teacher began to tell an ancient story about numbers. When the class 
ended, the participants were disappointed - they wanted more.
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In another class, the aspiring educators learned to play the flute. 
In the geography teaching class, the teacher spent more than an hour 
listing the conventions that we take for granted, such as the calendar 
and the words we use. He suggested, for example, that we read a book 
about the Battle of Trafalgar, occurred in Spain. He told his student 
teachers that, since the book was already public property, they could 
suggest in class that students build their own books. It would suffice to 
print the pages and each student could customize their editions as they 
wished. This suggestion by the geography teacher connects not only the 
subjects history, geography and arts, but finds a way to stimulate the 
inventiveness of the students.

 

Silence to perceive and presence to play
At the escuelitas, moments of silence usually precede the beginning 

of classes and meals. It is not a disciplinary silence; on the contrary, the 
moments of quietness represent the sharing of respect, a way of perceiving 
each other without words, like a ritual jointly experienced. These moments 
gave us goose bumps, touched us. Because when the flow of words stops, 
another level of communication becomes more explicit. Without noise, 
the strength of looks, at full intensity, emerge.

Silence connects with the state of “presence in the present” and this, 
according to Chilean educator Humberto Maturana, is the central axis 
in the act of playing. In the book “Loving and Playing,” written in co-
authorship with researcher Gerda Verden-Zöller, Maturana reflects on 
the theme:

“Playing is being attentive to the present. A child who plays is involved 
in what they are doing, while doing it. If they play doctor, they are the 
doctor; if they pretend to be riding a horse, that is what they are doing. 
Playing has nothing to do with the future.”

To play is to genuinely connect yourself with people and with the 
environment. At the escuelitas, games are often used as part of the learning 
process. Immediately after a class of rhythmic writing - in which students 
learn to write in cursive, copying letters from the blackboard while the 
teacher plays a song on the guitar – the educator saves part of the class for 
the children to play games.

The breaks, which last 30 minutes, are like true epic adventures for 
the children. They are usually in open and public areas, such as the 
woods or at the foot of mountains - a group of students never got tired of 
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showing us a house made of branches in the middle of the woods, which 
they had made. These schools cherish the act of playing; they recognize 
it as a way to better understand yourself and others. Maturana explains 
in his writings:

“You play when you are aware of what you are doing, at the moment 
you are doing it. This is what, now, our western culture denies us, by 
continuously drawing our attention to the consequences of what we 
do, and not to what we actually do. So, saying ‘we must prepare for 
the future’ means we must direct our attention away from the here 
and now, and saying ‘we should give a good impression’ means that 
we should pay attention to what we are not, but what we wish to be. 
By acting this way, we create a source of difficulties in our relationship 
with others and with ourselves, because we are where our attention is, 
not where our bodies are.”

After learning all this
The digestion of the pedagogies

When we talked about the purpose of education with teachers of the 
Escuelas Experimentales, we heard replies that clarified even more the 
whys behind their practices.

One of the teachers, Tite Sebastián Scurzi, emphasized that we 
should not think of education with a utilitarian approach, that seeks 
purposes and justifications, but should analyze the acts of learning 
and teaching as natural inclinations of the human being to get to know 
the world and the self. Emilio, educator at La Bahia, made it clear 
that education is a spontaneous and organic process, so much so that 
“I wish that nothing called education existed, that education would 
occur naturally, not as part of a system.”

Education, as Dorothy Ling said, is a process of coming and going. If 
the teacher pays attention to the child, as much as the child pays attention 
to the teacher, the two learn equally. “The school can be the most fun place 
in the world, if we ourselves become fun,” says educator Nelly Pearson, 
adding that when a school does not work, this means that people in the 
institution do not “work” either.

“We use all pedagogies; in our library there are books by a wide 
variety of  authors,” reported Vincent Arbo, teacher at the school Las 
Gaviotas. Using sources such as Rudolf Steiner, Paulo Freire, Célestin 
Freinet and Jean Piaget, to name just a few of the authors that came 
up in our conversations, the educators of the Escuelas Experimentales 

undertake a digestion of pedagogies, thus creating something new, 
multifaceted and multi-referential, in the search for points in which each 
theory and practice is more connected with certain needs and purposes. 
The pedagogy of these schools is a mosaic of ideas in a dialogue, and of 
people and lines of action that meet everywhere. 

Coco, the teacher who received us in Ushuaia, lives in the “District of 
Teachers,” an area where another ten educators live. In the morning, one 
usually gives the other a ride to work. They live the theme of education 
inside and outside the school. In the same manner that they stimulate 
their students to understand what the engagement of the artist is, the 
unrestricted dedication of someone to an activity or a cause, they fully 
plunge into their work. They are all teacher-artists and artist-teachers, 
who attempt to rediscover the world each day, share a collective path, 
give less value to the fuss of the novelty and more value to the silence of 
the gaze.

 

Nelly Pearson, 
one of the 
founders of 
the Escuelas 
Experimentales, 
argues that adults 
should listen 
more closely to 
children, so that 
they can perceive 
their wisdom.
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Some news spreads through the school: a teacher has been 
kidnapped. Only a few traces of the kidnapping arise. Through a Twitter 
account, hints of his whereabouts are shared. The students assemble and 
try to understand the mysterious disappearance. They decipher codes, 
enigmas, and carefully investigate each clue. “He wasn’t a really smart 
guy, so he ended up in a subterranean maze,” highlights teacher Alicia 
Iannucci. “We knew that it wasn’t real, but the search for an outcome of 
the mission motivated us,” says student Tia, 13 years old. The teacher 
Pi shared messages with addresses and enigmas on social networks, 
stimulating the students not only to discover his whereabouts, but also 
to learn how to read maps, for instance.

At Quest to Learn, games are part of the daily life. Each activity is part 
of a larger mission; every move is a response to a challenge. The school 
opened in 2009 with 76 students; today, it counts on 330 students from 
grade 6 to 10.

“The students never have activities void of purpose or values to 
support them,” says Arana Shapiro, co-principal and one of the founders 
of the school. The games expand the classrooms and engage students 
to participate more actively in the process of embracing and creating 
knowledge. Games start in the field of possibilities; they are systems 
that launch problems to the students. In the routine at Quest to Learn, 
students often spend time facing computers. However, this is only one of 
the school’s aspects, also notable for creating non-digital games - 70% of 
them are on paper.

Quest to Learn is a public school, and it receives students with diverse 
profiles. The directors emphasize that they do not have any selection test 
for accepting new students. They proudly say so, sure that one of the 
school’s main features is the multiplicity of views.

During our visit, we joined a lunch at the school, organized by the 
parents, in recognition of the educators’ work. We met Suzanne Pillsbury, 
former editor of videos and mother of Sam, 11 years old, who told us that 
the school is in clear and permanent movement, seeking new ways of using 
technology as a tool to boost the wealth of the knowledge exchange in the 

“The most effective way of teaching is to let the 
students take control of their own learning”

ELISA ARAGON, QUEST TO LEARN’S PRINCIPAL AND MEMBER OF THE 
NEW YORK DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION.
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encounters. At a certain point in our conversation, we mentioned the word 
“flexible” when referring to another educational experiment, and she said: 
“It’s more than flexible, Quest to Learn is dynamic, it’s an intelligent system.”

A school in the actual virtuality
In the hallways of Quest to Learn, it is possible to find people who represent 

the New York Department of Education, as well as designers who work for 
an NGO named “Institute of Play.” The school emerged from the partnership 
between this NGO, the New York Public School System, and the New Visions 
for Public Learning organization. Among the motivations that guided game 
designer Katie Salen to create the Institute of Play and the Quest to Learn, was 
her own quest to perceive children as the centre of the innovation. She states 
in her book Quest to Learn: developing a school for digital kids:

“My team asked: what can one do for the children, if we considered 
the school as only one of possible places for learning in a network that 
included an array of sites, among which the school environment as well as 
places away from it, be they local and global, physical and digital, led by 
teachers and students, individually and collaboratively?”

People often ask Salen if Quest to Learn is a chartered school with 
private management, since in the US it is common for schools with different 
methodologies to be so. However, Quest to Learn is not a chartered school; 

The principal, 
Elisa Aragon, 
states that Quest 
to Learn is always 
in transformation, 
open to the 
demands of 
educators, 
students and 
parents.

How it all began
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it is a public school like others in the country, operated by the government, 
but with a very unique element: a creative institute installed in its building.

The Institute of Play is what brings to the school the winds of innovation. 
From it come the experiments with technology and games, and the perception 
that the new generation demands a different educational approach.  

Another approach that responds to the contemporary context: “The 
internet is the infrastructure of our lives,” declared Spanish sociologist 
Manuel Castells in a conference that took place in São Paulo in 2013. 
For him, we already live in a real virtuality and not in a virtual reality.  
The French thinker, Michel Serres, believes that we are now living a 
third world revolution: first there was the transition from the oral to the 
written system, then from the written to the printed one, and now from 
the printed to the virtual one. As a reflection of this context, the new 
generations, according to Serres, are building a new profile of intelligence: 
faster, multiple and intuitive. “The theatre is filled with actors, furniture 
[...] No more teachers at the blackboard, they are all over the classroom,” 
wrote Serres in his book Thumbelina. Quest to Learn opened its doors to 
let into the classroom the kaleidoscopic reality that children and teenagers 
live in their routines.

Missions
Doctor Smallz shared his situation with Quest to Learn’s students 

through a message left on the microscope: in a fantastic deviation of 
destiny, the doctor had shrunk and was now inside the body of a patient. 
So, the students would be his guide in a journey through the innards 
of the patient. As Smallz moved, the students learned about the human 
body. The last goal was to advise the doctor on the best medicine for the 
patient, who was being seen from the inside.

The classes at Quest to Learn are mainly divided into two parts: 
missions with groups of 25 to 30 students, like the journey inside the 
human body with Doctor Smallz, and boss levels (“advanced phases”), 
with durations of at least one week, when only one challenge is solved at 
a time by a group of 15 students. The missions are composed of a series of 
quests (it is important to highlight that the term “quest” has a particular 
meaning; a quest is more than a search, it is like a challenge, a search 
with an affirmed intent). In the mission of searching for teacher Pi, for 
example, one of the quests was deciphering his messages on Twitter.

In another mission, teacher David Sadoff proposed to the students the 
creation of a sustainable school using Minecraft, a game in which one can 

The practices
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build virtual environments. The students produced videos about schools 
they imagined, presenting the places in a way people could get into their 
digital architectures. 

Another group received a mission “from the hereafter”: a gang of ghosts 
who live in the basement of the American Museum of Natural History 
contacted the students. Soon, the ghosts told them of their anguishes: they 
were fighting against each other and had almost destroyed the museum, 
since they advocated different opinions on the American Civil War. One 
of them represented the voice of the slaves, the other, the voice of the 
landowners, and still another of the crowd of civilians. To calm the ghosts 
down, the students had to work in teams and learn about dealing with 
conflicts and empathy.

“If you observe what games do and what good learning experience 
does, you will find great similarities,” explains Brian Waniewski, director 
of the Institute of Play. The similarities are explicit: games establish a clear 
set of goals and offer the players a kind of step-by-step process to reach 
them. Games are structured in different phases in order to provide enough 
challenges to the players, and thus they stay within the limits of their skills, 
but do not get frustrated nor give up. Games use data to give the participants 
information that enables them to understand where they are and where 
they should go to achieve their goals. Games comprise distinct styles of 
action and learning, with several routes to reach mastery. In challenges for 
multiple players, for example, there is a clear invitation for the participants 
to organize themselves so that each one plays using their most unique  
abilities, making easier the resolution of complex problems. “A game is 
nothing more than a set of problems,” claims Waniewski.

When someone contradicts educator Dan O’Keefe, Waniewski’s 
colleague at the Institute of Play, by declaring that education and games do 
not match, he asks: “What types of games are you referring to?” Honoring 
games is not only a way of making the process of learning more fun, but 
it means to validate a tool that is present in the daily life of youths, and 
whose practical potential has only now started to be probed.

Advanced phases
Thus goes the school year: the students start classes in September and the 

end of the first quarter is in December; the second quarter goes from January 
to March; the last one from April to June. At the end of the first and the last 
quarters, the focus of the students of Quest to Learn is on the boss levels.

Student Rocco, a 14-year-old 9th-grade student, remembers the end of 
his first quarter, grinning. Upon entering the school, in 6th grade, he built 
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his first machine as a boss level activity - a gadget called Rube Goldberg, 
invented by an American cartoonist of the same name. Such machines 
are built up with objects like pipes, dominoes, toy trains and fans, all of 
which articulated in chain. The purpose of a Rube Goldberg machine is 
to perform simple tasks, such as closing a door or opening a book. The 
challenge of Rocco’s group was to feed turtles. They spent a whole week 
building the machine.

The machine built by Rocco’s group started out with pipes, through 
which marbles rolled. Along the way, there were also plastic chickens, 
stakes, books and a skateboard. Building such a machine is a sophisticated 
exercise of articulation of a system, which depends on each one of the pieces 
for the final action to happen. During the boss level, each group is backed 
by one specific teacher throughout an entire week. The teacher encourages 
the students to try countless uses of distinct objects, stimulating a greater 
number of experiments and, at the same time, more failures and more 
learning from the mistakes.

Integrated domains 
One of the characteristics of Quest to Learn most cited by the students 

is that the subjects are not the same as in traditional schools. Instead of 
Sciences and Mathematics, they learn “The Way Things Work,” which is a 
merger of both disciplines. Instead of a gym class, students get in touch with 

Students learn 
mathematical 
operations 
through a card 
game.
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the mysteries of the body and health, during the “Well-Being Moment.”
Indeed, the subjects do not receive the name “disciplines,” or even 

“subjects,” but “domains.” Weekly, the students take part in activities in 
five different domains. Besides the “Well-Being Moment” and “The Way 
Things Work,” there are also: “Sports for the Mind” (a domain dedicated 
to the creation of games and multimedia arts), “Being, Space and Place” 
(a mixture of English and social studies), and “The World of Codes” (an 
integration between English and Mathematics). Besides the domains, 
optional activities are also offered, like basketball, swimming and baseball, 
held in public parks.

The integration of themes allows the topics to be perceived with 
less fragmentation. In one class of the domain “The Way Things Work”, 
the challenge was to create a solar oven for pizzas using a pizza box, 
an aluminium sheet, plastic, scissors and paper. In this task, students 
simultaneously learn concepts of Science and Mathematics, both as they 
discuss the benefits of solar energy, and when they receive directions 
such as: “measure one centimetre on the edge of the box lid.”

As different subjects are presented, different approaches are 
experimented. For example, on one day they make a solar oven, and on 
another, they organize an event with lectures. In the classes of the “Well-
Being Moment,” teacher Cameron Brown and his students conducted 
a TED - QuestSchool, an event based on the TED format (online 
short lectures of up to 18 minutes in length). The event focused on the 
dissemination of inspiring ideas in the nutrition field - they explored 
themes like “The Truth behind McDonald’s” and “Muscles were Made 
to Work.”  More than learning about healthy nourishment, the youths 
experienced being the organizers and lecturers. They worked as a team to 
prepare every detail, and made an effort to defend - in meager 18 minutes 
- ideas they believed in.

In activities that require so much dedication from students, the 
teacher’s attention must also be doubled. “If I didn’t like what I do, I would 
probably think that I am overworking. Since I love what I do, this is the 
best place for me to be,” says Brown, enthusiastically.

Collective Construction
Rebecca Grodner’s summer was filled with the reading of all the Quest 

to Learn’s website texts and of the book about the school. She had been 
chosen as a teacher and she didn’t want to start her job without at least 
knowing the school’s jargon. 

The selection of educators for Quest to Learn is meticulous and 
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comprehensive - only the candidates who express their real adherence 
to the school’s proposal can work there. The school receives countless 
résumés, mainly because since the beginning it had been decided that 
for each year a new team of teachers would be hired, so that a new school 
grade could be added until the school had all the high school grades. To 
provide a view of the school’s model to the potential teachers, some events 
about Quest to Learn took place with the candidates. 

Those who wish to continue in the selection process send a text about 
a project that they have carried out with children, an initiative that makes 
them proud. The school has teacher selection committees composed 
of people from different areas, which enables diverse perspectives in the 
follow-up process - an educator, a member of the Institute of Play and 
someone from the administration. The texts are selected, and then there 
are interviews by phone and in person. Finally, the candidates considered 
by the committee as the most apt will give a class in which they will be 
observed. Only after this stage, the job is offered. After passing through 
such a strict and meticulous selection process, Grodner decided to use part 
of her summer to study more about Quest to Learn.

The first mission conducted by Grodner with the students involved 
the theme “war”: How the United States Gets Involved in Conflicts with 
Other Countries. They studied the period of the Revolutionary War and 
the conflicts with Iran and Afghanistan. At the end, they wrote a proposal 
to settle the conflicts in the region, to be presented to an imaginary 
organization called the Middle East Strategy Team. 

Another activity developed by the new teacher was a game of debates, 
in which the participants were invited to discuss a theme and, depending 
on how they acted, they would gain or lose points. Asking, agreeing, 
disagreeing, and arguing against, for example, are actions with rewards or 
penalties. “Instead of saying to the students ‘don’t interrupt when someone 
is speaking,’ we opened the possibility: ‘you can interrupt, but you will lose 
points by doing so’,” says Grodner. The individual points were added to the 
team points. Thus, the students were stimulated to pay more attention to 
their own behavior and that of their classmates so the team would not be 
harmed. “A game like this one allows you to develop a practical-reflective 
profile,” remarks the teacher.

There is always an invitation open to the students: modify the games! 
There are cases of games in which the students created new cards and 
new rules. Principal Elisa Aragon, also a member of the New York State 
Education Department, says: “the most effective way to teach is to let the 
students take control of their own learning process.”
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digital format, requires that all the teachers have dialogues with experts in 
other areas. The new educators, like Grodner, have two weekly meetings 
with a games designer/creator and with a learning designer, who is also 
a pedagogy expert, savvy in the art of instigating the students to learn. 
They are responsible for collaborating with the teacher in the process of 
“gameification” of certain assignments taken to the students, helping in 
the creation of games that make easier the understanding of subjects. The 
teachers with one year of experience at Quest to Learn have one weekly 
meeting with the two designers, and then, when they are in their third 
year, there are no more meetings, since they will have mastered the world 
of games enough to be able to elaborate their own activities without direct 
assistance during the planning stage, only in the materialization stage.

The meetings between teachers and designers take place at the 
Mission Lab, a laboratory created by the Institute of Play on one of the 
two floors of the school building. “At first, game designers had never 
worked with educators, so the discussions did not “flow” easily. The 
teachers often showed resistance to that partnership.  Nowadays, the 
connection has improved and we have already produced more than 60 
games, since the founding of the school,” claims the Director of Mission 
Lab, Rebecca Rufo-Tepper.

The seed for each game created sprouts when a teacher shares the 
will or the need to re-format the approach of a topic. The theme always 
comes from the teacher. “We never use a game just because it’s fun,” 
says Dan O’Keefe. In the first meeting, the three agents discuss game 
possibilities from the proposal shared by the teacher. Next, in another 
meeting, the game designer presents a prototype of the game. “If possible, 
we immediately take advantage of the opportunity to test the game in 
a group. If it is still not good, we make another prototype,” highlights 
O’Keefe. The more the teachers get involved in the building of a game, the 
better the final product is. Usually, after two prototypes, the students are 
invited to test the game and evaluate its quality.

The created games are designed to be used by other educators in the 
future - and there is a plan of making the games available on the internet 
for everyone interested. The elaboration of a game is a process that takes, 
on average, six weeks. 

Brian Waniewski emphasizes that this process is the “special spice” 
of the school. “The collaboration between teachers and designers opens 
a window to other types of resources, which usually wouldn’t exist in a 
public education institution,” he comments. Cameron Brown remarks: 
“With this support, I feel that I can take risks and try new things.”

The time dedicated to the construction of the games is long, but 
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essential. The outcome is true immersion and experience in which the 
engagement of the students is the main engine. In other words: “I hear and 
I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand,” said the Chinese 
philosopher Confucius in the 5th century B.C.

Team articulation 
One of the most frequent questions asked of the educators and 

designers at Quest to Learn is about competition: Wouldn’t a school 
based on games overly stimulate competitive behavior in the students? 
“We promote more group competition than individual competition. We 
also believe that the effort to compete individually, when stimulated in a 
healthy way, is positive,” says Arana.

The whole school was impressed by an event that clearly demonstrated 
the learning of the students regarding teamwork. Two years ago, Quest to 
Learn entered the Olympiad of Mathematics with no high expectation of 
victories, only the feeling that the new experience would be fun. In one 
of the tasks, each team had to discuss in group and give only one answer. 
Quest to Learn’s opponents could not articulate because when joint 
thoughts expressed in a single answer were expected, several disconnected 
solutions were presented by the members, which showed that they were 
not working as a team. Even being close to each other, the rival team 
seemed to take part in that challenge as independent individuals.

Quest to Learn students gave only one answer without hesitating.  “It 
was so exciting to see that group so strong. We even cried,” remarked 
Aragon. That first year in which the school participated in the Olympics, 
they were winners. In the following edition, once again they obtained the 
first place. “My dream is that children feel happy to learn and think. I don’t 
want to control them; I want them to explore their own society. I hope that 
one day adults can take a day off and children can just enjoy the learning 
in what they are doing, without anyone guiding them,” envisions Aragon. 

After learning all this
The teacher is the core

We have learned that “gameifying” a school means overthrowing the 
rigidity of structures in favor of imagination. The student is seen as the 
center in any of the processes, and technology is the platform through 
which creativity takes flight. The teachers are invited to exercise their own 
imagination in the creation of new materials and proposals. #p
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During the visit of sociologist Manuel Castells to Brazil, one of his 
remarks summarized the opportunity embraced by Quest to Learn, even 
though he was not referring to the school: “The internet is freedom, and 
is a way for us to lose fear together.” If we replace “internet” for “new 
technologies,” we will find, precisely, the core that supports the school 
in New York. The teachers, as well as the parents and students, bet on a 
challenging learning approach, which enables the loss of fear caused by 
change. The new winds of technology bring the opportunity for us to 
rethink behaviors, recalling the infinite possibilities that are available in 
the world to pursue a path of learning.  

Evidently, there are many hidden perils when we talk about new 
technologies applied to education. Like when the schools have computers 
in the classrooms as if machines themselves resulted in a solution.  Digital 
technology is a means, not an end. At Quest to Learn, one of the main 
highlight points is neither in the games nor in the computers being used by 
students, but in the dynamic curriculum in which the approach of themes 
and the themes themselves are rethought by the three agents who meet to 
collaborate: the teacher, the game designer and the learning designer.

“I have never experienced so much energy in a work environment. 
At the Department of Education, there isn’t much innovation due to 
bureaucracy, but here, with the partnership between the Department and 
the Institute of Play, we are at the forefront of changes in the educational 
field,” expresses Evan Klein, Vice-Principal of the school when talking 
about his greatest daily stimulus. 

Besides Quest to Learn, there is Chicago Quest, created by the 
Institute of Play. It is another school based on systemic thought and 
“gameification.” However, the Institute does not focus on the expansion 
of the institutions. Brian Waniewski emphasizes that the Quest to Learn 
schools “are not a model, they are an inspiration.” Inspiration for those 
who believe in systemic thought, for those who treasure the connection 
between the individual and the whole. Inspiration for those who do not 
have prejudices against the logic of games, for those who believe that it is 
possible to reinvent the school model within the public system, without 
opting for practices that involve student selection. 

After a visit to Brazil, in 2012, Waniewski had the impression that, in that 
country, discussions about education were focused mainly on the large-scale, 
or even follow a path in which technology is presented as a tool to replace the 
teacher’s work, standardizing the learning experience. Waniewski’s concern is 
not about scale. “In our schools, the teacher is the core; we really treasure the 
development of educators. Not only as conveyors of content, but as designers, 
empowered to create what happens in the school”.
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WHO SUPPORTS THE EDUCATOR
At Quest to Learn, the teachers work side by side with two people - a 
learning designer and a game designer - who help them in thinking 
about the contents with creativity and lucid qualities. According to 
one of the educators interviewed, this support provides the courage 
to take more risks and to try new proposals. 
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As soon as we entered North Star, from afar we saw a boy about 14 years 
old walking past the lobby. He was wearing a T-shirt with the following 
sentence printed on the back: “Learning is natural. School is optional.” 
We were not in a school. The place that we visited names itself a center 
of self-directed learning, an option for families who choose to conduct 
the teaching of their children with more autonomy, based on their own 
interests. “The main goal of the Center is to encourage teenagers to live a 
fuller, more meaningful life. We invite people to rethink their prejudices 
against learning, and thus we wish to help parents to deal with their 
children, says North Star co-founder Ken Danford.

We arrived in the opening week of the 17th year, when dozens of people 
gathered in the small town of Hadley, Massachusetts. It was a beautiful 
summer day in early September. The rooms of a nice wooden house 
were crowded with parents, teenagers, children, teachers, volunteers, 
former participants and people interested in the beginning of the new 
stage. Outside, a newly planted garden drew everyone’s attention with its 
beauty; it was filled with huge daisies and other vibrant flowers, and had 
a vegetable garden on one side.

When we climbed the stairs leading to the inner area of the Center, 
we found Isabel, 13 years old, sitting and waiting for the start of the day. 
“I love it that this place looks like a house, and not like a school. Today is 
my first day here, and I already feel welcome.” The house, full of people, 
seemed like a place for vacation activities. North Star is like a learning 
club for teenagers of 12 to 18 years of age who choose to learn away 
from formal education. It is a place that provides countless enriching 
experiences and encounters whose purpose is to expand the life repertoire 
of the participants, inviting them to a freer life style.

Still in the morning, we were taken by surprise by the melody of a flute 
played by John Sprague, teacher and expert on the culture of peace. Playing 
pleasant music while walking past various rooms, Sprague invited people 
to the inner area. The first room off the entrance hall is a large wooden 
place with a cosy atmosphere. Comfortable couches and armchairs are 
placed among chairs. On one wall, there is a window overlooking the 

I hope that education has increasingly less to do 
with educators, and more to do with living life. 

Education cannot be apart from life, it is life itself.
JONAH MEYER, 18 YEARS OLD, FORMER STUDENT AND 

CURRENT COUNCIL MEMBER OF NORTH STAR
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garden and a mural with photos, notes and notices. Parents, students, 
volunteers and North Star staff cross the room - known as the Lounge - and 
little by little occupy the seats in the music room, a big room on the side.

The presence of a new participant in the opening meeting made the 
moment even more special. The newcomer was Noah Hornick, 12 years 
old, son of co-founder Josh Hornick, old enough to take part in the 
activities of the Center. That demonstrated the maturity of the school, 
created at a time when Noah had not been born yet.

The ceremony had a series of emotional speeches. “I know how 
daunting the decision to leave a school can be, as if you were entering a 
dark place. Taking a step into this other paradigm is huge. It is choosing a 
lifestyle in which we re-learn to interact with our family,” said Catherine 
Gobron, the programme director of the Center. That celebration, marked 
by spontaneous declarations set the tone of the encounter: an open space, 
built with affection and collective involvement.

A father said, “I myself wouldn’t have any idea for a ‘first step’ to make 
this change with my son. So, I am very grateful to North Star for that.”

 

How it all began
Concerns

Ken Danford and Josh Hornick met in 1994, when both were teachers 
at a public school in the United States. Hornick used to remark: “It seems 
like I am teaching students to hate Science,” referring to the standardized 
format of his classes. This discomfort was shared by Danford, who was 

Morning in the 
Center Lounge, 
where teenagers 
spend time as 
they please.
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also bothered by the lack of interest of students in his Math class. “I didn’t 
think that I had the right to tell my students that their lives would be 
ruined if they didn’t come to school, especially because I myself wondered 
if that was an absolute truth,” says Danford. 

Danford’s career looked promising, but he did not believe that 
he could change the structures of the school where he taught. The 
answer was still unclear, yet he knew there would be other ways to 
teach those displeased and unmotivated youths. The willingness to 
change got stronger, after reading a book recommended by Hornick: 
The Teenage Liberation Handbook: how to quit school and get a real life 
and education, by the American educator Grace Llewellyn. Released 
in 1991, the book encourages teenagers to leave school and engage 
in activities that motivate them. It is a book that focuses on the 
main points of a practice and philosophy guided by unschooling and 
homeschooling – stykes of informal learning, not linked to schools. 
“I admit that, at first, the book and the subject caused me uneasiness. 
I was shocked and kept asking myself: ‘How will the youths study 
without my help? Without people like me, without teachers and 
schools?’ I ended up believing that it was possible,” says Danford. 
Inspired by Llewellyn’s book, and still with many concerns, Hornick 
and Danford left the school where they were teaching and gave 
shape to a dream: the creation of a programme that offers support to 
students who want an option to traditional teaching.

In June 1996, the two educators held a first meeting in the small 
town of Amherst, in the state of Massachusetts. It was attended by 80 
people, including parents, students, educators and the curious, all there 
to listen to the proposition of the two entrepreneurs, who were in their 
early thirties. “There were not only people from the local community, 
but from everywhere,” says Danford. On that day, they presented the 
Learning Centre that they would open in September. John Sprague, 
currently the Mathematics and Meditation teacher was one of the 
parents interested in the invitation. At that time, his son Tibet, 15 years 
old, was one of  Ken Danford`s unmotivated students. Father and son 
chose to follow the teacher into his new project, as members, from the 
very inception of the initiative.

The Center opened its doors with 25 enrolled participants. Today, 17 
years later, it hosts 60 youths. Since its origin, it has kept up the intention 
of helping teenagers to direct themselves, to discover their paths in life, 
their “guiding star.”
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Freedom of speech
The teenagers in the Center are not called students, but members and 

participants, like at a club, where they are free to choose the activities of 
their interest.

After going through several disastrous experiences in a few public 
schools, Jonah Meyer came to North Star at the age of 12. “In school, I 
lived a battle every day and, obviously, that prevented me from learning. 
Homeschooling was never a goal for my parents, but when I came here, 
I stopped confronting everything and everyone, and I began to focus on 
living and learning with others. It was the first big life change that I went 
through,” said the youth, now 18 years old and the youngest member of 
the Center’s board of directors.

During the first few days, we met with unschooling and homeschooling 
expert Susannah Sheffer, who has taught at the Center since 2002. She is 
a writer and the former editor of Growing Without Schooling magazine, 
founded by American educator John Holt, precursor of unschooling. 
“Many alternative schools do not allow students to walk freely through 
the school grounds. Schooling is compulsory: you can even choose what 
you want to study, but you cannot leave the school environment,” he 
says. Sheffer conducts a writing workshop, among other activities. She 
is seen as one of the people who, along with Danford, ensures the values 
of North Star. “This is not a school, and that is why it has a number 
of rules that differ from a formal model of teaching. Here everyone is 
free to come and go at anytime, nobody is forced to teach or to learn 
anything,” she says. 

The adhesion contract to the Center also addresses other issues such 
as “North Star does not grant grades or certificates to any of its members,” 
or “the Center does not guarantee that its members will meet the 
requirements established by the standard curriculum.” At the same time, 
the Center is committed to provide a safe and welcoming environment to 
its members, prohibiting conduct that is unlawful or that makes the place 
unsafe or unpleasant.

Initially, the flexibility of rules frightened Laureen Ross, mother 
of Laura, 17 years old, who had never thought of homeschooling as a 
possibility for her daughter. Today, four years later, Ross admits that 
Laura smiles more, and she is more self-confident, besides showing an 
involvement with her learning, which had never been seen before.

“Everyone goes through a period of adaptation. When I arrived, I did 
not go to any of the classes, and only little by little I began to understand 
what my interests were. The freedom given to the teenagers made me have 
such a distinctive experience from my friends who were in a traditional 
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school,” says Ellen Morbyrne, 29 years old, a former Center student and, 
today, part of the permanent team of professionals, working as director 
of operations, counselor and theater teacher, one of the most requested 
classes at the Center. On a typical day, the youths stay in the lounge, in 
the garden or in the library, either waiting for the next class or when they 
do not want to participate in any activity of the day. Some spend time 
reading, others play cards, play board games, use laptops, play the guitar 
or just kick back. For educator Danford, there’s nothing wrong with that, 
since “doing nothing is always doing something.”

The rooms of the house, without any set layout, are open and 
available to all, as long as they are not being used for a class or 
workshop. So much freedom makes those present reflect on their 
roles, dis-conditioning their routines. 

Boundaries that are constructed in the relationship
In the week we spent at North Star, we met Rebecca Kirk, an educator 

from Michigan. Kirk was going through an immersion in the routine of 
North Star, after deciding to replicate the model of the Center in her own 
town. More and more, North Star has been highlighted as a reference 
for self-directed learning centers, offering consulting services to those 
interested in replicating its model in several regions of the US and other 
countries where homeschooling is legal.

After visiting several other educational models, Kirk found at North 
Star what she was looking for. “I do not know if I can describe what goes 
on here, but there are many respectful and subtle conducts that we only 

Educators Danford 
and Hornick 
created North Star 
in 1996, but today, 
only Danford (left) 
works on a daily 
basis, as Executive 
Director of the 
Center.
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notice when we pay attention to the language and to the attitude of the 
adults,” she said. As an example, she told us about a day in which the 
youths were very noisy. Catherine Gobron, the educator who usually 
works in the lounge, calmly asked: “How are we going to deal with the 
noise? How are we going to handle it?” The word “handle” called Kirk’s 
attention. It is a verb that expresses care, a search for an answer that 
comes from the group.

Even when the discussion is about alcohol and drugs, the approach 
of the teachers does not follow a punitive or threatening line. “Find out 
what you can do, so that you and your friends make the best choices. 
If they are in no condition to return to the Center, help them to get 
home and to never return in an inadequate state,” says Danford to the 
participants in a friendly tone. Due to the flexible character of the rules, 
ambiguous behaviors arise. “Some youths test the rules to understand 
the boundaries of the Center. Others feel uncomfortable by the apparent 
lack of rules, but they exist and are clear: it is forbidden to be violent, 
disrespectful or rude,” says Gobron.

The daily life
Every semester, a new calendar is made up of activities structured as 

classes and workshops. There is no division by age or grade - the teenagers 
join groups according to their interests.

The Center has programs for Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and 
Fridays from 9am. to 4pm., and each member decides which days and 
activities they want to attend. On Wednesdays, North Star is closed: it 
is a break in the routine without any pre-programmed activity – so the 
teenagers can have other experiences and a life away from the Center.

On class days, the themes offered include Comic Book drawing, 
Philosophy, Anthropology, Music improvisation, Yoga, Physics, Meditation, 
Theater (one of the most requested workshops), Real numbers (which 
consists of Math exercises applied to everyday life), Writing workshops, 
Digital programming and Sound Engineering, among others.

The class formats are varied. The Center offers a semester program 
with fixed classes up to twice a week, always on the same days, lasting 
approximately one hour. These are group classes.

On Tuesday afternoons, the Center offers workshops on various 
subjects. This is an open space in which anyone - employees, community 
members, teachers or students - present a theme, an activity or a lecture, 
during up to three hours. The workshop of media analysis, for example, 

The practices
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is led by an undergraduate student of communications.
In addition to classes and workshops, some teenagers enjoy individual 

studies with a tutor. These meetings gather teacher and teenager, both 
interested in deepening a specific theme that is not always part of the 
program. Usually, it is Catherine Gobron who seeks a tutor that, along 
with the teenager, researches the topic of interest. Nia Steiner, 19 years 
old, is a former student of the Center and currently volunteers as a tutor 
besides leading theater workshops with Ellen Morbyrne.

Apart from the team of seven permanent professionals who are in 
charge of the administration of the Center and also organize themselves 
among classes and other functions, North Star has a network that 
ranges from 25 to 40 volunteers, comprised of students and professors 
from nearby colleges, parents, former members and people from the 
community.

On Wednesday, we met Steven Brewer, director of the Science Center 
for Biological Computing at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, 
and his wife Alicia, as they walked around North Star. Both were taking 
advantage of the quiet day, with no classes, to organize their tasks at the 
Center. Steven offers computing workshops and Alicia helps to organize 
documents and administrative files. In fact, that was the way Steven 
negotiated to pay for his son Daniel, 14 years old, to attend North Star - 
the tuition of USD 5,000 would be a heavy cost for him. “In traditional 
education, the student watches the teacher pushing a stone uphill. I want 
education to occur otherwise: the student pushes the boulder with the 
teacher alongside and acting as a learning resource.” 

Elaborating classes and developing an attractive program are 
major challenges for the teachers at North Star, since the members 
are not required to attend the activities, unless they find them 
attractive. “What takes most of my time is the process of finding out 
what motivates and excites a teenager during my class,” says teacher 
Mauricio Abascal, also known as Mau, a Cuban who was raised in the 
US. He was fascinated by the Center and ended up developing a series 
of classes and workshops.

Image, the name of one of his classes, invites the teenagers to 
understand similarities and differences between photography and video, 
working with lighting, cameras and publications. The teacher also offers 
a workshop on music production, another in which he teaches the 
Spanish language, and still another that invites participants to reflect on 
the impact of food on their lives.
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Engagement born from motivation
In a place where autonomy and freedom of choice are the main axes, the 

educator is challenged to keep the students committed and engaged. During 
one of the semesters, some participants lacked interest, frustrating Mau. “I had 
to adjust myself, adapting the plans as the occurrences and unforeseen factors 
emerged,” he recalls. His classes were divided into two modules: a basic for 
everyone, and another advanced, which required much more dedication.

One of the first classes that we attended was “Why We Do What We Do,” 
on issues such as reward, punishment, fear, love and work, conducted by 
teacher Sheffer. We were seated in the Five Elements room, which looks like 
a living room. The coloured walls, with images of nature, were painted by 
members at the beginning of the year. During that one-hour class, Sheffer 
encourages the teenagers with questions like: “What motivates you?” 
“Would you do what motivates you without receiving financial return?” 
“And if you were paid to do what you like, would you act differently?” 
With that, she promotes an archaeology of motivations, searching and 
treasuring them. Making conversation, she subtly introduces concepts of 
Psychology, Sociology, Logic and others.

The members of North Star are invited to experience the greatest 
number of classes and workshops, and then decide which activities they 
want to commit to. Even without tests or grades, the participants must 
meet the requirements of attendance, reading, research and other tasks 
inside and outside the Center.

The absence of a bell or any signal that announces the beginning or 
the end of classes is one more detail that invites the participants to be 
responsible for their own timetables. “Here, the challenge is to find the 
structure within oneself. I can leave any class, it is up to me to decide to 
stay and learn more,” says Sophie, 14 years old, who has been at North 
Star for a year.

By not systematizing the daily life of the students with rigid structures, 
the Center aims at reminding them that they are responsible for their own 
learning journey, wherever it may be. It was precisely the possibility of a 
more flexible schedule that delighted Laura Ross when she visited North 
Star four years ago. After she left her school, she could invest time in the 
various subjects that interested her. On Wednesdays, when there are no 
classes, she can dedicate herself to the band she has with her sister and to 
an extra Math class, since she plans to enter a good college. When she is at 
North Star, she concentrates on tutorials of quantum physics, astronomy 
and politics.

Some activities are outside the physical space of the Center. North 
Star encourages volunteer work, internships and cultural exchanges. In 
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2012, some participants organized a visit to the Dominican Republic. The 
arrangements demanded a whole year, leading the travellers to create a 
Spanish workshop led by a Latin American teenager, and to participate in 
video workshops with Mau. All of that because they wanted to be more 
prepared when they got to the Dominican Republic, where they would 
develop a project at a local orphanage.

Adults as allies
Former member Jonah Meyer emphasizes that one of the most special 

elements of North Star comes from the relationship of respect and admiration 
towards the teachers. “An amazing thing about the adults here: many are 
passionate about various subjects of life. They do not enter the Center to 
teach a single subject or to play the role of controlling teachers, but to broaden 
people’s knowledge,” he says.

The adults, since they represent role models for the students, know 
the importance of being a reference that encourages the youths in their 
discoveries. There is always an adult nearby, in case the teenagers lose control 
of their language or behavior. “We believe that we can act honestly by showing 
ourselves entirely, in order to teach respect for similarities and differences. 
We are a learning resource, not authorities,” says Gobron, who considers the 
teachers as lifelong learners. Since “not knowing” is viewed with ease, and is 
far from causing any embarrassment, the educator proposed to have, for one 
semester, a workshop of oratory in order to learn how to better cope with 
one of her own difficulties. “I’ve always had trouble speaking in public, so I 
decided to create a workshop to improve my performance. I told the people 
interested that I was no expert on the subject, but I was willing to study with 
them so we could learn together,” she says. 

The open behavior of educators is reflected in the positive perception 
of most of the youths. “I feel that here the adults are for us, not against 
us,” emphasizes the teenage Sophie, who wants to stay at North Star until 
she is 18 years old. The seven teachers who form the permanent staff of 
North Star guarantee the support perceived by teenagers and parents. 
In addition to classes, the teachers usually meet once a week to work on 
the day-by-day administration and organization of the Center. They also 
organize themselves in order to provide personalized guidance to the 60 
youths and their families. As counselors, they hold fortnight meetings 
with the teenagers and their parents to plan together the knowledge 
areas that will be explored along the next semester. The counselor 
monitors the family’s needs, including assistance in legal matters linked 
to homeschooling. 
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“Many teenagers had a school experience in which there was only way 
to do things. We try to think of several possibilities that can work better 
for each one of the youths and their families, “says Danford. Among 
conversations, experiments and adjustments, the process is created.

The participation of the parents is fundamental for the evolution of 
the teenager and for the family members to adjust to the new lifestyle, 
with fewer structures and more opportunities of choice. In some cases, 
the connection between the family and the counselor is very close, while 
others do not require that much support. “We encourage the parents to 
relearn to learn with their children,” says Sheffer, who believes that the 
link between the youth and North Star becomes more consistent as the 
parental involvement with the Center increases. “The construction of each 
one’s route is a way for individuals to learn about themselves, advocating 
on their own behalf,” says John Sprague.

The guidance meetings between Laura Ross and Sheffer led to another 
partnership: a workshop on the feminine in contemporary North 
American society, called “Growing as a Woman,” conducted by both. 
The proposition emerged from the weekly conversations on guidance, 
after Sheffer and Ross concluded that it would be interesting for her 
to participate in more group activities, since she had dedicated only to 
individual classes until then.

Earlier that year, Ross began studying Philosophy with Sprague on 
weekly meetings. Together they read a book on Buddhism and discussed 
the matter. Once seen as a shy girl, today Ross communicates with greater 
ease. “I learned how to learn having fun. I learned to think for myself, and I 
feel that now I am more critical and self-confident,” she says.

At the end of the semester, Ross and other teenagers put on a big 
performance, open to the community, with content learned over the months.

Open doors 
One of the values that the Centre has maintained since its inception, 

is to be accessible to any family interested in attending, regardless of their 
ability to pay or not. “We never disregard a youth due to financial issues, 
a history of misconduct or any other reason,” says Danford. The financing 
of the Center is still one of the major challenges. Currently, there are two 
sources of funding: tuition and the support from local companies. A council 
of 12 people - including parents, executives and some North Star employees - 
meets monthly to coordinate the financial planning of the Center.

Someone’s permanence at North Star is due to the bond built by the youth 
with the school and its people. “Everyone likes to be here. No one stays here 
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if they don’t identify with it,” says Daniel. When he first arrived at the 
Center, the youth attended few classes. After the adaptation stage, he had 
a different attitude for his second year at North Star. He got increasingly 
involved in the activities of the Center, showing interest in Physics and 
Science. “Sometimes all it takes is to change the environment of the 
teenagers, in order for them to change their behavior. Moreover, when 
we are within a different structure, with other suppositions, a series of 
changes occurs,” explains Sheffer.

Ross’s adjustment also happened little by little. “At my previous school, 
I was constantly sick. I could never leave class to go to the bathroom and 
I felt very bad about it,” she says. Once her mother agreed with the move 
to North Star, Ross was quite excited and, at the same time, emotionally 
overwhelmed. The initial confusion quickly disappeared, as the youth felt 
how welcoming the place was. “When I entered North Star, I felt that I 
was being cared for and listened to by everyone. No one judges you or 
makes fun of you. People are willing to talk to you.”

The members usually share common points about their previous school 
experiences. Many felt disturbed by the pressure in their schools, weakened 
and exposed by the patterns they had to fit in. The adaptation stage at North 
Star is linked to an inner change of behavior: it means moving from a reality 
where orders are clear and unchangeable to another one where everything is 
always being constructed. Although entering the Center is greatly desired by 
the youths, the transition is often not easy.

At North Star, the stimulus of freedom is a bet on the potential of the 
youths, who are surrounded by supporters to help them confront their 
barriers, whether internal or external. 

 Isabel, 13 years 
old, newcomer to 
North Star, enjoys 
the warmth and 
the appearance 
of the place.
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The encouragement of passions
The teenagers who dropped out of school as well as the parents who 

supported their decisions have chosen a lifestyle that prioritizes the 
autonomy of learning. In Brazil, the practice of homeschooling is not 
accepted. Still, the National Association of Household Education (ANED, 
in Portuguese) estimates that there are 800 Brazilian families who educate 
their children away from school. One example is that of Ana Thomaz, 
former ballerina and educator, and her son Gutto. Today, at the age of 
19, Gutto is a magician, mime, clown and actor, considered a revelation 
in the art of illusion. A few years ago, when he was 14, he and his mother 
decided to undertake an unschooling journey. When he was already a 
dropout, his mother proposed a progressive change: in the first year, he 
should follow the coordinates dictated by Ana. On the second year, he 
could decide what to do with half of his time. In the third year, he would 
decide on all of his activities.

“Unschooling is a way to learn without forms or models. It is learning 
that comes from the inside out and evolves in the encounters,” says Gutto. 
Initially, his daily routine involved classes in areas such as Music, Aikido, 
Philosophy and Quantum physics, with plenty of free time, until something 
unexpected broke the routine: the discovery of magic, through a friend 
of his mother’s. Soon, curiosity became passion. “Either we change our 
culture or we will not change school; after all, the school is an instrument 
of the current culture. How do you change a culture? Upon being moved, 
thrilled. We must be moved in other ways. If my way of feeling emotions 
is fear-based, I will remain in today’s culture. We need to invest in another 
kind of emotion,” says Ana Thomaz. And this different kind of emotion, as 
suggested by Thomaz and North Star, is intimately linked to our passions. 
“How do we encourage passion? It is enough to create an environment with 
interesting activities, surrounded by competent and flexible people,” says 
Steven Brewer. For instance, John Sprague’s son, Miró, 29 years old, found 
his passion in playing the piano. When he left North Star, he entered the 
Thelonious Monk Institute, in Los Angeles, a reference in the jazz area, 
which offers a single position annually. Most associated teenagers go into 
higher education in American universities such as Brown, Columbia, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and Amherst College.

Even with the support of North Star, the parents experience dubious 
sensations in that gradual breakdown of certainties. “I have a love-hate 
relationship with this place. It’s so different from the school model which 
I attended, and I would never expect to come here. However, looking at 

After learning all this
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my son, I see how much happier and full-blown he is now” says Alicia, 
Daniel’s mother. The perception of her son regarding the process that 
he is living, is quite refined, reaching the core of the proposed concepts: 
“What I like best at North Star is the lack of structures. I have the freedom 
to choose what to learn, but at the same time, I need discipline to use the 
opportunities available to me.”

By considering different propositions for teaching and learning, one 
cannot deny the existence of experiments that point to the decline of  
formal structures or even of the “school abolitionism.” In a world in which 
diversity is treasured, why shouldn’t people be able to follow, from earlky in 
life, the coordinates that emerge from their passions?

For the curious

LLEWELLYN, Grace. The Teenage Liberation Handbook: how to quit 
school and get a real life and education. Eugene: Lowry House, 1991.

File of the editions of the magazine Growing Without Schooling: http://
holtgws.com/gwsarchives.html

The term “school abolitionism” was taken from a dissertation entitled 
“School Abolitionism: Reflections from Sickness and Desertion of 
Teachers” 2012, by Daniel Alexandre Ferreira de Camargo. The paper 
is available at: http://www.teses.usp.br/teses/disponiveis/48/48134/tde-
29082012-105335/pt-br.php

North Star website: http://northstarteens.org

National Association of Home Care Education (ANED) website: http://
www.aned.org.br

THE ALWAYS OPEN DOOR
The members of North Star can come and leave the Center, whenever 
they want; there is no obligation to stay. From the moment they come 
until they leave, the choices are in the hands of the participants, who 
exercise their autonomy, when asking themselves about which paths 
they want to follow. 
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ALWAYS WITH OPEN DOORS
The members of North Star can come and go from the center at any time.
From the moment of arrival to their departure, all students have the 
autonomy to reflect and select the learning journey they want to follow 
throughout the following months.
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 YIP
Järna, Sweden

(Youth Initiative Program)

Learning with Initiative at 
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““We do not need teachers,
 we need facilitators, 

people who underst and 
human development” 

- Reinoud Meijer 

human development” 
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When young Englishman, Matthew Pike, 23 years old, walks into the 
kitchen, he hears some Canadian girls as they ask: “Do you want pasta?” 
The question sounds strange to him, for the word “pasta” sounds different 
from the accent used in his country. What Matthew felt then was not just 
uneasiness, it was also the realization that other people are different – a 
learning about diversity in the world.

Matthew experienced that situation on his first day at YIP, in Järna, 
in the countryside of Sweden, a town with some 6,000 inhabitants. YIP 
is a ten-month course for youths from 19 to 25 years of age, aimed at 
having them know themselves better, understand their boundaries and 
discover potential abilities – i.e., it is not a conventional college degree, 
but a program of informal learning. Instead of teachers, it counts on 
“contributors” who, more than teach, share experiences every morning.

A group of 40 youths participate in each edition of the course, which 
requires English fluency, the language used throughout the entire 
experiment. Once in the program, they do not become students, but 
yippies. In the YIP, the relationship of each individual with oneself and 
with others is more important than the contents of the program.

The course came out of a challenge: how to create the conditions for 

I do not seek, I find.
 “To search” is to start from what is old

And discover in the novelty 
What you already know. 

“To find” is something entirely new,
 New and also in motion. 

All the paths are open,
 And what is found

Is unknown.
 It’s a risk, an adventure, a sacred effort.

EXCERPT FROM A POEM BY AN UNKNOWN AUTHOR, SOMETIMES ATTRIBUTED 
TO PABLO PICASSO. IT IS THE TEXT THAT EXPRESSES THE ESSENCE OF THE YIP, 

ACCORDING TO REINOUD MEIJER, ONE OF THE COFOUNDERS.
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a more lasting learning experience than a series of lectures, but with the 
same level of inspiration as that kind of encounter?

More people for Järna
Much earlier than the emergence of the YIP, the sisters Pernilla Fogelquist 

and Susanne Hansen held events for youths in the country town of Järna. 
Creating these meetings was not simple, despite Pernilla being a teacher at 
the local school at that time. The oldest residents of the region said that there 
would be no problem if youths from other places visited the town, but some 
argued that the area would be damaged if they started visiting it frequently.

The town of Järna became more crowded in the 1930s, when a significant 
number of activities related to anthroposophy enabled the creation of 
a cultural center, a hospital, schools, a biodynamic farm and homes for 
people with disabilities, among other facilities. Anthroposophy is a science 
and practice created at the beginning of the 20th century by Austrian 
Rudolf Steiner, focused on the knowledge of the human being (from Greek 
sophia, which means “to know” and anthropos, which is related to “human 
beings”). The anthroposophic view has its own perspective on rationality, 
the spirit and routine habits. In nourishment, for instance, the connection 
between the individual and nature is vital.

Without any clear reasons, the region of Järna lost residents in the 
2000s. At the school where Pernilla worked, the number of students 
began to decrease. Then a question came up: what if the town hosted an 
educational program that would attract more people?

A long-term project was collectively discussed during an encounter 
held in the city, when youths from around the world were invited 
and participants of 19 nationalities attended. In 2008, after endless 
conversations and notes on post-its, the YIP was created, founded by a 
group of mobilizing youths from networks formed by Pernilla Fongelquist, 
Susanne Hansen and Reinoud Meijer, among other friends.

Nowadays, Susanne can save the weekends for personal plans, but 
this is new in her life. In the early years, the dedication to the YIP was 
almost full-time. Dealing with youths requires not only time but also an 
understanding of the fragility of relationships in order to manage the 
frictions that arise at the encounters. “Upon arrival, everybody loves each 
other. After a few months, the first real arguments happen. The youths 
actually “land” and start to be themselves, and their personalities  surface,” 
says Susanne.

How it all began
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Thinking, feeling, doing
The activities developed at the YIP do not follow a strict plan. Cofounder 

Reinoud Meijer says that the program is a “permanent improvisation.” 
The first year of the YIP was not the same as the second, nor shall the last 
one be same as what comes next. “The participants change, times change, 
why not change the plans?” He remarks.

However, that does not mean that the organizers do not have any 
base, that they build the project just by ear. What forms the backbone of 
the YIP is not an ironclad definition of practices, but certain principles. 
One of them is the “inner and outer,” which means emphasizing to the 
youths the understanding of the society status quo, and, at the same 
time, the knowledge of themselves.

In the daily life, that translates into activities like exploring the 
structures of the World Trade Organization (WTO) or writing an 
autobiography. “What is clear and consistent is the level of purposes, 
principles, values and beliefs. What is adaptable and changeable are 
the structures and processes that permit to achieve the purposes,” says 
Deborah Frieze, one of the contributors to the YIP, in a reflection on the 
learning experiences which do not lose their flexibility. Apart from being 
a contributor, Deborah Frieze is co-author of the book Walk Out Walk 
On. The book tells the story of walkouts, an expression which designates 
people who leave behind the scarcity of possibilities and “walk on.” The 
walkouts head towards practices and ideas that enable them to create new 
systems which benefit the collectivity. That is what Deborah Frieze talks 
about with the yippies, when visiting them as a contributor. The number of 
the course participants has been the same since the beginning. The largest 
room of the White House, where YIP activities take place, holds a little 
more than 40 people in a circle. If more people show up, the concept of 
having everyone see each other becomes unfeasible. While the cofounders 
planned the course format, the criterion “everyone sees everyone” was 
decisive when choosing the number of participants. By coincidence, the 
organizers reached a number that is even cited by physicist and thinker 
David Bohn in his book “Dialogue”:

Forty is the largest number of participants that can be conveniently 
placed in a circle - or they can be arranged in two concentric circles. In 
a group that size, what you can call a “microculture” begins to emerge. 
When you gather people from diverse subcultures, they constitute a kind of 
microcosm of global culture.

This permanent improvisation of microcultures consists of three 
elements in the YIP: head, heart and hands. Learning occurs by means of 
the following levels:
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 › Thinking (head): lectures, readings
 › Feeling (heart): group dynamics, community life
 › Doing (hands): individual or collective projects, community work 

Throughout the course, there are stimuli for cognitive, emotional 
and manual skills. It is through this strategy that the YIP complies with 
another of its principles: to stimulate full education that respects the 
complexity of people.

Each moment is part of the initiation
“My ‘YIP experience’ started even before the beginning of the course,” 

says Matthew Pike. In order to pay for the course (approximately USD 
9,800, which includes lodging and food for ten months), Pike contacted 
foundations, friends and strangers in search for financial contributions. He 
wrote about his dream in the school newspaper. After all that, he was even 
approached on the street by people who wanted to contribute money.

Without even realizing it, with that action, Matthew Pike was 
touching the fundamental point of what he would experience in the 
ten-month course. The YIP keyword is initiative: the youths learn to 
perceive their strength as entrepreneurs of realities. “The youths are 
looking for more freedom to find their own paths,” says Matthew’s 
mother, Barbara Pike.

When we talked to Matthew, back home in England two years after 
his participation in the YIP, he emphasized his excitement to put into 
practice everything he had learned. At the time we visited him, he was 
quite busy organizing an event of the community network Transition 
Towns, an initiative aimed at creating a sustainable city. Besides that, the 
young man also collaborates with local publications and writes articles 
about sustainability and politics. He compares the YIP to a bridge in one 
of those adventure movies, with ropes on the sides. With a special feature: 
the bridge is placed over a canyon, above a large world of emptiness, an 
abyss. The YIP is a base that runs along a rocky path; a bridge that leads 
the participants to a certain point. Thereafter, they continue to walk by 
themselves, because it is important that, after the experience, they already 
know how to build their own bridges.

Each moment in the YIP is part of an initiation process. “The initiation 
is not based on the assumption that there is nothing in the youth, but on 
the confirmation that the youth has a treasure to be monitored and fit 
to emerge. This is the initiation process, as seen in various traditions,” 

The practices
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answered the French sociologist Michel Meffesoli during a lecture held 
in São Paulo at the Palas Athena Association in 2012, after a question 
we had asked about promising education processes in the near future. 
In the propositions for initiatives, it is not the “law of the father”, i.e., the 
authority, which is in vogue, but the “law of the brother”, with no defined 
hierarchies. Vertical power gives way to horizontal relationships.

The moment for selecting the YIP participants is the first step in the 
initiation, even prior to the need to obtain money for the course. The youths 
must fill out a form answering a series of questions which change every 
year, like the following ones: “What are your strengths and weaknesses?” “If 
you knew that you could not fail, what would you do to positively change 
the world?” “In the pursuit of that change, what project /initiative would 
you like to undertake?” and “What resources (internal and external) do you 
have now that would help you to do that?”

The first days at the YIP represent the access to a new phase in life. 
There are participants who take a long time to adjust to the course, and are 
isolated at first. As they begin to live in a community with dozens of people, 
a radical change occurs in their routines.

One of the yippies even created his own routine with individual activities, 
like meditation and exercises, which somehow expressed his uneasiness in 
approaching the others. But that happened only in the first months, after 
which he joined the group. The great challenge in the collective experience 
is sharing. The youths share bedrooms, space in the closets and in the fridge. 
The practice of sharing begins, of course, on the first night.

Matthew Pike 
compares the YIP to 
a bridge that leads 
the participants to 
a place that they 
do not know yet, 
but which is very 
meaningful to them. 
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Contributors: healthy schizophrenics 
What is the U theory? What are cooperative games? Circle dances? 

How to raise money for projects? How to paint a self-portrait? How to 
write an autobiography? What are the basic concepts of sociology? Of 
economics? Of nutrition? Of  the art of facilitating dialogues? The yippies 
get in contact with such questions, among many others.

In the dynamics of the fifth year which began in August 2012, for 
example, the participants met a different contributor each week. This 
person is responsible for creating a true immersion for the youths: a 
five-day experiment of intensive contact with a specific theme. Along 
the whole course, the participants are visited by about 30 contributors 
from various countries.

Explaining the profile of the contributors, Reinoud Meijer said they 
are “healthy schizophrenics.” That is, the guest-contributors have a way 
of being extremely multiple in the themes and spheres in which they 
circulate, multi-focused and at the same time, wise enough to organize 
a flurry of learning and be able to share it in an inspiring way. They have 
specialized in certain topics, but they have not lost the view that connects 
their knowledge to the whole. With this attitude, which includes the 
specific and the general, they integrate distinct ideas and knowledge, they 
are not restrained by technical vocabulary. Instead of being specialists, 
they are “integralists.”  “We do not need teachers, we need “facilitators,” 
people who understand human development,” says Reinoud Meijer.

The contributors are encouraged to develop courses specially for the 
YIP, elaborated for the audience of youths whom they will meet. Some 
weeks are open to the local community, who pays a nominal fee to attend. 
Each week, the guest of the moment gives an open presentation, to further 
engage the local environment.

During one of the first visits of foreign contributors, the participants 
meet a very lively Brazilian. While arriving, he asks: “What do you want 
to learn?” At his question comes an array of requests. Contributor Edgard 
Gouveia Júnior writes all of them down. “Oh, so you want to dance? You 
want to hear my story? You want a piece of cake during the break? You 
want to feel moved?” said Gouveia. 

He brings plans for the week, of course, but he changes his approach 
according to the group. One of Gouiveia's roles is to engage the youths in 
community work, so many of his speeches involve his own social projects, 
which stem from the certainty that it is possible to change the world and 
have fun at the same time. The contributor talks about actions such as Oasis, 
a methodology in the form of a game to make the dreams of communities 
come true. And the game Play The Call, in which the players have actual 
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missions, like renovating a square, planting trees or cleaning a beach.
According to Gouveia, not only the moment when he is suggesting 

activities is crucial, but also the periods of informal conversations, when 
youths ask for advice or share their dreams and concerns. He highlights 
a trend that he has noticed over the years: when former yippies return to 
their countries, they usually organize groups of people to develop actions 
for local transformation.

Mornings are devoted to meetings with the contributors, afternoons 
have another agenda. Mondays are for individual projects, Tuesdays 
for music and other arts, Wednesday afternoons are free, Thursdays 
are dedicated to sports and, on Fridays, monitoring groups are formed 
in which collective conversations are guided by the question “What has 
happened this week?” Since there is flexibility in the schedule, some 
contributors like Gouveia happen to extend the morning meetings.

Most of the money that maintains the YIP comes from diverse 
donations. Increasingly, the YIP seeks to finance itself collectively and 
publicly – from the project site (www.yip.se), one can make financial 
contributions. The dream is not that a few will pay a lot, but that many 
will pay a little.

Passions in the form of projects
A girl appears, lies on the ground. Another girl comes, also lies down. 

A couple approaches, crawls across the stage. Thus begins the 47 minute 
choreography created by Brazilian Ediane, 24 years old. Before entering 
the YIP, she already danced. Once she arrived in Sweden, the classmates 
asked her to teach them what she knew.

From then on, every day before the activities with contributors, from 
7am. to 8am. they met to rehearse. As time went by, Ediane’s friends 
encouraged her to carry out a dance performance as her personal project, 
and some of them joined the endeavor.

The projects, individual or in group, are a fundamental task at the YIP. 
The theme is open. So the participants have the opportunity to perform 
ideas related to what they like to do, and they can indulge their passions. 
There is no limit to the number of projects – the participants develop as 
many initiatives as they want along the ten months.

Since the projects arise rom personal interests, they acquire unexpected 
proportions along the way. At a certain point, Ediane and her friends were 
rehearsing much more than they had planned at first,  and even started 
meeting at lunchtime. The “dance girls” engaged members of the whole course 
in the process. “Some helped at lunch or dinnertime, others cooperated by 
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cleaning the house or with the music,” says Ediane. After the YIP, the group 
went on a tour with performances in Germany and Holland.

The projects of the other participants range from theoretical ideas to 
artistic and social projects, from books to performances. For example, a 
young man had the idea of creating a gift to be left to the other generations 
of yippies: a vegetable garden with tomatoes, basil and cilantro, among 
other herbs.

The project 100 Vocês, by Brazilian Maíra, was aimed at sending a 
hundred thank-you letters to the important people in her personal journey. 
While thinking about the idea for the envelopes of gratitude, Maíra 
engaged in other actions, such as the design of promotional materials 
for the YIP. She decided to talk about the 100 Vocês with Chen Atid, an 
Israeli contributor. Chen Atid holds a degree in Biology, Economics and 
Ecology, has created a research center for biodynamic seeds and teaches 
Anthroposophy. He said: “Maíra, you’re telling me about celebrations. 
These letters are celebrations of encounters with people who mattered in 
your life.”

So the teacher suggested that, instead of writing a hundred letters 
to different addresses, the yippie chose only one person with whom 
she would like to strengthen contact and exchange letters about certain 
topics. Thus, another participant, Miriam, was invited to the project, and 
the two girls replaced the letters with long conversations on issues such 
as: the most painful experience, the happiest moment, and what you fear 
most. The contributor also recommended: “The closing ceremony can 
be a unique moment, a prominent day in the daily life, with food, art, 
perhaps a prayer, a symbol, a gift, a poem, a song.” In the end, the two girls 
organized a big dinner for themselves, and for which they planned every 
detail and exchanged gifts. The questions that came to Maíra’s mind at 
that time reflected the depth of the relationship she had established with 
her friend: Why and how do we celebrate certain moments nowadays? If 
I had to give shape to a new celebration, what would I do? How could I 
bring back the feeling of celebration to our daily routine?

The YIP projects are like mirrors, so the youths can see themselves 
facing questions that, until then, had not been asked.

Exchange: the biggest source of learning
The youths also participate as volunteers in activities at local 

organizations. The former yippie, Maíra, for example, collaborated with 
the design of promotional materials for a company of natural medicines 
and cosmetics. Another of her actions was the painting of a mural on a 
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barn. The owner of the barn did not have the money to buy the paint. 
Who contributed the supplies was Reinoud Meijer. “In the same initiative, 
we gathered the possibility for young artists to explore a giant space 
with unusual materials - lime paints and biodegradable ones - with the 
beautifying of the barn, a place which is usually limited to a single function, 
without much attention to shape,” says Maíra. Activities that involve 
planting, maintenance of water cleaning systems and food preparation are 
also common among the community contributions of the yippies.

The principle behind these activities is the same that makes meaningful 
the interactions between participants: learning happens through the 
exchange between people with different perspectives. When we asked about 
the most remarkable stories, they repeatedly highlighted this viewpoint 
sharing. Like the day when Matthew Pike witnessed his South African 
friend Mahlubi Zibi seeing snow for the first time. Pike suggested that Zibi 
put his face in the snow on the ground. They laughed. They talked about 
the weather and about the different perspectives of people from different 
countries. For Pike, snow was something common; Zibi was delighted by 
the unforeseen snowflakes in motion.

The exchange between different people generates fertile dialogues, such 
as the one between the former yippie from New Zealand, Thomas Burton, 
and the contributor Edgard Gouveia. “I want to create a social project in 
my country,” Burton told Gouveia. The youth was full of ideas. In fact, the 
multitude of possible paths got him stuck, confusing the course of his dreams. 
He asked Gouveia for help and heard the question: “Take a step back, and tell 
me: What do you want to achieve?” The question persisted in Burton`s head. 
And it was Gouveia’s question that inspired him to devote himself even more 
to make his dreams come true. “The YIP provides no answers,” comments 
Reinoud Meijer. “We encourage everyone to have questions and to stick to 
them. If there is a question, it makes you active,” adds the cofounder.

Days after finishing his journey at the YIP, Burton embarked on a mission 
around the world: he is experiencing the living from purely collaborative 
premises. He and other former yippies decided to explore the seas in a 
small boat. They stop in some countries to volunteer for causes in diverse 
environments. The project, called Oasis Armada, is an initiative that enhances 
the community experience in an itinerant way.

The inside doors 
In Sweden, night stubbornly remains in the cold season. There are days 

with around 21 relentless hours of darkness. At that time, the youths are 
encouraged to undertake a learning journey within themselves. When 
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the sun hides, there comes a module packed with subjects that guide the 
yippies to their inner selves. It is the time for courses of autobiography and 
self-portrait.

By taking advantage of the climatic conditions in the course dynamics, 
the organizers of the YIP value the place where they are. What pulsates 
in the world before them is not put aside. Not to ignore the local 
circumstances is a key part of the experience. The cold which makes one 
shiver turns into a journey of self knowledge, expands the vision and the 
importance of the place. It is worth remembering the bridge metaphor. 
It is as if, at that time, the participants jumped into the immense canyon, 
moving into a territory where very few had previously accessed.

“My worldview dissolved,” says Pieter Ploeg, former participant and 
current member of the YIP, responsible for the PR area of the project. 
Ploeg had never jumped into the canyon within himself; before entering 
the program, he carried more certainties than questions. “Now my vision 
is constantly changing. I see the world as a living and interconnected 
system,” says the 27 year-old. As part of the organization, Ploeg sees his 
responsibilities with a broad perspective: “It’s not exactly a job, it’s an 
attitude, a lifestyle.”

The opening of the world’s doors  
The cold reduces the strength and enthusiasm of the YIP participants. 

“In midwinter, we couldn’t stand the darkness anymore. The classes 
became more and more difficult, “says Ediane. When winter goes away 
and daylight reappears, the light in the people’s eyes returns as well. The 

Ediane, one of the 
YIP participants, 
created a dance 
performance 
as her personal 
project 



Learning with Initiative at YIP Around the World in 14 Schools154 155

weeks after the period focused on “me” are dedicated to the collectivity 
and to the community: acting classes, talks about innovative ways to 
reinvent systems in society.

The tension between individual and collective spheres of life is the 
open wound from the beginning of the course. For Thomas Burton, 
one of his main questions, without a definite answer, is how to deal in a 
balanced way with these two levels of existence. Another of his questions: 
How do we find balance when we dedicate ourselves to a project, a cause, 
an activity, so as not to become obsessive?

During that time, the youths prepare themselves for exchange 
activities. Some of the money they paid at the beginning of the course, 
about USD 1,400, is refunded to be spent on a trip. They may choose to 
volunteer in a social project or even carry out an independent action, 
created by them, in some other country.

When the participants travel throughout the world, they go to places 
as diverse as the slums in Brazil, a farm in Nepal and schools in Denmark. 
One of the students, for example, went to Italy with the intention of 
collaborating in a sustainable farm. At the end of two weeks of work, she 
realized that she was the one being helped. She felt that she was learning a 
lot in a short time, gaining more than she was donating. The exchange is 
part of the double movement that the YIP proposes: to go deeply inside 
oneself and to go deeply into the world. Upon return, the youths share what 
they experienced in presentations to all the participants.

By the end of the ten months, the yippies present their personal 
projects to the entire group and receive a diploma issued by a partner 
school of the YIP. They also receive a certificate signed by each of the 

Experience in 
the community: 

participants 
of the YIP at a 

dinner collectively 
prepared
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contributors who visited them throughout the year. At the end of the ten 
months, a group picture is taken, which is usually very similar to those 
taken at the beginning of the course, since the number of dropouts is less 
than 10%.

Choices
The former YIP participants are scattered around the world. In 

Brazil, Ediane studies public policy management. Didintle is with her 
family in South Africa, seeking a career as a fiction writer. Soon after 
the YIP, the youths get involved in different projects. They have created 
documentaries, a group of self-directed studies, and an action with a 
bus in Germany which goes to different towns for discussions on the 
possibilities of political action, among a thousand other initiatives. 
When asked about the imprint that the YIP has left on them, the term 
most often cited is self-confidence.

Leaving the course is an overwhelming time for many participants. 
After such a long time living together, the separation and distance from 
so welcoming a place seems to be a nightmare for some of them. “At the 
end, it felt like my heart was split into 40 pieces, and I was about to take 
only one piece with me,” Maíra says.

Throughout the course, the youths find girlfriends and boyfriends. 
At times they wake up hating everybody, and at others they love each 
participant. They have birthdays, get a cake made specially for them from 
a recipe they choose. This intensive course of inspiration makes them 
more aware of their abilities and future decisions. “A choice is a vote,” 
says Didintle. “I changed a lot during the YIP. Now I cannot help thinking 
about the impact of my choices of consumption, for example,” says the 
young South African. “I had many questions before the YIP, and now, 
after the program, I have three or four times more,” says another student.

A former yippie from Germany attended a course called A New 
Approach to Business, which is basically a training program in 
entrepreneurship, and includes subjects such as drama, dance and 
painting, and also philosophy. Lyra, another former participant from 
Germany, said that she needed time to reflect. She even suggested that 
the YIP should be two-years long instead of one-year: the first one to 
expand horizons, like it does today, and another year focused directly on 
the creation of actions, expanding the ideas that have become part of the 
youths’ minds. Talking to the members of the organization shortly after 
our visit, we were told of plans for the program to enable the youths to 

After learning all this
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decide what and with whom they want to learn.
However, even though it is a 24-hour-a-day school, the YIP is just the 

beginning of the path.

For the curious

BOHN, David. Diálogo: comunicação e redes de convivência. São
Paulo: Palas Athena, 1989. 

The conference with sociologist Michel Meffesoli occurred on November 
19, 2012, at the Palas Athena Association, entitled “Change of Values in 
Postmodern Society.”

YIP website: www.yip.se

FROM INSIDE OUT
At some point in the course, the YIP participants dive deeply into 
themselves. They paint their self-portraits, write autobiographies – to 
know yourself stands out as the core point of the process. At another 
point of the course, the yippies make exchanges around the world, 
choose activities in different countries, a step in which they exercise 
empathy in the pursuit of their dreams. At times inside, at times 
outside, the YIP participants learn not only to take the initiative, but to 
build a more meaningful life.
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“chaos: represents the void where 
the world was born, the space 

open to creation.“

Around the World in 14 Schools

open to creation.“
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“Who sent you here?” The question was asked by an investor to a group 
of youths looking for support for their project. “We ourselves,” answered 
the youths who are in their 20s, looking into the eyes of the executive. This 
situation happened with students from Mondragón Team Academy, located 
in Spain, in the Basque Country. Team Academy is a course designed for 
youths who want to be entrepreneurs and learn in practice. The initiative 
began in Finland in 1993 from a simple and direct question that Johannes 
Partanen, a professor at the Business School of the Polytechnic University 
of Jyvaskyla, spread on the murals of the institution: “Who wants to travel 
around the world and learn about marketing?” 

It was not just a question: it had the tone of a call. Partanen’s dream was 
to create a space without teachers or tests, focused on learning by doing, but 
not underestimating the strength of theory. What started as an informal 
invitation became Team Academy: a program that has graduated more than 
800 students in Finland and spread across Spain, Holland and France, among 
other countries. In 2012, a group of apprentices from Finland arrived in Brazil 
to replicate the course methodology in a partnership with local institutions.

The students at Team Academy, called apprentices, know very well what 
the great source of their learning is: the day-to-day in group. From living in 
a group, they learn to work together, to join forces. The practice is routinely 
exercised. In the first few weeks of class, they open a real company and they 
have to deal with the challenges that arise. In the four-year course, they 
face their fears and boundaries. They travel the world working, developing 
projects in countries as diverse as China, India, United States, Congo and 
Brazil. They talk to active investors, make a lot of mistakes, and are exposed to 
the reality of the market at the same time that the reality is exposed to them.

Understanding the origin of Team Academy means to capture some of the 
enthusiasm that still mobilizes the youths and mentors of the teams.

The call is heard
Partanen’s posters brought forth 24 apprentices. This was the first group 

of Team Academy. In the classroom, desks and chairs were replaced by 

When you are young, no one has many 
expectations about your capability, 

so you can surprise people.
ANA, STUDENT AT MONDRAGÓN TEAM ACADEMY 

How it all began
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armchairs and couches arranged in circles to ease conversations. Instead 
of traditional classes, the team created sessions whose purpose was to 
exchange ideas and develop projects with clients. From the beginning, 
Team Academy considers that exploring the world outside the university 
is crucial for learning.

The creation of the course was not so simple: the learning system developed 
by the group was criticized in the Business School. Some apprentices thought 
that the traditional model, in which the teachers tell the students what they 
should do, was the best method of learning. After three years and much 
harassment, there were five teams and 80 apprentices. The project grew to the 
point of becoming an independent unit inside the university.

The initiative has recently celebrated its 20th anniversary, and it 
continues expanding greatly. Partanen says: “In the beginning, the 
teachers used to say: ‘You master the practical aspect, but not the theory.’ 
Now, after I wrote the book “The Team Coach’s Best Tools,” I hear: “you 
master the theory, but what about the practical aspect?”

In Spain, the Basque Country has opened the doors to the methodology 
of Team Academy. The program has found fertile ground in the town of 
Mondragón, where the principle of cooperation is part of its identity. In 2012, 
for example, the Mondragón Corporation business group (CM, in Spanish) 
was considered by the British newspaper ‘The Guardian’ as “an incredibly 
successful alternative to the capitalist organization of production.” CM has 
approximately 85,000 members in cooperative companies, grouped in the 
industrial, financial, retail and knowledge areas. Around 80% to 85% of 
the members of the companies are cooperative associates, i.e., they are also 
owners of part of the business. Those who are in the top positions can only 
earn up to 6.5 times more than the members at the lowest earning level.

CM has created the University of Mondragón, from where came 
the desire for an innovative methodology to promote learning of the 
cooperative associates. They imported the Team Academy model, and 
complemented it their own way. Therefore the undergraduate course 
’Liderazgo Empreendedor y Innovación (LEINN)’ - “Entrepreneurial 
Leadership and Innovation” was created.

Either in Finland or in Spain, Team Academy is a laboratory of 
challenges connected to the real world. A place where the students learn 
to be entrepreneurs by being entrepreneurs.

 

Unlearning
The first days at LEINN confuse most of the apprentices. On the 

The practices
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second day of class, apprentice Amaia, 19 years old, experienced uneasy 
moments. The whole group was left in a room, with no mentor nearby. 
Amaia did not know the people around her and, in the first three hours, 
the students introduced themselves to each other, exchanging ideas that 
came to their minds. The time went by and no one from Team Academy 
came back to the room.

Three hours had passed and the question arose: “Shouldn’t we do 
something?” So they began to move. There was no defined task, but they 
all had certain information about the processes of the course, obtained 
mainly from conversations with former students. They knew, for example, 
one of their challenges: to generate profits. “We searched for a product 
on the internet. We ended up buying 500 lighters and went out to the 
streets to sell them,” Amaia recalls. The lack of skills did not overcome the 
will for action. “We did not know anything about the complexity of the 
persuasion process, so imagine how our conversation with the first buyers 
was,” she reflects. 

If they do not know what to do, the apprentices enter an unknown field, 
and they get jammed. Instead of receiving orders, they decide on the first steps 
themselves. It is like entering a dark room and, little by little, being able to 
divise objects, because their eyes get used to the tiny beams of light scattered 
around the place. In a certain way, they are driven to deal with autonomy.

“We are led to change the mental model practiced in traditional 
schools,” explains Kaisu, Finnish, 26 years old, a former student of Finland 
Team Academy and current team mentor of LEINN. “Mental model” is 
an important term in the vocabulary of Team Academy, and refers to the 
filters through which we see the world. “They are internalized models that 
guide our actions,” adds Kaisu. They are linked to the way we act, respond 
to problems and create solutions.

As of the first day of course, the students are encouraged to leave a 
mental model that restricts their field of action. “Unlearning” part of the 
moorings makes room for creative chaos. In a workshop on leadership, 
conducted by former students of the Finnish Team Academy, stickers 
with the words “more chaos” were scattered throughout the room. It is 
worth explaining that chaos, in Greek mythology, represents the void 
where the world was born, the space open to creation.

The apprentice, Ane, 22 years old, of Mondragón Team Academy, said 
that since the beginning of the course, the chaos of “unlearning” led her to 
a process of personal inquiry about the course of her life. Not accustomed 
to so many reflections, her friends did not quite grasp the experience that 
the apprentice was going through, so they used to ask her: “Why do you 
have so many doubts?” Amaia also says: “Sometimes when I get stressed, #m
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my friends do not understand me. They ask me: ‘Why are you stressed, if 
your course gives you so much freedom?’”

 

Learning by doing
“You decide.”
“Trust the process.”
“Think of it as a challenge.”
The above phrases are often heard in the Team Academy environment. 

When the companies set up by the students, created in the early weeks 
of the course, begin to function, the work is directed towards projects 
and activities that will keep the apprentices busy throughout four years, 
requiring countless decisions and plenty of trust in the process. They begin 
intense day-to-day work, sometimes on projects that they embrace with 
enthusiasm, sometimes on activities with which they do not have much 
affinity, but that cause an enormous impact on them in terms of learning. 
“Do what you are feeling and feel what you’re doing,” apprentice Iskander, 
26 years old, from Mondragón Team Academy advises new students.

One of the most memorable projects for Kaisu was curious. She was 
offering the opportunity for entrepreneurs to participate in a television 
program, broadcast through an alternate channel which would show only 
that attraction, all the rest of the programming would be advertisements. 
The chances seemed minimal that the TV program would be watched by 
a significant audience. Faced with the task Kaisu thought, “Okay, this is 
an impossible mission.”

At that time, she still felt what she calls the “horror of phone calls.” 
Calling people was a continuously postponed task in those early months 
of the course. After countless phone calls, made despite the lack of desire 
on her part, the project of the program on entrepreneurship worked out 
fine and to the surprise of the apprentice herself, the participants enjoyed 
the experience. Due to initiatives like that one, the youth lost her fear 
of phone calls and overcame the fear of facing the inevitable challenges 
in the building of a business. “If you continue to do only the things you 
already know how, you won’t make great leaps,” says Ulla Luukas, a course 
mentor in Finland.

Partanen developed a scheme that summarizes the learning cycle of 
Team Academy: the implemented projects enable students to put ideas 
into practice and gain new experiences, so new thoughts arise, which 
will be materialized and applied in other initiatives, generating more 
experiences and re-feeding the movement of the circuit.

 



Learning by Doing at Team Academy Around the World in 14 Schools166 167

Teampreneurs
“The reason why we cannot support your idea is that it is new to us. 

If you had presented it to us earlier, you might have gotten a ‘yes.’ Since 
you didn’t, you are now hearing a ‘no.’” These sentences were directed at 
Henna, 27 years old, a former student of Finland Team Academy. She was 
the team leader and wanted a change in an event, but had not opened 
the discussion with her group. Therefore, she caused uneasiness when she 
announced her decision in an imposing way.

Problems like that expanded Henna’s view of herself and of her role 
as leader. “I still hadn’t experienced really complex situations,” she says. 
The encounter, at Team Academy, of a group of people willing to go on a 
journey towards a multitude of obstacles drastically changed the youth’s 
life. “Team Academy is the easiest school in the world if you do not take it 
seriously. But if you dedicate yourself, it is a very difficult experience, and 
transformative,” reflects Henna.

The purpose of the course is not to form entrepreneurs, 
but “teampreneurs.” In other words, Team Academy reinforces 
entrepreneurship skills in group, so the apprentices become experts 
in probing the best features in groups of people connected with a 
common goal.

The focus on teams is the imprint of the program. In this sense, 
every group/company forms a learning community. There are about 20 
apprentices on each team, and the group remains together throughout 
the four years of the course, with the same mentor. After setting up the 
company, the apprentices fulfill several goals. In the first year, for example, 
each apprentice must visit at least 50 different clients.

Experiences

Experimentation Thoughts

Materialization
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The team members organize themselves among the actions. During 
the trips to implement projects, different companies work jointly. In the 
first months of the course, since the apprentices have to make money, 
they end up concentrating on business activities like selling T-shirts 
and holding events. Over time, they develop partnerships that result 
in projects in several areas. Iskander’s group company, for example, 
developed leadership workshops for youths at summer camps of the Real 
Madrid soccer team, besides events on professions of the future carried 
out in India, China, Brazil and Spain. The abundance of actions extends 
to other areas: from an initiative to distribute local food, to projects for 
the export of the Team Academy model to other countries.

“Teams are based on commitment,” explains Joanes, 26 years old, 
a student of Mondragón Team Academy. He compares the collective 
experience to a relationship between lovers: if a person does not pay 
attention to the other, the involvement ends. Partanen and other members 
of the course organization, Niina Leinonen and Petri Palviainen, reflect 
about this in the book “The Team Academy: the true story of a community 
that learns by doing:”

Learning in a team starts with a shared view point. Each member is 
challenged to reflect about their own views and opinions, and to listen to the 
others. A new point of view, accepted by all, is achieved through dialogue.

Before each group encounter, either in a dialogue session or an event, 
people say how they are feeling, at a moment that is called check-in. When 
leaving the encounter, the apprentices also spend some time together, in 
the checkout, a closure when they share feelings and impressions.

Mentors of the teams
Besides personal conversations with the mentors, which can be arranged at 

any time, one can participate in dialogues and weekly training sessions, with 
the duration of four hours. The topics vary from money to projects, from client 
relationships to theoretical readings carried out.

The mentors guide the apprentices with the minimum number of 
answers, so that the solutions will be found by the youths themselves. 
As a matter of fact, for lack of a better word, we decided to use the term 
‘mentor’ to describe the people who accompany the Team Academy 
apprentices. In the course, the term ‘coach’ is also used, but we prefer 
‘mentor,’ because it expresses better the concept of someone who is a kind 
of guide and counselor, one who interferes less than a coach, but who is 
always nearby to assist when necessary.

In the first weeks of the course, when the students still do not feel at 
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ease in expressing what they think and feel, there are training sessions 
that take place in complete silence. “I do not give lectures and we learn in 
community,” says Asier Lopez, a mentor at Mondragón Team Academy. 
He places himself in the role of listener, to encourage the apprentices to 
discover their own paths. Thus, his performance goes through several 
stages:

 › In the first year, the dialogue develops in a primary phase, with 
the mentor as the one who stands in the center of the group and 
distributes tasks.

 › Gradually, members take charge of the processes, contributing 
with directions as much as the mentor does.

 › The mentor assumes the position of collaborator, as part of the 
team. This is clearly perceived in the process when, for example, 
the participants spend most of the time in the dialogue sessions 
talking among themselves.

The mentor has to place himself in the role of apprentice to understand 
the depth of the ongoing dynamics. “The team begins to rebel against 
authority. The apprentices feel that they are learning by themselves, and 
want to take the mentor out of the team,” which is highlighted in the book 
“The Team Academy.” The climax of the situation usually occurs in the 
third year. The mentor is not kicked out, of course, but his/her relationship 
with the students changes. Since the group now has more independence, 
the mentor becomes the person who is nearby to offer support and to 
cooperate only when necessary.

The focus of Team 
Academy is on 
forming entrepreneurs 
who know how to 
build projects in 
group, the so-called 
“teampreneurs”.
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Step by step, each one becomes aware of their own capabilities. As 
the world vision changes, the apprentices realize that they are as capable 
as their mentor. The lack of this perception, moreover, gives rise to a 
series of social evils, as recalled by French thinker Jacques Rancière in 
his work “The Ignorant Schoolmaster,” by saying that “what stupidifies the 
people is not a lack of education, but the belief in the inferiority of their 
intelligence.”

Empathy as global learning
During the four-year course, Finnish Henna traveled almost every 

month, covering 26 countries. At Finland Team Academy, there is 
no structured travel schedule; the apprentices go wherever they want 
according to the projects they are undertaking. Henna’s missions around 
the world were the most diverse: workshops, lectures and creation of 
projects with other companies.

On the other hand, the Mondragón branch follows an established 
travel schedule. In the first year, the students go to Finland, where they 
spend two months getting to know the origin of the initiative, finding 
partners and developing projects. Amaia remembers her days in Finland 
with a special feeling: the company in which she took part created an 
action to sell tortillas accompanied by live music sung by her.

In the second year, the students from Mondragón spend a month in 
Silicon Valley, in the United States. The last great travel destinations in 
the third year are China and India, where they remain for a total of two 
months. If the company has profit, other trips around the world will take 
place in the last year.

The international experiences not only add maturity to the negotiations, 
but also rise more empathy in the apprentices. When they get in touch 
with so many distinct cultures, they feel close to the immensity of 
humanity, and even change their own dreams. Before Mondragón Team 
Academy, student Asier, 22 years old, used to plan the future with the 
idea of saving money in order to live securely, to buy a car and a house. 
Nowadays, he does not perceive the greatness that he used to see in the 
past regarding those goals. In the trips across the globe, he met people 
with such different lives that he acquired a less self-centered vision, and is 
now looking for another dream that inspires him.

China was the country that impressed Ane the most. Her challenge 
there was to stimulate cooperative values, with a focus on entrepreneurs 
from the Basque Country active in the Chinese market. Ane’s team held 
two leadership programs to spread the concepts experienced at Team 
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Academy, directly related to the Mondragón cooperative spirit. Again, the 
central axis of the course is expressed through the trips: the conversations 
with real clients, the result as an actual impact, the breakage of mental 
models, and the activation of empathy.

The students are invited to enter a permanent discomfort zone, 
reevaluating their mental models from a route in which practical reality 
is the main starting point. Theory, and they read a lot, about 20 books a 
year, is perceived as a tool for the construction of reality. 

Laboratory of errors
While Kaisu was at Team Academy, she traveled to Silicon Valley. She 

was delighted by the ideas that motivate the people of that region. It is a 
place where mistakes are welcomed, perceived as part of the process for 
those who take risks and persist. During her stay in the region, Kaisu 
visited IDEO, one of the largest innovation companies in the world, where 
the apprentices were told: “We quickly create prototypes of ideas, even if 
sometimes we make the worst prototypes.”

Like Silicon Valley, Team Academy is an aversion-to-failure free zone. 
This aspect of the course reminds us of a story from the book “Without Fear 
of Contradiction,” by Alina Tugend, columnist of The New York Times:

The mother asks her son, who has just arrived from school:
 “What did you learn today, dear?”
 “Nothing, Mom,” replies the boy.
 “What do you mean, son?” 
 “Mom, they say that we only learn from mistakes. Since I didn’t make 

any today, I didn’t learn anything,” the boy answered undisturbedly. 
If the boy in the anecdote learned nothing at school that day because 

he did not make any mistakes, the same cannot be said about Asier. He 
challenged other people’s opinions by deciding to organize an event 
whose potential for success was discredited by everyone around him. The 
idea seemed simple: to hold a three-day encounter with the sale of local 
products, offering an opportunity for brands with less visibility in the 
market. “It won’t work,” repeated his friends, after analyzing the context 
that supported the idea. That was exactly what happened: the project was 
a failure. Nevertheless, Asier was not totally frustrated. He learned at 
Team Academy that errors bear a torrent of learning.

During the days when she was a leader, Kaisu also made mistakes. She 
got so angry in one meeting that she left and slammed the door. Since she 
always seemed to be a calm person, her friends did not understand her 
reaction, and they even considered the possibility of her attitude being a 
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joke. “If you think you will fail, fail soon, and then start again,” she says.
In the exercise of experiencing different roles, from leaders to sales 

persons, the apprentices of Team Academy end up making countless 
mistakes. “You start to change, and when you realize the change is happening, 
you understand that you need to change even more,” says Joanes.

A shared vision
The Team Academy apprentices are invited to evaluate the course 

model twice a year. One of the objectives of this activity is to give the 
members the opportunity to build a shared view regarding the guidelines 
of the learning paths, so the participants can be aligned with the course 
purposes.

In order to build this shared vision, a collective effort is necessary to 
imagine “the future that we want to create together, with the values that 
are meaningful for the initiative, the goals that we aim to achieve along the 
journey, and the principles and guiding practices that we want to adopt,” 
says Peter Senge, Director of the Center of Organizational Learning of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in the book “Schools That 
Learn,” whose ideas greatly inspire Team Academy.

Throughout the course, learning is evaluated mainly by the students 
themselves. They make a contract with themselves, updated every six 
months, with the objective of registering the short and long-term goals. 
This personal document consists of five questions:

 › What was my situation in the past? (History)
 ›  Where am I now? (Present moment)

Participants of 
Mondragón Team 
Academy in India, 
who organized 
an event on 
innovation
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 › Where do I want to get? (Objectives)
 › How do I get there? (Means to achieve goals)
 › How do I know that I got there? (How can achievements be measured?)

Surprising others
“When you are young, no one has many expectations about your 

capabilities, so you can surprise people,” said Ana, a student from 
Mondragón Team Academy. When facing challenges, the apprentices 
subvert stereotypes and mental models linked to the performance of 
young university students. They get in touch with investors as if they had 
already been in the corporate area for years. They deal with companies 
without doubting the quality of the work that they are performing. They 
make eye contact, an attitude that causes mutual empathy. The youths do 
not see any reason to consider themselves less capable.

Many adults ask Ana: “Where did you study?” or “How did you get 
this way?” The student’s parents are quite pleased with her development. 
“We couldn’t understand anything our daughter told us about the course. 
It seemed so different from what we were used to, so questionable… it was 
just interesting because it was different. Now, three years later, it is still 
difficult to understand what she says, but we’ve noticed great evolution, 
and we see that our daughter is very happy,” says Ana’s mother. “What 
matters is that she has the skills to deal with whatever she will have to 
face,” she adds. Beforehand, the neighbors used to ask: “What has Ana 
been doing?” After realizing that she is a citizen of the world, sometimes 
in China, sometimes in Brazil, they have changed the approach, and now 
they ask: “Where is Ana?”

The apprentices cannot support themselves financially with the profits 
of the company created in the course; the money raised is invested in the 
company itself or, as we mentioned, in travels at the end of their studies. 
One of the challenges for the students is the full dedication to Team 
Academy throughout the four years. In Finland, the course is free, but 
in Spain, Team Academy charges about USD 10,000 per year, an amount 
that includes tickets for all the trips. Just as an example, a course in one of 
the most prestigious business schools in São Paulo, Brazil, costs around 
USD 12,000 annually, with no travel tickets included.

The Team Academy apprentices finish the course with so many 
contacts around the world that they end up creating their own projects 
in other countries. Iskander, a member of the first group of Mondragón 
Team Academy, and who is nearing the end of his course, says: “We are 

After learning all this

CHAOS AND THE SMASH OF MENTAL MODELS The 
students at Team Academy travel the entire world, in a process full of real 
projects. “Learning by doing” takes them out of their comfort zones, which 
stimulates the smashing of some mental models. They enter the school 
thinking a certain way, and leave thinking another way, more open to the 
uncertainties and to collective construction.

mindset

passport

mindset
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very excited about next year. Some of us will continue with the company 
that we created at Team Academy, ‘taZEBAez.’ Others have their own 
projects in China, India, Argentina and Madrid, and, of course, in the 
Basque Country. Everyone has a plan and we are quite willing to meet the 
new challenges.”

There are about 10 thousand people around the world that replicate the 
methodologies of the course. In Finland, more than 2,000 projects were 
carried out by the 57 companies created since 1993. About 40% of the 
former apprentices continue working as entrepreneurs after graduation. 
Every year, 50 new students enter Finland Team Academy. In Spain, there 
are about 35 new apprentices per year. The dropout rate varies from 7% 
(Finland) to 15% (Spain).

The apprentices surprise people when they approach reality from other 
perspectives. As one student said, if he were applying for a job, he would 
not deliver a résumé, but would offer an opportunity to the company 
that he desired to join. It’s like this: the apprentices of Team Academy 
embrace the entrepreneurial vision after practicing it thoroughly. When 
they realize that to start, all you need to do is try, everything changes.

 
For the curious
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Finland Team Academy website: http://www.tiimiakatemia.fi/en/

Mondragón Team Academy website: http://www.
mondragonteamacademy.com
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“All education is 
environmental education,” 

- David Orr
environmental education,” 

- David Orr
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Someone is sweeping the entrance of Schumacher College. A tall man, 
devoted to the exercise of ensuring that the floor is very clean, freed from 
the leaves that keep falling on the pathway. The day is special: the arrival of 
the new students of the Masters Degree courses to live on campus for a year.

The man with the broom is Jonathan Rae, known as Jon. His position: 
dean of the college. Regardless of their positions, everyone at Schumacher 
participates in campus housekeeping tasks. While cleaning, they learn the 
importance of caring for the space.

The courses offered at the college address contemporary themes; with 
Masters Degree programs that carry titles such as Holistic Sciences and 
Economics for Transition, and short-term courses on methods of Natural 
Building and Entrepreneurship. The overarching theme is Sustainability, 
approached from a myriad of perspectives.

The institution is named after the German economist Ernst Friedrich 
“Fritz” Schumacher; author of Small is Beautiful, a classic text on 
sustainable development published in 1973. The book criticizes rampant 
growth as a sign of progress:

“The dogged pursuit of wealth, that is, materialism, does not fit in this 
world because it does not contain in itself any limiting principle, while the 
environment where it is found is undeniably limited.”

Schumacher College was founded in January 1991 when the doors of 
the large 15th century house were opened to the public, and where the 
courses are held to this day. The origin of this college is the summit of the 
trajectory of Satish Kumar, Indian monk and writer who combined all of 
his life experiences to create this learning space.

One journey, many paths
Born in India, in the state of Rajasthan, Satish became a monk at the age 

of 9. He left his family and joined a group of nomads, adherents of a religion 
called Jainism. When he was 18 years old, having already memorized 

In traditional education, the emphasis is on 
information. The focus at Schumacher College 

is in the use of information for transformation.
STEPHAN HARDING , ECOLOGIST AND PROFESSOR, SCHUMACHER COLLEGE

How it all began
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more than ten thousand verses in Sanskrit and Prakrit, the language of 
the scriptures of his religion, Satish read the book “Autobiography: The 
Story of my Experiments with Truth” by Indian pacifist Mahatma Gandhi. 
After this, Satish Kumar’s worldview went through a sudden mutation, he 
says in his book “No Destination”:

“What Gandhi was saying was that a religion is not a religion if it does 
not help to solve the problems of the world, here and now. If a religion 
takes a person out of their own life and society, it is escapism.”

Due to Gandhi’s influence Satish gave up the monastic life and headed 
for an ashram, “a community where people live and work in harmony,” as 
he explains. Clothes, food, shoes and even books were produced by the 
residents of the community.

The world was experiencing the Cold War, a time when the atomic 
bomb was an omnipresent threat. After reflecting on the overall picture 
of his time, shaken by the imprisonment of the English activist Bertrand 
Russell, Satish and a friend went on a pilgrimage for peace, with no money 
in their pockets. Altogether, nearly 13,000 kilometers were covered. They 
took a message of peace to Moscow, Paris, London and Washington, the 
capitals with major nuclear power. Years later, Satish settled in England 
where he began to edit Resurgence, a magazine renowned in the area of 
sustainability and, where he also founded The Small School.

It was in a chat between Satish and writer/educator John Lane that 
emerged the possibility of creating Schumacher College. Due to a crisis, 
Lane was about to close the school that he owned. While sharing the 
painful decision he heard a comment from Satish that drew him out of 
the complaint zone. “Every crisis is an opportunity” Satish said before 
suggesting the creation of an educational space that could become base 
for the most significant contemporary thinkers. The way of life of the 
ashrams and the three principles of educating head, heart and hands have 
become the guiding factors of Schumacher College.

At the same time, the college “is an expression of the history of 
Dartington,” as noted by Mary Bartlett, a local writer and former 
student. Not only due to the fact that part of the college is funded by a 
local institution, the Dartington Hall Trust, but also because of an even 
earlier stage in the history of the county. The cultural and environmental 
effervescence of Dartington village in the English county of Devon where 
Schumacher College is located, began with the arrival of the Elmhirst 
couple in 1925.

Englishman Leonard and North American Dorothy orchestrated a 
micro-revolution in the region. They revived the farming and forestry 
economy with weaving and cider production; they founded a number 
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of companies and even a school. They opened a home for WWII 
convalescents with dance and painting classes and created the Dartington 
Hall Trust to facilitate the financial viability of other projects.

In other words, the Elmhirst couple produced a fertile ground for 
other initiatives to prosper. Schumacher College blossomed from the 
convergence of the fertility of the region and the seed planted by Satish.

All education is environmental
For Schumacher College students, the day begins at 7:15 am. in a room 

full of black cushions where meditation sessions take place. Then they 
eat breakfast and at 8:30 attend a meeting where they share readings of 
texts or poems and the day’s schedule is announced. To close the morning 
conversation, someone proposes a movement, such as a physical activity 
to awaken the body, a dance or a massage, the activity most proposed by 
the Brazilian students is hugging.

After the round of movement, the students participate in the 
collective work, followed by a 30-minute break and then classes. 
Afternoons are usually free. “We need time to allow the knowledge to 
percolate,” says one of the students.

The approach of Schumacher College extends the notion of 
sustainability. “All education is environmental education,” says David 
Orr, professor at the college. In his book “Earth in Mind” Orr argues 
that environmental vision is sometimes included in the processes of 
education and sometimes excluded, so that students are led to think 
that education may or may not be environmental, may or may not 
connect with the natural world. “Teaching Economics, for example, 
without citing the laws of Thermodynamics or Ecology, is to basically 
convey the following lesson: ‘Physics and Ecology have nothing to do 
with Economics.’ That is completely wrong.”

In making explicit the connection between the fields of knowledge 
and day-to-day practices, Schumacher College reveals that environmental 
vision is the thread that pulses in all other visions.

New ways of getting to know the world 
“To learn is to live with ambiguities and uncertainties. If you are sure 

of everything, intuitive thinking does not emerge. Enjoy and celebrate 
the unplanned. Today is a new day, at each new moment new situations 
happen,” emphasizes Satish. For him, intuitive thinking backs the ideas 

The practices

#e
n

vi
ro

m
en

ta
le

d
u

ca
ti

o
n

 #
th

in
ke

rs
 #

o
p

p
o

rt
u

n
it

y

upon which rational thought is structured. It is as though intuitive thought 
were a trigger of synapses, of connections between the senses. This thought 
corresponds to the source of theories, the root of insights. The moment 
when an idea comes to mind is connected to the chaos and chance of 
intuitive thinking. “Intuition is emergence; it comes with the surprise of 
discovery. It’s like a seed that suddenly sprouts. All of a sudden, you realize 
something deep, a suspicion of something new,” Satish says.

Considering the ambiguities and uncertainties in the act of learning, 
the courses at Schumacher College have two main elements: information 
and experience. A portion of the time is devoted to learning theories 
and analyses on the world, and not only theories legitimized by science 
or academia. “In modern education, they inform us that the only form 
of education is the scientific one. But a significant part of the content is 
not measurable. We should also honor what we cannot measure: Indian 
culture, intuition, feelings...” he reflects.

In addition to classroom meetings, students participate in other 
experiences in which learning is informal, such as hiking and shared 
meals. Topics covered in the courses include: 

 › Post-Graduate: Holistic Science, Economics for Transition, Ecological 
Design Thinking, and Sustainable Horticulture and Food Production 

 › Short-term Courses: Natural Building, Facing the Future: 
scenarios of resilience and catastrophe, Radical Ecopsychology: a 
new psychology for our times

 › Vocational Courses (related to the practice of certain professions): 
Natural Building, Sustainable Horticulture

Morning 
meditation 

sessions precede 
breakfast at 

Schumacher 
College



Learning Through Performance at Schumacher College Around the World in 14 Schools184 185

Englishman Paul Price, student of horticulture, which involves the 
art and skills of cultivating and landscaping gardens, comments that the 
surroudings, filled with trees, make the stay at Schumacher College even 
more meaningful. Students study nature while they are immersed in it, 
surrounded by a forest and very close to a river. They say that they can 
even feel the nuances of the changing seasons while living there.

Inside the classroom, dialogue is encouraged. A Brazilian Master’s 
Degree student, for example, felt the need for more data and discussion 
about the reality of Latin America. She began to systematically question 
her teachers about the situation of developing countries. Her insistence 
persuaded other students, and the subject is often brought up.

From the comments heard at Schumacher College, we noticed 
that even annoyances are perceived as potential mutual learning 
opportunities; as an elemental and inevitable part of the process of 
getting to know yourself; after all, what bothers us exposes more about 
ourselves than about others. “Those who know themselves shall know 
the universe. Getting to know the universe through yourself is the best 
way to know the universe,” says Satish. The inner journey is regarded 
as a central passage to the theme of sustainability. “It is quite simple to 
superficially understand the concept of sustainability, but understanding 
the route that our Western society has taken takes time. In summary, the 
journey in search of knowledge is individual, it is the act of confronting 
something individually,” explains Philip Franses, a respected faculty and 
longstanding Schumacher member.

The connections
Schumacher College relies on professors from various areas, who 

stay on the college campus during the period in which they offer courses. 
There are thinkers like Vandana Shiva, a philosopher and activist who 
advocates sustainable agriculture; Stephan Harding, an ecologist who likes 
to take his guitar into the classroom, author of Animate Earth, and Philip, a 
mathematician, computer programmer and editor of Holistic Science Journal.

“The relationship between teacher and student is based on trust and 
respect. When a teacher is teaching, he is also learning. When a student is 
learning, he is also teaching. Teacher and student take a journey into the 
unknown. On this trip, fixed knowledge is not important. What is crucial is 
companionship. It’s an adventure trip. The teacher depends on the student 
as much as the student depends on the teacher,” says Satish.

At Schumacher College the desired outcome is that information becomes 
a tool for transformation. The theme of entrepreneurship, for example, is 

#i
n

tu
it

io
n

 #
co

u
rs

es
 #

d
ia

lo
g

u
e

discussed in a three-week course called Future Developments: Exploring 
Business Models for the 21st Century. Classes develop from questions that 
touch on controversy: To what extent do innovations represent only false 
signals of change, maintaining, in the heart of capitalism, the intrinsically 
destructive form of corporations? Or: Do the new ways of doing business 
really carry the seeds of revolution in our organizational forms?

When taking new looks at contemporary themes, expanding the 
possibilities of getting to know a subject, Schumacher College embraces 
a challenge of our times: How do you realize the connection between 
different forms of knowledge so that you can understand more accurately 
the complex reality that imposes itself on us?

Kelsey, a former Canadian student of the Holistic Sciences Masters 
Degree program, became concerned as she realized the connections 
between the ongoing processes in reality. She ended up devastated by a 
simple fact: the more she understood the interconnections between every 
detail in nature, the more she felt that the fragmented thinking of Western 
societies was inappropriate. As if, when looking at the world through a 
magnifying glass, she caught a glimpse of the current problems, such as gas 
emissions in their real dimension.

A vital detail that creates the perception of reality as an interconnected 
complex system is recalled by former Brazilian student Juliana, today 
a permanent volunteer at the college, accountable for the support to 
Masters Degree courses. She emphasizes that the connection between 
knowledges in the classes at Schumacher College follows a path in which 
the word discipline is not even visible. “It is not a matter of integrating or 
connecting different disciplines. What do we do with the categories by 
which we learn to divide our knowledge and experiences? We dissolve 

Lecture with 
Satish Kumar, 
founder of 
Schumacher 
College, on the 
campus grounds
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each of them,” she says.
Mathematical calculations, for example, are studied as ways of capturing 

relationships between numeric representations, not making the subject 
compartmented in a box called mathematics. “The limits of intellectual 
categories are blurred, we impoverish the mind when we enforce the difficult 
separation between intellectual experiences and emotional, social and 
spiritual experiences,” says Charles Eisenstein, author of Sacred Economics, 
professor at Schumacher College and contributor at the YIP, an initiative 
described in Chapter 7. Since the separation of experiences impoverishes 
learning, it is avoided at all costs.

Community life
The participants of the courses also meet outside the classroom, while 

they are cooking a special dish or even dusting the library books. Cleaning 
tasks are an exercise of donation to the school. “Toilet, I use you every day, 
now it is you that is using me,” Kelsey said in a humorous comment while 
she was devoted to cleaning a bathroom.

Community work lasts about 45 minutes a day, unless the activity is 
dinner, which requires a dedication of approximately two hours. “In a 
community, you have roles, but you are not confined to them,” Jon says, 
making it clear that his position does not exempt him from participating in 
manual tasks. As dean of Schumacher College, he believes that his life now 
is the closest he has been to a profound harmony between personal and 
professional aspects. In the past, Jon travelled to several countries from the 
Middle East to North Africa, developing projects related to agriculture and 
peace culture, until he received an invitation to live and work in Dartington 
County. The educator emphasizes the fact that the college relies on few 
students, about 60 in average, and that he does not plan a higher number 
of enrollments in the future. “Our point of view, that we do not want to 
increase the number of students, is clear” he adds.

Even in a small group, some of the students do not adjust to living in 
community 24 hours a day, so they rent rooms near the college. There are 
those students who take time to get used to the division of tasks and even 
those who try to refrain from those activities, but those participants are 
the minority.

With so many collective tasks, there isn’t a shortage of casual encounters 
among people. The essence of knowledge exchange at Schumacher College is 
informal discussion. To realize the strength in this, it is worth remembering 
how the appropriation of knowledge occurs in traditional institutions. 
Teachers, generally standing, guide the debates. As Douglas Thomas and 
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John Seely Brown point out in the book A New Culture of Learning:
“[...] students sit alone, writing their own notes, doing exams or listening 

to explanations. In this scenario, the goal of the educator is to publicly 
transmit information to the private minds of students. Due to that the 
student panics when he is called to speak in front of classmates, even though 
he knows how to answer the question that is addressed to him. It is because 
he is being asked to exhibit in public what until then was a totally a private 
activity.”

Unlike the example of Thomas and Brown, in which thought follows an 
individual course and only then is shared, ideas at Schumacher College are 
explored in group. As the act of sharing is a routine procedure, the fear of the 
exchange of ideas loses ground. The discussions started in class continue in 
the kitchen and in the garden, in the lounge and at the bar.

Exchanges amongst different people
The youngest person who attended Schumacher College was 16 years 

old. The oldest, 80 years old. Both participated in the so-called “short-term 
courses” that have 10 to 20 students on average, the same as the Masters 
Degree courses. In these courses, there is also the coexistence of different 
generations: from 20-year olds, to men and women in their 50s.

The institution does not consider it mandatory to submit an 
undergraduate degree in order to attend the Master’s program. One 
of the former students of holistic sciences left school at the age of 15. 
What legitimized his entry to the Master’s program was great experience 
accumulated after years and years dedicated to the study of marine life, and 
a few books written. By accepting people because of the interest they show 
and not just certifications, Schumacher College breaks the conventional 
order of academia.

“Without a doubt, being here changes the way you see the world, the 
way you see life, yourself and others,” says Brazilian Denise Curi, current 
coordinator of college volunteers and former short-term course student. 
“Here you do not need to take tests, it is not for the grade that people 
will appreciate you,” says Denise, who arrived at Schumacher College 
after a decision that changed her life completely. Denise attended three 
postdoctorates at the University of São Paulo (USP) and Harvard, and found 
Satish’s college while working as a chemistry teacher at a private school in 
São Paulo. She traveled to Dartington to attend a short-term course that 
involved the themes of Sustainability, Economics and Education, when she 
fell in love with the community that she found there.

Back in São Paulo, she could not stand the distance from Schumacher 
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College for long. A year later she resigned and returned to England, where 
she received an invitation from the college to coordinate a team of six 
volunteers. As a student, Denise’s effort was focused on the accumulation of 
academic knowledge. Today, her focus is on “transformative learning,” the 
pursuit of knowledge that changes constantly, as she herself has experienced.

Creative output
“What are you most afraid of?” “What was the most generous gesture 

that you ever made?” “Make a move from a sexy dance.” “Have you ever 
participated in a campaign, manifestation or protest to change your city, 
country or planet?” These questions and proposals are part of a game 
created by Brazilian student Mari, at the end of one of the modules of her 
Master’s Degree in Economics, called Economics for Transition.

The game created by Mari and an English friend, Aphra, 32 years old, 
is simple: in two decks of cards there are questions and proposals related 
to the themes of sustainability and self-knowledge as well as some playful 
issues. Each player takes turns to pick a card. The main idea is to deepen 
relationships for participants to get to know themselves and others better.

The game was inspired by the concepts of Chilean economist and 
philosopher Manfred Max-Neef, who addresses human needs from a 
perspective that does not rank our core demands; he talks about our needs 
of being, having, doing and living. Manfred presents a counterpoint to 
the thinker Abraham Maslow, who created a pyramid to categorize the 
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most basic and essential needs, physiological needs at the base, and those 
related to personal fulfillment at the top. The game created by Mari is 
based on theoretical reflections on a serious and dense subject. More than 
a game to relax, it is an opportunity for reflection.

Care for the space
By sharing the routine tasks among students, teachers and staff, 

a deeper relationship is cultivated with the place. The shared caring 
becomes part of the learning process.

The Master’s Degree courses at Schumacher College unfold in three 
blocks of thematic studies, each one lasting one semester, followed by two 
short-term courses that the students can choose, and the delivery of a final 
thesis. After each block and short-term course, the students must submit a 
piece of work related to the subject studied.

The first block of the course attended by Mari was about paradigms of 
ecology, followed by the theme of the emergence of a new economics and 
this new economics in practice. The first paper she delivered consisted of 
a series of activities, developed to teach the physical limits of the planet to 
children. After that came the game with questions cited above, entitled The 
We Game and, finally, a three-thousand word paper on local banks that 
have positively redefined the situation of their communities.

By enabling and encouraging students to develop their Masters Degree 
work in different formats, Schumacher College awakens latent creativity. 
Most pupils deliver a written paper, but not even among those works is 
there a standardized format. Students are encouraged not to impose rigid 
structures, but rather to discover the architecture of the narrative as the 
investigation proceeds. “How do we bring back creativity, art, movement, 
life to a format that is mechanically repeated? Art may be within different 
manifestations of the work, it is not in the final form it acquires, but in the 
process by which it is conceived,” says former student Juliana.

In addition, there are many examples of students who experimented 
with different languages. An Indian, for example, handed in a painting. 
An Englishman made a video. Another student wrote a play, and then she 
developed an action in which citations by thinkers were scattered around 
the college and the garden, in a way that formed different paths, all pointing 
in the same direction, where a key was. Some people wrote songs as one of 
the assignments, others delivered reports mentioning parts of the course 
that they didn’t like. The students who choose to deliver an activity in 
differentiated formats must also produce a justification in the form of a text 
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to explain the relationship between the assignment and theme studied.

Everyday sustainability
“Bake your own bread,” recommends Satish. For him, bread is a great 

symbol of our existence. It is food that agregates the sun, the rain, the 
land. And the philosophy in making your own bread is taken seriously at 
Schumacher College, where every meal is prepared by the people who live 
there. At the table, there is no lack of praise for the food.

The meals are vegetarian and made with fresh, organic ingredients. 
What may seem like a detail is, in fact, the core of what is developed in this 
college. Through a different type of nutrition, of living in community, and 
the approximation between rational knowledge and intuitive knowledge, 
there is the proposal of a different way of life.

The more than 8,000 former students, now scattered around 60 
countries have opened up new paths in the vast field of sustainability, either 
undertaking projects or businesses, or in the challenge of reinventing 
systems while working for large companies. 

“Instead of being in a classroom in order to understand what 
sustainability means in our mental constructions, studying matrices and 
abstract concepts, at Schumacher College, we are living the question: 
‘What does it mean to be sustainable?’ in our daily lives,” says Juliana.

For the curious

KUMAR, Satish. No Destination: an autobiography. Cambridge: Green 
Books, 2000. 

ORR, David. Earth In Mind. Washington: Island Press. 1994.

SCHUMACHER, Ernst Friedrich. O negócio é ser pequeno: um estudo de 
economia que leva em conta as pessoas. Rio de Janeiro: Zahar, 1983.

THOMAS, Douglas; BROWN, John Seely. A New Culture of Learning: 
cultivating the imagination for the world of constant change.[S.l.]: 
CreateSpace, 2011.
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After learning all this

CARE FOR THE SPACE
By sharing the routine tasks among students, teachers and staff, 
a deeper relationship is cultivated with the place. The shared 
caring becomes part of the learning process.
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 SUSTAINABILITY 
INSTITUTE
Stellenbosch, South Africa

Learning with Active Hope at the 

Learning with Active Hope at the Sustainability Institute192
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“we should also honour what 
we cannot measure.“
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Learning theories from the whole world, carrying out real-life 
case studies, discussing controversial issues, indulging in emotional 
experiences, dressing up as a fictional character in a play, painting a 
picture, making a video, writing articles, reading piles of books, going 
out to the garden with hoes and pitchforks to rake earth. Such activities 
are part of the routine of the landscaper Eamonn, 45 years old, student 
of the Sustainability Institute, also known as SI. With so much to do, he 
gets mentally and physically exhausted. “But it’s good exhaustion,” says 
Eamonn. An intensive experience which tests the students’ ability to the 
earnest engagement.

The Institute offers Masters and PhD programs, with diplomas 
awarded in partnership with the University of Stellenbosch. It is located 
in the Lynedoch Ecovillage, about 30 kilometers from Cape Town, in 
the Western Cape Province, South Africa. In Lynedoch, 60 people 
live in 23 cottages. “You learn more while working with people who 
are different from you,” says Jerome Slamat, Director of Community 
Interaction at Stellenbosch University, who acknowledges the work 
done in the Sustainability Institute as a way to heal the wounds opened 
by the racial segregation regimen that prevailed in the country between 
1948 and 1994, the so-called apartheid. At that time, signs stating 
“Whites Only” all over public areas institutionalized prejudice. Slamat 
recalls that racism generated absurd processes, like the “pencil test”, 
an experiment to differentiate white people from black people, which 
consisted of pulling a pencil through a person’s hair, to check how easily 
it went through.

“You can say that the theoretical foundations of apartheid were 
created in the town and also at the University of Stellenbosch. Most of the 
Prime Ministers and Presidents of the apartheid regimen were trained at 
Stellenbosch; some were even in high academic positions. We still have 
a lot of work to reposition this university from a cradle of apartheid to 
a beacon of hope,” explains Slamat, grandson of slaves and the son of 
a maid and a painter. The Sustainability Institute develops its courses 
in partnership with the School of Public Leadership and the School of 

There are two main problems in our time: the 
first one is how people relate to other people, the 

second is how they relate to the environment.
JEROME SLAMAT, DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY INTERACTION
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Economics and Management at the University of Stellenbosch. Therefore 
it is a catalyst in the construction and dissemination of knowledge that 
is beneficial to the community. “We must learn to create more inclusive 
identities than those invented in the past,” he adds.

Action within the roots
In the 1990s, the South African educator and activist, Eve Annecke, 

attended a course that marked her life, held at Schumacher College in 
England, a learning center presented in the 9th chapter of this book. At 
that time, physicist and professor Fritjof Capra, invited to write an essay 
at the end of this book, had already published “The Turning Point: Science, 
Society and Rising Culture,” one of his most famous works, in which he 
identifies an emerging paradigm in the 20th century: the systemic view, 
based on an approach to the entirety of the processes.

Five years after the course with Capra, Annecke returned to Schumacher 
College with her husband, educator Mark Swilling. This time the goal was 
not to attend classes, but to propose partnerships. Inspired by the model 
of Schumacher College, both founded the NGO Sustainability Institute, 
in 1999.

The work of Annecke and Swilling connects itself intimately with the 
word “radical,” which comes from Latin radix, meaning root. “The justice 
which we aspired to as activists, in a country which was struggling with 
the challenges of a new democracy, devastated by its racist past, would 
never happen unless a transformative action occured in the roots of the 

The Sustainability 
Institute is located 
in Lynedoch, an 
ecovillage where 
40 families live 
(in the photo, the 
entrance to the 
Institute)

How it all began
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microcosm of our new and fragmented community,” reflects Annecke in an 
article about the Institute. In the beginning, the area of the Institute looked 
very different from the current ecovillage, where there are abundant plants 
and trees. “There was nothing green here. We have planted everything,” says 
gardener Bryce Anderson, acknowledged by the people as an educator, called 
Master. Initially, Annecke used to ask Anderson: “What is your vision for this 
place?” “I want to create a central garden. A place where you can sit, read, see,” 
replied the Master Gardener.

In the surrounding area of the Institute, there is a daycare center, a 
school and a guest center. There are very plain houses alongside others 
with bold designs, i.e., families of different social classes live in the 
same area. The ecovillage also has a recycling system for solid waste 
and water (sewage, showers and kitchen). For example, after the water 
is flushed from the toilets, purification occurs by means of a process 
which involves worms, microorganisms, various species of plants and 
filters with different types of sediments. Water then becomes reusable 
for flushing and irrigation. There is also the use of rainwater and the 
incentive for the use of solar energy.

Over a thousand trees were planted in the structuring process. Since 
nature involves chance and oxygenates thought, the time that the students 
spend in the garden becomes active meditation, which embraces the 
entire body. For Professor Johan Hattingh, who teaches courses at the 
Institute, and also in the Philosophy Department at the University of 
Stellenbosch, the encounters between teachers and students in the garden 
bring more equalization to the relationships. “The usual boundaries that 
separate teacher and student are challenged during the time we spend 
working together in the garden in the mornings,” says Hattingh.

Tenacious dedication 
Hundreds of students compete for positions each year. The Institute 

does not inform of the courses through conventional advertising. It is done 
informally by word of mouth. The concern for not clouding people’s minds 
with ads is reflected even in the vicinity of the ecovillage, since on the road 
there is a discrete signpost that indicates the existence of the Institute.

“The students must excel. They have to prove that they are able to work 
hard,” explains Eve Annecke. The students interested in the postgraduate 
program are required to submit various documents stating academic, 
professional and personal experience, as well as a letter with the motivations 

The practices
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which have caused that choice. Among those selected, you can find people 
who entered the courses for different reasons: some are in search of a 
promising career, others want to make their dreams come true, and still 
others do not even know how to answer exactly to their own whys.

The immensity of perspectives is a valuable component to increase 
the learning that people get from others, coexisting in the daily routine. 
There is an effort at the Institute for the students to know each other. 
What Anderson, the Master Gardener, calls the “interlacing of people” by 
promoting the formation of a community. For example, early in a class on 
a Monday, the teacher of Biodiversity and Sustainable Agriculture asked 
the class: “Please help me to make a world map on the floor with adhesive 
tape.” When the map was ready, each student was asked to tell his/her story, 
walking on the countries that were part of it.

The first one to start the activity was a local student: “I was born in 
Cape Town, where I went to college,” said Jay, 32 years old, standing on 
top of South Africa. Next, he jumped to England and continued: “I lived 
in London for a few years, working in parties.” He jumped back to South 
Africa, saying that now he is at the Institute. Then it was Tamanda’s turn, 
who stood on birthplace Malawi and also walked on countries like Japan 
and China. Another student walked towards the north of the African 
continent and announced: “I’m Alan, proudly Kenyan.”

Group work represents only part of the tasks of the postgraduate 
students. In this chapter, we will mainly discuss the activities carried out in 
the Masters program of Sustainable Development, which brings together 
features that characteristic of the Institute’s proposals. The program lasts 
two years in the full-time version or four years in the part-time option. In 
the two-year version, there are eight thematic modules annually. Some of 
them are mandatory, while some are chosen from a list of about 20 options, 
such as Corporate Citizenship, Food Safety and Globalized Agriculture, 
Environmental Ethics, and Applied Economics. Each block is composed of 
six days of immersion, from 8am. to 5pm..

Mornings are taken with projects in the garden and academic 
reflections, followed by afternoons with lectures, films and classes of art and 
movement. “The afternoons are filled with activities that sharpen creativity. 
We remain involved with the contents studied, in continuous reflection, but 
in a different manner,” ponders student Anne-Marie, 22 years old, and a 
postgraduate student at the Institute. She feels that there is a great difference 
between the University of Stellenbosch, where she graduated, and the 
Institute. She says that the Sustainability Institute proposes an approach 
which is closer to the one she seeks, integrating different areas. The youth 
today is prouder of her work, signing them with enthusiasm. Her clarity 
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about her future is impressive: she perceives in herself skills in the academic 
field and is sure that she wants to continue in this area. “You must be the 
change, and inspire the change. My dream is to find places where I can do 
both,” says Anne-Marie.

On Saturday mornings, there are presentations of the group works, each 
one lasting approximately 20 minutes. The students also write a scientific 
paper after the end of each module, six to eight-thousand-word long, in 
which they discuss the subject studied, illustrating their ideas with real 
cases. Another task is to write a journal, expressing weekly reflections in 
free style: in texts as well as in paintings, sculptures, and videos, among 
other possibilities.

A new way to connect
All activities of the Institute respond to a contemporary demand that 

Jerome Slamat summarizes in one sentence: “We must find a new way to 
connect with each other.” He believes that the university must offer at least 
two paths to students: the conventional academic paradigm centered on 
theory, and a different way of being in the school, that fosters sustainability 
and causes change in the lives of individuals. “The university should clarify 
that there are at least these two ways, leaving to the students the choice 
of the direction that interests them most,” he reflects. Interestingly, one of 
the former students of the Sustainability Institute, Zimbabwean Luke, 27 
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years old, currently undertakes an initiative at the Institute which offers the 
students another paradigm than university itself.

Luke’s dream was to become a photographer, but he lost interest in 
that career while he worked for a renowned European professional, who 
dedicated himself primarily to the sale of products. Putting himself in the 
place of the photographer, whom Luke looked up to at first, he realized that 
he could never bear to use his talent in something that had no connection 
with his ideas. He abandoned photography and returned to South Africa 
where he did his postgraduate studies at the Sustainability Institute. That 
awakened in him a deep interest in the subject of food production. Next, 
he went on a world tour to get to know social projects that provide local 
answers to environmental issues. He went to countries like India, Nepal, 
Costa Rica and Cuba. “We are so attached to the habit of looking for 
solutions in the same places! We just have to break this,” said the youth.

Back in South Africa, he developed a program in a partnership with 
the Institute that blends two experiences, college studies and the sabbatical 
year, in a single proposal named SI Explorers. This is a learning project in 
motion, with room for 20 youths, who will move to six different countries 
over seven months. The program is full of practical and community 
activities in local projects, and processes related to professional careers 
and self-knowledge. It is an experience for the youths to sense, for 
example, the situation of the African savannahs, where rhinos face 
extinction due to poaching. There are also classes on marine biology in 
the waters of Mozambique and research on environmental conservation 
in the mountains of Costa Rica.

Transdisciplinarity
The postgraduate students of the Sustainable Development course 

receive a questionnaire on the first day of class. It is a sheet full of 
incitements, such as: Name three native trees. Name three types of 
birds. Name three famous brands. Where does your garbage go? What 
kind of soil is there where you live? From the first moment, the activities 
at the Institute highlight the connection among the different areas. That 
is how “transdisciplinarity” emerges, as an element that makes up the 
essence of the Institute.

In “transdisciplinarity” there are no more divisions by disciplines, and 
connections become more important than any partition or label of what is 
being studied. The boundaries liquify in various ways, as we will see further.

For the creators of the Institute, there is no doubt that the greatest current 
impasses demand transdisciplinary solutions. “A transdisciplinary challenge 
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requires a transdisciplinary response,” appears in the presentation of the 
research program of Tsama Hub, a center of studies about sustainability 
and “transdisciplinarity”. It is a partner of the SI, and is a University center, 
now renamed the Stellenbosch Centre for Complex Systems in Transition.

In the routine of the students, “transdisciplinarity” is experienced 
mainly due to the presence of two elements. The first one is the 
ecovillage, which enhances the perception of the complexity of 
subjects, by uniting the traditional (classrooms) and the informal 
(garden, conversations during coffee breaks, morning meditation), 
by uniting the practice (hands on the hoe) and the theory (library), 
by uniting the noise (people hammering to fix their homes) and the 
silence (the quietness of plants).

The second element is the human factor: the diversity of the students. 
“In South Korea, where I come from, the system is totally different. 
Learning occurs in only one direction. You sit and listen. But the system 
of the Institute makes me think ... Think!” emphasizes Insoo, 28 years old. 
The young student is an adventurer: he has been a volunteer on farms 
in Israel and India, and has had experience with the U.S. Army and oil 
companies in Nigeria. “This Institute asks me serious questions that I had 
never thought of before,” he says.

Voices that deepen diversity
Learning in group with peers is one of the pillars of the course, along 

with others like experience and practice, and research within the African 
context. In one of the groups that we met, there were people from three 
countries: Nomandla and Jay from South Africa, Chinweoke from 
Nigeria, and Alan from Kenya. They were seeking consensus regarding 
the question: “Is development through agriculture a paradox?” The 
cultural mixture revealed a cauldron of perspectives. To Chinwe, a person 
in love with the land, agriculture promotes development, but the large 
estates would be harmful. In remarks by Alan, who comes from a tribe of 
fishermen, what is in question is the meaning of the term “development.” 
The combination of distinct experiences, from Engineering to Agronomy, 
assured the exploration of several lines of reasoning.

While one of the students structured the ideas into software, the other 
two contributed without writing anything. They only relied on memory 
and reflection to flesh out what they intended to present in three days. 
In the end, the slides were barely used by Chinwe in her speech. This 
strategy of exposing ideas, which seems so common to us, made no sense 
to the Nigerian student. During her speech, she made use of her farming 
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history and the reading of different authors, illustrating the points that 
she agreed with, and others that she disagreed on. Oral tradition is an 
ancestral characteristic honored by African students.

Since the presentation format does not have to follow any rule, the 
students of the Institute may even organize plays to share their reflections. 
We watched some performances with improvised costumes that caused 
bursts of laughter. The multiple formats stimulate the emergence of different 
approaches to the subjects, so it is worth repeating: “transdisciplinarity” 
depends on the integration of multiple views. “Here, there is not only one 
vision regarding the issues. There are different perspectives, and each one 
matters,” said student Songo, 27 years old, who has worked in high-risk 
communities and with the NGO Greenpeace. Today she is convinced of the 
importance of sustainability for her career. When presentations are over, 
the educator shares his impressions, and each member exposes how they 
felt about the group work. It is obvious that it is a stressful activity for some 
students, while for others it is a time for fun.

The research within the African context, another pillar of the group 
work, is the manner found by the Institute to transform encounters 
full of prolific ideas into a legacy for the country. Part of the research 
developed by the students, called “action research,” is formulated from 
real problems. One of these projects, for example, extensively discussed 
the issue of illegal land occupation, in studies with local farmers, the 
homeless and the jobless.

The beacons of the new context
South African Bradley is one of the students of the Sustainable Cities 

module, one of the most disputed in the program. One day, when he was 
lodging at the Institute and having dinner with colleagues, a stranger sat at 
the table. The newcomer introduced himself:

“I’m Wilhelm Verwoerd, nice to meet you.”
Bradley began to stammer:
“You are, you are ...?”
Bradley’s astonishment was justified: Verwoerd is a very heavy surname, 

marked by history. His grandfather, the politician Hendrik Verwoerd, is 
known as the main articulator and implimentor of apartheid. After the 
initial awkwardness, they talked all night about dreams, human conflicts, 
and sustainability. Verwoerd always kept a slight smile on his face and was 
soft-spoken. Although he is not a postgraduate student, he is routinely seen 
around the Institute, and soon, Verwoerd will move into the ecovillage. 

After learning all this
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Previously, he worked for some time in Northern Ireland, where he dealt 
with the theme of reconciliation, in direct contact with former combatants 
and survivors of the conflict that occurred in that country.

The structure of his house in the ecovillage will consist of sandbags. 
In order to set up a house in the village, the approval of the community 
of residents and the development of a project with strategies to minimize 
environmental impact are mandatory. His presence in the ecovillage is a 
symbol of the ongoing change in the country.

For the couple Eve Annecke and Mark Swilling, no one should 
underestimate the power of small innovative initiatives that bring precise 
changes here and there, such as a house which causes less environmental 
impact. They believe that we are in a transition period; they say that a fair 
process will only emerge when people transcend the division between 
local action and global action. After all, when we act locally, we inevitably 
contribute to part of the bigger change.

Before creating the Institute with her husband, Annecke was the 
facilitator of a leadership course at Harvard. When we asked her the 
difference between a class at Harvard and a class at the Sustainability 
Institute, she replied: “I think that Harvard is brilliant and capable, with 
great teachers, fantastic case studies and infinite resources. It is education 
based on the Western way of thinking. The education that we develop at the 
Institute is based on the building of learning communities, in the integration 
among soul, soil and society, in a way that makes transformation possible.” 
Then Annecke highlighted a key point: she considers both models to be 

Insoo, who left 
South Korea 
for South Africa 
specifically to 
study at the 
Sustainability 
Institute, 
emphasizes that 
the institute 
really stimulates 
him to think

INTERCONNECT TO RE-EDUCATE THE EYE
With “transdisciplinarity,” the fragmentation of what is being studied 
is replaced by the explicit connection among subjects. It is like a 
network emerged, which dilutes borders, whose root is diversity. 
Theory joins practice, the informal joins the formal.
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significant, each one with its own approach, each one in search of certain 
elements and people’s profiles. “I see some arrogance in perceiving oneself 
as better than others,” she adds. And her speech was loaded with meanings. 
She makes clear the fact that she acknowledges the value of diversity, 
not only within the Institute, but anywhere else. This brings to focus the 
word transformation, echoing the reflections of Slamat, who identifies the 
Institute as a catalyst of hope in South Africa. A hope that is cultivated in 
the country, but that is spread worldwide by former students like Luke. 
An active, interdisciplinary and sustainable hope, which demands full 
dedication in order to be materialized.

Interconnect to re-educate the eye
With “transdisciplinarity,” the fragmentation of what is being studied 

is replaced by the explicit connection among subjects. It is like a network 
emerged, which dilutes borders, whose root is diversity. Theory joins 
practice, the informal joins the formal.

For the curious
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“I like the philosophy here, 
because common sense is common 

pract ice, and the act ivities 
revolve around this, which is 

very unusual”
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When Kiran Sethi was in the 8th grade, the students were asked to do a 
project about an animal. While her colleagues chose cats, dogs and turtles, she 
proposed something on snakes. Her parents took her to a place on the outskirts 
of Ahmedabad, a city in the state of Gujarat, India, to buy a snake.

“You can keep your pet as long as you can feed it,” said the father. 
Kiran’s older brother said he would leave home if his sister arrived with 
a snake. In the end, the girl took care of her “pet” for only a few days. 
She gave us this example to show how much freedom she had while 
being brought up, questioning whatever limits: “Who says it cannot be 
done?” Years later, Kiran would question herself about the education her 
children were receiving in school, in a search process that culminated in 
the creation of Riverside School in Ahmedabad.

Who introduced us to Riverside were the students Samveg and Aryan, 
both 10 years old. The central courtyard is the living room of the school. 
It is also where the glass-walled principal’s office is. The two students 
walked with us around the colorful and bright environment, with many 
interventions by pre-school to 12th grade (last year) students.

They showed us a circular structure built in the courtyard, with a space for 
people to sit. “This is a circle for storytelling,” said one of them. Samveg and 
Aryan were speaking without a script prepared to impress visitors, without 
ready speeches or phrases. When they were asked how they knew the school 
in so much detail, they answered “oh, we just do.”

The school, now with 350 students and 52 teachers, with a maximum of 
25 students per classroom has a model that is now replicated by six other 
Indian institutions, reaching approximately 4,000 students. Riverside is a 
private school and about 20% of the students have scholarships provided 
by a government program. Jahnavi Mehta, one of the oldest teachers and 
coordinator of stage 1 (preschool to 2nd grade), told us that since her first 
days of work she told herself: “It’s truly a new school! My learning process 
will start from scratch.”

The right to choose must be given to the children.
KIRAN SETHI, FOUNDER OF RIVERSIDE SCHOOL
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The search for an education with meaning
Kiran’s story, as she points out herself, is not exactly the journey of an 

educator, but of a mother. One day a teacher asked her son to write a text 
about the role of cows in society and religion. Cows are sacred animals in 
India. The boy, who was a little over five years old at the time, decided to 
use his imagination and invented a story. He received a negative evaluation 
from the teacher.

A thousand questions arose in Kiran’s mind: “Why mutilate a child’s ability 
to choose? Why couldn’t my son choose to tell a beautiful fictional story?” She 
decided to search for a new school for her son, without knowing at first how 
to tell one institution from the other.

“Overall, the basic measure is academic performance. But my designer 
perspective led me to look at the physical spaces.” said Kiran, who also 
dedicated herself to observing the students. “I wanted to know if they could 
keep up a conversation. In many schools that claim to do good work, the 
children cannot even carry on a simple dialogue. I tried to meet the school 
principals to see if they were dynamic and truly interested in education. I 
created my own lenses to analyze the schools,” she said.

She found a private school in Ahmedabad run by young people who, 
like her, wanted to change the world of education. She decided that her 
son should study there. Eventually she became a teacher of a discipline on 
creativity at that school, and due to the positive impact of her presence, 

Students often 
create posters as 
a way to practice 
the translation of 
ideas into images.

How it all began
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she was invited to be the principal. Under her leadership, enrollment 
doubled in one year. However, clashes with the school owner, mainly 
related to ideological issues, led to her departure.

After almost two years as a school principal in Ahmedabad, Kiran 
went back into the design world. She kept thinking about her interest in 
education and considered opening a school. To start this undertaking, she 
decided to use her house, which was under construction at the edge of a 
river. She also published an ad in the newspaper offering positions in the 
school. As a result, she was contacted by twenty-four parents.

Kiran remembers taking them to visit the “school” which was under 
construction, showing them where each classroom would be. However, an 
earthquake postponed the initial dream. In the tragedy, more than ninety 
buildings collapsed in the city, among which, Kiran’s house-school. Months 
later, in June 2001, she sought those first few parents. The school was finally 
open in her house, with four groups of students, adding up to 25. 

In the following year, she didn’t even have to announce the opening of 
positions: the school had already become known by word of mouth among 
parents, and the number of students increased to 58. All the members of the 
first team, made up of Kiran and five others, are still working together.

One of the main considerations that led to the creation of Riverside 
revolved around what should be the purpose of a school in a child’s life. 
How can schools help children create their own future?

Common sense, common practice
The methodology of Riverside did not stem from any existing 

pedagogy. The notions that Kiran brought from design thinking inspired 
the practices of the school. In short, design thinking is an approach for the 
creative solutions of challenges, based on the skills that designers have for 
establishing the correspondence between human needs and the available 
technical resources,” as Tim Brown, CEO of design consultancy IDEO, 
states in the book “Design Thinking.” Looking at the school as something 
to be “designed” to “work better” opened the way for explorations and 
discoveries. The student is in the center of the discussions as the “user” of 
the space called “school.”

During the creation of Riverside, traditional practices were questioned. 
The team did not refrain from studying educational models, mainly, 
psychological ones. The people involved sought theories about how the 
brain works, how knowledge is organized, how to motivate learning. They 
asked themselves how to do something in which they really believed.

It was at this point that the philosophy of “common sense, common 
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practice” surfaced. Here is a very simple example to understand this: it is a 
fact that teenagers, in general, do not like waking up early. Everyone knows 
this, but the schools do nothing about it. Well, at Riverside, students in the 
higher grades begin classes at 9:30 am. They show better performance and 
attain a higher level of engagement with the school, once they perceive 
the institution’s concern for their well-being. “I like the philosophy here, 
because common sense is common practice, and the activities revolve 
around this, which is very unusual,” says the mother of a girl who entered 
Riverside when she was 5 years old, and today is 16.

Common sense says that you cannot effectively articulate contents 
by memorizing texts. It also says that we learn much more with hands-
on methods. While common sense is not absolute and it can branch out 
into controversial proposals, you cannot deny that some points of general 
knowledge, if better applied, would bring innovative changes.

Placing the obvious in perspective, the school constantly questions itself 
about how knowledge can turn into everyday practice. Riverside has challenged 
itself to acknowledge the importance of simple measures with significant 
impacts, which can be implemented without dazzling plans.

Contact with the world
One day, Irishman Niall Walsh, literature teacher, spoke with Kiran 

about an activity that would be developed in the classroom. The director, 
who also teaches at Riverside in some periods, instigated Niall to go 
beyond the school premises in that activity. “How do we place a class 
about novels in the real world?” Kiran questioned. The second version of 
the proposal came from an invitation to the students: “How about us all 
going to a bookstore?” 

In a conversation with the store manager, the teacher decided which 
main authors would be included in book hunt, and reached a total of 
eighty writers from different literature genres. The challenge given to 
the students, divided in four groups, was to collect as much information 
about the styles and tones of the narratives, making a comparison 
between the pieces found and the novel studied in the classroom. The 
time to accomplish the mission: an hour and a half. Minutes after the 
doors of the store were open to the students, you could already hear lively 
conversations from the youths running all around saying, “I need to find 
this book...”, “Have you already found that other one?”

On that same day, a writer talked with the students, sharing a good 
dose of inspiration. The groups presented, on posters, the information 

The practices
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acquired during the visit, and the winning team of the challenge got an 
award. Engaging students in the learning process is the daily challenge 
taken on by Niall Walsh.

Each month, students have about two or three interactions with the 
outside world. This is learning embedded in a real-world context. In general, 
the structure of the classes does not differ much from a regular school. The 
important thing at Riverside is the idea that governs the three different stages 
of learning which students go through during their school life:

 › Key Stage 1
Aware: making the complex world simpler / understanding the 
mosaic
Grades: Kindergarten to 2nd 

 › Key Stage 2
Enable: Making learning visible / dependence to independence
Grades: 3rd to 8th

 › Stage –Key 3
Empower: Be the change / independence to interdependence
Grades: 9th to 12th

 Another aspect of the real world taken into account at Riverside is the 
fact that, in daily life, they get in touch with people of all ages. Students 
at different stages usually participate in joint activities, in the “buddy” 
interactions. “The younger ones can also teach something to the older 
ones,” said one student. During our visit, we found dozens of young people 
from stages 2 and 3 sitting in the central area of the school, developing 
activities together. The younger students were teaching the older ones to 
make bead bracelets before they took a test, so that they could reduce the 
stress that preceded those moments.

 Another project related to interaction with the world is called Artist 
in Residence. Every year, an artist is invited to live for a few months at the 
school and develop a project. When we visited Riverside, we found an 
artist who had invited the students to set up an installation. The project 
encourages young people to learn various aspects of artistic production, 
such as scripts, sets, sound and light, sponsorship and documentation.

Yet another opportunity to explore the world beyond Riverside is 
the Exchange Program, which allows students to get in touch with other 
schools within and outside India. The motto of the program is “get out 
of the comfort zone.” In the fourth year, the students spend three days #i
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at a school in the same town; in the fifth year, three days at a school in 
a neighboring town; in the sixth year, they spend some time at a rural 
school; in the seventh, they visit a school in another Indian state; and in 
the eighth, a school in another country. “I visited a school in Sweden. The 
best part was when we split into groups to create an installation about the 
similarities and differences between Swedish and Indian cultures,” says 
the student Aniruddh, 13 years old. At the same time Riverside welcomes 
students from other nations.

The initiatives of interaction with the world do not stop there. There is still 
the Café at Riverside, an activity that brings guests to the school. Thinkers 
from various areas participate in dialogues with students, who prepare a 
series of questions beforehand. Among the most distinguished visitors is 
Professor Howard Gardner, Cognitive Psychologist and professor at Harvard 
who is also a central figure in the pedagogy of the school. 

The multiple paths
Professor Howard Gardner is the creator of the Theory of Multiple 

Intelligences, which is one of the main pillars at Riverside. He is the 
author of Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, released in 
1983 in the United States. In the book he describes the seven dimensions 
of intelligence: linguistic, musical, logical/mathematical, visual/spatial, 
bodily/kinesthetic, interpersonal and intrapersonal. Recently, the list 
acquired two more dimensions: naturalist and existentialist.

For Gardner, we live in a world where two types of intelligence are 
overvalued: the linguistic and the logical/mathematical. The researcher 
argues that we should consider with equal attention people who develop 
other types of intelligences, such as entrepreneurs, architects and artists 
in general. People who limit the exploration of the world by using only 
the mathematical and the linguistic lenses exclude a multitude of possible 
views. He states the following:
 “I don’t worry about those occasional children who are good at 
everything. They will do very well. I worry about those that do not shine 
on standardized tests, and therefore, tend to be regarded as not having 
any talent,”

When he visited Riverside, Gardner praised the school and reflected 
on the essential factor in the formation of a human being, in a speech 
recorded on a video to which we had access: “Character is more important 
than intellect. If people do not have a good character, if they do not know 
how to make the right decisions, that go beyond more power and money, 
the world will be on a bad path.”
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The theory of multiple intelligences came to Riverside after the principal 
found Gardner’s books. Besides using the theory as the backdrop for all 
the practices, Riverside has created Interest Centres aimed at children in 
the first stage (from kindergarten to second grade). These centers cover 
practices related to various intelligences: dance, music, storytelling, sports 
and cooking. Children are invited to choose the area that most interests 
them. At that moment, the interaction between different ages occurs 
again. Students are grouped according to their affinities in meetings of 
about an hour and a half, once a week. 

The students are also responsible for the classes, and the teachers 
collaborate in preparing the agendas for the meetings, based on the 
following topics: What? Why? How? as well as Reflections. We witnessed 
a class on storytelling, in which we met Nandini, a little six-year-old 
teacher. Following is the description of the class prepared by Nandini, 
written in very neat letters in her little notebook:

What: Read a book.
Why: Because it is a story about making friends.
How: First I will read the story. Then I will ask if the students understood it.
Reflections: The book I chose was too long, and some students got 
tired. Next time I will find a shorter story.

The school emphasizes the importance of leaving the path clear for 
the will of learning to flow. In another activity of the Interest Centres, the 
children from preschool were playing with clay when suddenly a piece 
of the material fell into a grid on the floor. The teacher did not pick it 

Students of 
different ages are 
encouraged to 
interact, as in this 
activity, in which 
they produce 
bead bracelets.
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up, taking advantage of the situation to encourage the kids to resolve 
the dilemma. A first volunteer solved the problem by using a broom to 
recover the lost clay, putting her spatial intelligence into practice.

The game gained new dimensions: one of the children dropped 
another piece of clay through the grid. This time, the clay fell further, 
and the broom wasn’t long enough to reach it. Another child decided 
to crawl inside the gap below the grid, showing her bodily intelligence. 
She reached the piece of clay with her feet, while her friends helped with 
directions: “further that way ... further this way...” The game continued 
with more pieces of clay being thrown below the grid, and, of course, with 
more types of intelligence being exercised.

The beacons of learning
In one of the thematic classes, they decided to work with the topic 

chocolate. The first activity related to it was reading the book Charlie 
and the Chocolate Factory, written by the Welsh author Roald Dahl. The 
students also watched the film and talked about the relationship between 
the screenplay of the movie and the book content. The immersion into the 
subject “chocolate” continued throughout several other activities. 

Rather than compartmentalizing knowledge into disciplines, students 
of Riverside huddle for months on specific topics. Each subject connects 
with different beacons. In total, there are six:

 › Language: interact with the world
 › Logical/Mathematical: develop number sense
 › Scientific Thinking: observe and interpret data
 › Creativity: nurture curiosity and habits of mind
 › Craftsmanship: exercise creativity from handcrafts
 › Interpersonal/Intrapersonal: develop a healthy identity, increase 

empathy with others.

The challenge of the teachers is to find different ways to approach the 
same topic. Regarding the chocolate theme, after reading the book and 
watching the movie, the students prepared chocolates with ingredients 
related to their personalities. Arya, 8 years old, prepared a chocolate bar 
with gelatin (he considers himself a good friend), mint (for his funny 
way) and pepper (he is not always a well-behaved boy).

They learned the history of cocoa and, in the preparation of the 
chocolate bars they dealt with the mathematics of quantities, calculating 
the portions of ingredients.
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Following, there was a task that required even more skills: sell the goodies 
prepared. In the classroom, they formed groups of three. “Each group should 
be composed of someone who is good at asking questions, another who can 
speak Gujarati (the local language) and another with ability to interact with 
people,” said the teacher. In a process that required not only self-knowledge, 
but also knowledge of others, the students assembled the teams, and they had 
to explain to everyone the reason for the choice of each member.

Calculations were made to set the price of the final product, and then 
the chocolates were sold at a street market. At last, they sent the profits 
to a local NGO which the students chose and visited. The organization 
worked with one of the municipal schools, which also received them. In 
this interaction, they got in touch with the Indian reality even deeper: they 
found that public school students worked during their vacation instead 
of traveling, as did the youngsters of Riverside. From start to finish, the 
theme of chocolate accompanied the students for two months.

Be the change
Riverside sets students on a journey of awareness, providing conditions 

for them to become active and engaged citizens. The teenagers lead the 
so-called “persistence initiatives,” that have as the main goal to encourage 
the youth to see the importance of their role in society. Every Saturday 
during the four years of the last stage, they participate in volunteer work. 
That is, apart from studying Monday through Friday, they still engage in 
an extra activity on weekends. The school believes that persistence is an 
important characteristic to be developed by the students.

 One of the projects of the persistence initiatives was titled HEAL - 
Healing with our hearts, in which the students visited children with cancer 
in the infirmary of a local hospital. They talked to the patients for about two 
hours, in chats that sometimes included the patients’ parents and even the 
handcrafting of artifacts to decorate the place. Jazz, 17 years old, student of 
the 11th grade, states in the book Education for Creativity:

“HEAL is not just a ‘persistence initiative,’ it is a movement that is very 
close to my heart. Participating in the core of the group since day one, I 
truly saw the growth of the initiative. In the first weeks, there were only 
five of us, but now there are more than fifty members.”

In the good citizenship actions, students learn what Gardner highlights: 
the polishing of their own character. “I understood the real meaning of 
empathy: your pain in my heart,” completes Jazz.

From the Riverside proposal, whose essence consists of design 
thinking ideas, Kiran created the Design for Change initiative, a project that 

#p
er

si
st

en
cy

 #
im

p
ac

t #
re

fl
ec

ti
o

n

has already reached more than 25 million children in 35 countries. It’s an 
open methodology, available for anyone to implement in their own way. 
The proposal is divided into four phases: feel, imagine, do and share. The 
children are encouraged to promote a positive impact on their own reality for 
a week, changing situations that annoy them or inventing possibilities that 
they desire. Projects range from creating a campaign to promote the measles 
vaccine to actions to reduce the number of plastic bags used locally. The 
learning process happens in practice, and it is important to highlight that, at 
Riverside, the practice is as valued as the reflection about what is done.

To think beyond the basic
The word Reflection comes from the Latin re (repetition, return) 

and flectere (to bend, fold). To “fold repeatedly” can have a poetic sense, 
meaning to go back to the beginning, but without leaving anything behind. 
A “fold” needs all the parts to occur. At Riverside, reflecting is not just a 
mental activity. It is part of the process and one of the verbs most frequently 
cited in the interviews. The focus of the reflection is clear: to awaken the 
students’ awareness regarding the process of learning.

The activities performed by the students stimulate multiple 
intelligences and behaviors. Sometimes an adult is the teacher, 
sometimes the student plays the role of educator.

The opening of the meetings is a review of subjects learned in the 
previous lesson. It is the moment for “setting the tone”, which lasts about 
three minutes. At the end of the classes the conclusion phase is called 
“closing the cycle”, in which people reflect on the learning. “Children 
begin to see clearly the route covered,” says Niall.

Thus, reflection is a key point for teachers to prepare the lessons and 
perfect their skills. In the conversations with six educators who entered the 
school at different moments, we saw their enthusiasm because of the way 
Riverside challenges and leads them to always think beyond the basics. 
This spirit comes from the founder; students and teachers mentioned that 
Kiran does not allow “mediocrity.” In the school philosophy, there are 3 
R’s: Rigor, Relationship and Relevance. The focus is on learning for life, 
not just to pass a test.

The rigor of Riverside is directly related to the concept of excelence, 
of practicing and perfecting a skill like a craftsman. “Our goal is that the 
teachers also do what is expected of the students,” says Niall. He explains 
that on third stage students must choose a theme to, after deep research, 
master with excellence. Just as students are challenged to achieve mastery 
in a topic, the teachers are also incited with this challenge. “A colleague 
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and I focused on the theme of reflection. How can reflection be beneficial 
rather than a simple repetition of old opinions? How do we really put it 
into practice?” says Niall. 

The educators count on school leaders, a kind of coordinator of 
each stage. These leaders provide support to the teachers in weekly 
conversations during which they talk about different ways to approach 
the issues based on the Learning Beacons. It is as if they coached the 
teacher in the day-to-day.

In addition to the school leaders, teachers rely on assistants during 
classes to help them with occasional demands and to document the work 
done. It is not unusual to see educators and assistants during class with a 
cell phone in hand, recording videos. The teachers state that the opinions 
of others are very pertinent to improve what they are developing. “How 
could I apply a process of reflection with our students if I don’t apply it 
myself?” said one of the educators.

In the first two stages, each class has only one teacher. In the third 
stage, the number of teachers increases, one for each subject that students 
start. Year after year, the teachers visit the home of each of their students. 
“The visit fills many gaps and adds a personal touch to the relationship 
with the teacher. Both educators and parents feel more comfortable with 
each other,” says Smita Moksh, mother of a student. At the beginning of 
the school year, the “rookie” parents have a meeting with five parents 
of Riverside students, to exchange ideas about the school and become 
familiar with its practices.

As Nandini told us, the Riverside teachers are always in search of a 
bird’s eye view, a look from above. The schools and its educators act on a 
microscopic level, but at the same time seek a perspective of the general 
overview, essential for reflecting and understanding the present and future 
paths. “Everything I learned about education was through work,” she says. 
That is, Riverside was also her school of pedagogy, the space where she 
discovered how to stimulate students to undertake journeys of discovery 
and experimentation. Journeys that are not evaluated with conventional 
tests, but in everyday life, through participation in class, reports, handcrafts, 
etc. In the last stage, the number of written evaluations increases, due to the 
preparation for the screening tests for the universities.

THEMES THAT AWAKEN ENTHUSIASM
Rather than compartmentalizing knowledge into disciplines, 
students of Riverside huddle for months on themes that connect 
different activities in different areas. In the chocolate topic, for 
example, they studied the history of cocoa, they prepared goodies, 
sold them, and donated the money earned.

public                      
school
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How not to fall into the trap 
There is no activity that is central at Riverside. What exists is a 

multiplicity of practices that converge to place the student in the 
spotlight. The school’s mission is to make each child more competent 
and to feel less hopeless. “This is a space where students learn from us 
and we learn from them,” says Nandini.

In 2006, Kiran concluded that the school shouldn’t keep to itself the 
knowledge accumulated there. Over the years, Riverside has developed 
its own repertoire, as well as its own vocabulary to explain their practices. 
To make the learning processes available to other schools, the Learning 
Centre was created, with training programs for teachers from other 
schools, which have been generating an extra income for the school.

“Is it possible not to fall in the trap of success?” wonders Kiran. Since 
the beginning, many practices have changed, but the lens through which 
she and her team perceive the world remains the same. Children continue 
to be the center of the processes, the world outside the school is still seen 
as essential in daily learning. “Always improve,” is the phrase repeated 
about the future of the school. The daily exercise is the review of processes, 
so that new layers are added to good practices. In the point of view of the 
teachers, since today they know much more about education than they 
did when they started, the goal now is to be even better in what they do.

Just like Riverside recommends that students take seriously the 
teachings of Gandhi about “being the change you want to see in the 
world,” the school has proposed that challenge to itself.

For the curious

BROWN, Tim. Design Thinking. Philadelphia: Elsevier, 2010.

GARDNER, Howard. Estruturas da mente: a teoria das inteligências 
múltiplas. São Paulo: Artes Médicas, 1994.

UNKNOWN AUTHOR. Education for Creativity.

Riverside School Website: http://www.schoolriverside.com

Design for Change: www.dfcworld.com
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“the architecture is designed in such a 
way that there is no inside or outside. 
When it comes to the environment, we 

must see things as a whole. As one.“
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10 pm. – Canada
Tim Fijal is watching a 20-minute video about a school in Bali, 

Indonesia. He tries to wake his wife up to show her this video but she rolls 
over muttering something he can barely understand.

06 am. – Next morning
Tim tells his wife, South Korean Insook Park, that he couldn’t 

wait for her to wake up and that he has already called the school and 
enrolled both sons at Green School. She asks: “What are we going to 
do with the dogs?”

Insook herself told us this story. Today she lives in Indonesia with 
her two sons studying at Green School and her husband, who is now 
in charge of admissions at the school. For many, this school stands 
for a turning point. And so it was for the cofounder John Hardy who 
somehow answered his own questions about the future through the 
process of building Green School after a radical shift in his perspective 
about our planet.

Nowadays the school counts on 280 students from 50 different 
countries, from kindergarten to high school. Of the 50 teachers, most 
come from abroad besides other members of the staff accountable for 
additional classes. The school area is of 16 hectares in size amidst the 
forest. The buildings are entirely made of bamboo, a very abundant 
material in this region. There are no closed rooms; only spaces full 
of gaps through which the sun and the wind come in, connecting the 
inside and the outside. Or else, the architecture is designed in such 
a way that there is no inside or outside - it is all environment, it all 
deserves to be cared for.

“Do you understand that you cannot be a 
passive bystander in this world?”

LESLIE MEDEMA, HIGH SCHOOL GENERAL COORDINATOR AT GREEN SCHOOL
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A school that awakes the sensations
When he was a child, Canadian John Hardy used to cry while going 

to school, dragging his feet on the way to this daily duty. At age 25 he 
traveled to Indonesia where he met and married Cynthia, his wife to date. 
They created a successful jewelry business during a period that John still 
recalls as a fairy tale. They retired and one day, Cynthia invited John to 
watch a movie that didn’t really interest him but would change him forever. 
The documentary, An Inconvenient Truth (2006), by North-American Al 
Gore, disturbed Hardy: “this movie destroyed my life.” he says. Hardy 
became aware of the imminent threats and came to a realization: “even if 
only half of Al Gore’s predictions and thoughts were to be true, the future 
of my children is sure to be bound for environmental catastrophe.” After 
watching this movie he decided to focus his efforts on making feasible a 
different future for his descendants.

Green School emerged from this uneasiness, from a sharp perception of the 
tomorrow that is foreseen and the tomorrow we can create. The school started 
in 2008 with classes in English, from kindergarten to grade 9. Since then, year 
after year, new classes were created until the school reached grade 12.

The word “green” that christens the school is taken very seriously. 
Everything in there invites to contemplating a new perspective in our 
relationship with Nature: the bamboo, the natural light, the location, the river 
that runs along, the composting toilets, the raw food, the rope swings by the 
beautiful soccer field, the heat. Noise is produced by cicadas, frogs and birds.

Bamboo is everywhere: the walls, the ceiling, the furniture. Natural 
light comes through and warms up the multi-colored environment. The 
place is pleasant to the eyes, it’s filled with aesthetic pleasure. Whoever 
knows the origin of the word aesthetic understands the meaning of this 
statement – it comes from the Greek aisthetós – that means something 
that can be perceived through the senses, sensitive. Fair enough, Green 
School enhances the senses and this was the first thing that caught our 
attention on arrival. The installations look like a fiction scenario.

It is worth highlighting that there is an internal ethos that governs 
everything at Green School, even the aesthetics. The values that build 
this ethos are represented by the words: Integrity, Responsibility, 
Empathy, Sustainability, Peace, Equality, Community and Trust. All 
together they create the acronym “iRespect”. Alejandro, 10 years old, 
recited this when he heard“What haven’t we asked you about Green 
School that we should know?”

Where it all began
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Bamboo is the 
main material in 
the architecture 

of the school

These are values that are not only connected to education but to a 
broader way of living in this world. That is why Green School attracts 
families from several countries, especially from the U.S. and Canada. 
People that leave behind their houses and move closer to the school. Of 
course one has to consider that the decision to be in this school is not for 
everyone. For many families this would require, at the very least, a bold 
move to another continent.

The school support is based on tuitions and donations. Their goal is 
to reach 20% of local students with scholarships of up to 100%, but today 
this number is around 10%. The monthly fees of around 1,000 US dollars 
are very expensive when compared to the Balinese cost of living, but 
competitive as an international school in Indonesia. 

The article “Three Springs” by Allan and Ruth Wagstaff inspired the 
pedagogical foundation of the school. “The school will have a genuine 
heart where spiritual and kinesthetic intelligence and beauty will be 
valued”, Alan used to imagine in his reflections, which became real only 
after his meeting with John Hardy.

When different intelligences are valued, creativity flourishes. For 
example when the English teacher Joel Mowdy proposed an activity with 
5 different options A, B, C, D and E, option E was followed by a challenge: 
think about a different solution. Nobody used to choose option E, but now 
things have changed; the students feel more comfortable to suggest some 
form of evaluation that pops up from their own perception, says the teacher. 

Thus, the students are invited to test and experiment, and to actively live the 
process they are delving into.

 
Green and other colors 

The school is capable of producing 80% of its energy through solar 
panels. The only building with air conditioning is the small ATM 
terminal at the entrance.

That is not where boldness ends. They are developing the vortex, with 
the high school students and families involved, a horizontal turbine that 
will provide renewable energy in a small canal backslidden from the river.

The awareness of and care for the environment is not limited to 
energy production. Every day some of the ingredients that are served in 
the cafeteria come from the schoolyard. Food is served on banana leaves, 
reducing to zero the impact with inorganic waste. Fast-food? No way. The 
daily menu offers western and eastern (local) food without any canned, 
frozen or imported goods.

Animal husbandry and vegetable gardening are part of the learning 
process. Children are often seen among the chickens, harvesting fruits 
and veggies or running around the beautiful campus. Another sustainable 
innovation is in the toilet facilities. There is a toilet for liquids and another 
for solids. Yes. Number 1 and number 2. In the latter, no water is used 
to flush; instead dried leaves go on top of the waste and help start the 
composting process.

The Green Studies class helps to reinforce the sustainable mindset 
among the students. “These children are the major decision makers in 
the near future. They’ll have big challenges in their hands. They’ll need 
this connection with the environment to understand what is at stake. 
We must prepare them to appreciate Nature” says Noan Fesnoux, who 
teaches this class.

Green Studies is a thread that runs through all the grades: there are 
different focus areas by age group with diverse perspectives of sustainability. 
There are three teachers: two for Cycles I and II (elementary school) and 
one for high school. The aim is to learn through practical projects.

At the time of our visit, Grade 6 was studying dams: why are they 
built? What are the consequences? What are the alternatives? Children 
developed their own vocabulary on the subject and then dived into 
practice: they went to the river and sought a place to try and build a dam 
themselves. From observation they came to the conclusion that the river 
banks were muddy and sandy, which would demand a more solid base.

The Practices
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The class tried using sandbags to reinforce the river bank but the spaces 
between the bags let the water increasingly seep through. Every week, 
children would come back and try a different solution. They were learning 
through trial and error.

Grade 7 developed a research project about health and nutrition and 
Grade 8 about social justice. In each instance they start by exploring a 
subject and then experiment with application of the acquired knowledge. 
Each one of these experiments can take up to a month.

When asked what they like the most in this school, many students 
would say Green Studies. John is 11 years old and told us that he knew 
everything about coconuts after climbing the coconut tree and performing 
in a puppet show with little dolls made of coconut shells and even making 
coconut oil that was later turned into soap. “I learned that we can use 
many different parts of a coconut”, he said.

A new mentality generates new attitudes
In the high school groups, students have a class called Green 

Enterprise, in which they are challenged to create their own businesses. 
During these classes, they learn how to create a business plan, which 
encourages them to explore their passions as they learn to care for the 
future of the Earth. Some of these ideas come true: “The students like to 
explore and create new things, so it makes sense for them to test the role 
of entrepreneur”, said Gika, 18 years old, former Green School student 
currently involved in the business she created herself. While in Green 
School, Gika founded Bubam Cards, to produce business cards out of 
bamboo. Another student started to offer Aikido – a Japanese martial art 
– classes for children between 5 and 12 years of age. “All of our students 
will start a green business before they graduate”, remarks Leslie Medema, 
high school coordinator at Green School.

Brazilian journalist Carolina Bergier spent a few months as a volunteer 
at Green School; she says that entrepreneurship is not only understood as 
the creation of a business but is also connected to a mindset, a way of life, 
a model of active leadership when it comes to make something in the real 
world. A group of 6 year-old children wanted to have more technology in 
class. The idea was clear: they wanted an iPad. Together, they organized, 
raised the money and bought a tablet for the class.

Teachers dream of the day when their students will carry forward what 
they have learned at Green School. When their individual choices will be 
guided by a close look at the context in which they live and at the global 
reality. Of course, ingraining sustainable behavior in people’s everyday life 

SPACE AS A FREEDOM TEACHER
Green School occupies 16 hectares or 160 thousand square meters in 
the middle of the forest. It is entirely made of bamboo with no closed 
rooms. The walls have gaps and spaces through which the sunlight 
comes in. Here is a draft of a birdseye view of the school with three 
spiral-shaped buildings similar to the encounter of three snails in an 
area dotted with trees.
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is a great challenge, whether young children or grown-ups. For example, 
although the parents have chosen Green School for their children, 
this does not mean that their negative impact on the environment has 
significantly decreased – cars are still the primary means of transportation 
to get to school. By rethinking certain consumerist habits, parents are 
learning as much as students. Both grope new ways against waste and 
competitiveness.

Spending a semester at Green School helped Carolina to rethink her 
own lifestyle. At that time she found herself immersed in a paradox: 
“Living certain values within and projecting different values to the outside 
world.” This contradiction used to bother her, who had worked with her 
mother in a child fashion retail network. One of her main roles was to 
care for their blog. A friend once told her to upload John Hardy’s talk 
(TED 2010) to the blog and she cried when she first watched it. At that 
time she could not foresee the impact of that video on her future.

A quick decision was made after the burst of emotion: after talking 
to her mother and resigning, mother and daughter decided, together, to 
sell the business and change their lives. At Green School, where Carolina 
headed to as a volunteer, she found people engaged in a daily quest for 
keeping the same values inside and outside. Noan, a Green Studies teacher 
commented on Carol’s observation: “the students are uneasy with waste. 
They understand how important the process of recycling is, as well the 
idea of saving water or energy. Most of the students have a very clear idea 
of what is organic and recyclable and what is not. Their awareness is what 
matters the most.”

Green School believes that knowledge can be transmitted from 
children to parents. “If the dialogues at School can cause debates when 
they get home, instead of what goes on TV, that will already have been a 
major step”, reflects Noan.

A multicultural community
When one asks what the big difference about Green School is, the 

word heard the most is “community”. For each person involved in this 
enterprise – students, parents, teachers – the vision of community takes 
on very special contours.

For parents, community might mean spending the day there, in the heart 
of school, working. That’s the case of Susie, a North-American mom who 
owns a publishing business based in the U.S. but whose office is currently 
one of the bamboo sofas at Green School. She spends her time in a space 
that looks like a cathedral and that is supported by two towers of twisted 

bamboo poles more than 30 meters high. This space is home to a lounge 
where people meet to eat, chat, hold meetings or simply pass through.

During the five days of our visit, we found Susie around there with 
her computer, connected to the world. She managed to access teachers 
on a daily basis, without having to schedule meetings. For the parents, a 
community also stands for sitting in the raw food restaurant situated at the 
school entrance and talking to other parents. Picture several people chatting 
under a bamboo kiosk while their children play on a swing or play soccer 
on a lawn. Now picture people having cups of a coffee that is harvested in 
the mountains near the school by a brand that is famous for serving one of 
the most sustainable coffees in the world – owned by the father of one of the 
students who has decided to remain in Bali for the time being. 

“I had never seen so many interesting people like here. As we are all 
far away from our homelands, friendships flourished between us”, says 
Carol da Riva, Brazilian journalist that went to Bali so her son Tiago – 9 
years old, could study in the school for 6 months. Time went so fast that 
they decided to stay longer. They’re part of the school community for 2 
years now.

People that come to this school are questioning the values of a world in 
transition. Cosmopolitan people that want to somehow break the cycle of 
work-career-money-material possessions-more work. They live searching 
for something bigger and want to live on a healthier planet. The vast 
majority of parents are looking for a specific group of values. “They want 
their children to be more autonomous in their decisions”, says Noan.

“Community is a major thing here” says Jerobi, 17 years old, adding 
that he learns something new from different people everyday. Thus, 
the community spirit is transformed into a very important lesson for 
the students: that while living together with people from very different 
backgrounds, it is impossible not to learn something new with every 
interaction; “If you want to learn something, you can. There’s always 
someone that can chat with you” said Jerobi. This person can be a teacher 
– like Jen, marimba (a musical instrument) teacher who became a cooking 
teacher after falling in love with gastronomy. Or maybe another student, 
like Jerobi himself who started sharing his gaming knowledge.

This multicultural community lives in a space where sharing and 
transparency are the backbone of the social order.

Most teachers hope that their students introject the values they learned 
at Green School and that their future actions impact positively their local 
community, as well as a more global context.

As most of them know, it is very challenging to create a new 
sustainability culture and mindset that is deeply rooted by youngsters and #l
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adults on their daily routine.
The fact that parents have chosen Green School for their children 

doesn’t imply that they are fully incorporated in a sustainable culture. 
Cars, for instance, are still the preferred method of transport for the 
majority of them. When thinking about consumerism, wastage and 
competition, parents and children are learning - and thinking - at the 
same time possible solutions to solve these challenges.

Three Frames and Four Bigs
Counting patterns was the theme in a lesson that we had the opportunity 

to participate in with students from Grade 2. When we arrived, children 
were jumping rope one by one while they counted aloud. The teacher was 
watching and playing the djembe (a West African percussion instrument), 
helping with the rhythm and also bringing music to the scene.

The children in the classroom were developing their kinesthetic 
intelligence. At the end of this exercise, the teacher invited the group to 
sit down on the ground and asked them to think of a number between 
1 and 20. During the next process they were connecting numbers with 
feelings and sensations. She invited the 7 year-old children to lie down 
on the ground and keep their eyes closed. Then she led the children in 
a “visualisation” exercise: “Imagine this number in a very colorful way, 
paint it your favourite color….now both of you are playing catch…it is 
running ahead of you…in a beautiful forest…you can smell the forest 
and hear the animals in there and the number is still ahead of you…and 
finally you catch it. You laugh together…and now I want you to bring this 
number to the class.”

Next she asked the children to form pairs and invited them to share 
with each other their own story about “playing with your favorite number”. 
We listened in awe to the excited conversations: ”I chose 4 because we are 
4 in my family and it was blue, dark blue, my favorite color”, “I chose 8 
because next month I will turn 8”. In sharing perceptions they were also 
sharing emotions and using their emotional intelligence.

The next exercise was started by a simple question: “How can we 
split this circle so we could end up with 12 pieces of the same size?” The 
children had 3 minutes to finish this challenge drawing their answers on 
the ground with chalk.

Very excited, the first group showed a drawing that looked like a pizza. 
The teacher didn’t say whether their suggestion was right or wrong. Instead 
she asked the class: “Are these pieces the same size? Do we have 12 pieces?” 
The whole class agreed; two other groups shared different perspectives of 
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The balcony in 
the student’s 
house inside 

Bamboo Village, 5 
minutes from the 

campus.

solutions. The teacher did not intervene, she just wanted the discussion to 
be rich and diverse, and it was.

Circle drawing 
Each day at Green School is divided into three parts, the first one being 

“integration” which holds as its core the students’ holistic self expression 
way through thematic interdisciplinary classes.

The second part is “proficiency”; focused on developing intellectual 
competencies through academic needs such as Mathematics and 
Language. This class is 40 to 60 minutes long every day. The third and 
final part of the day is one of practical experience that focuses on the real 
world and hands-on experiences both on and off campus that will foster 
an entrepreneurial spirit and lasts 90 minutes each day.

These three parts of the day are known as “Frames” creating a 
framework for the daily routine. During each of the three frames the class 
will explore (just like the counting patterns class) the four Bigs:

 › Kinesthetic intelligence: physical challenges
 › Emotional intelligence: cultural, artistic and social intelligence
 › Rational intelligence: intellectual and cognitive challenges
 › Spiritual intelligence: personal growth 

The Bigs and Frames form the compass of the school’s daily activities. 
Just like the bamboo walls that somehow offer structure and at the same 
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time allow the air and light to flow, this system is a beacon that will keep 
flashing, reminding the whole community of the need to bring a holistic 
vision into daily routine. “Even if a child says she is not happy with this 
or that in the class, I know she has learned something through emotion. 
Even a negative emotion is a learning process”, says Shaun McGurgan, 
pedagogical coordinator. 

Two of the Grade 5 students told us that on the second day of thematic 
geometry class, during the “integration” frame, they would create bags 
and draw the house of their dreams using only pentagons. In the thematic 
class about Ancient Greece, they would perform a play that they created 
themselves. The rhythm of these classes, with a new theme every four 
weeks, is greatly appreciated by the students.

The themes are built so that learning happens in four main areas: 
Mathematics, Sciences, English and Social Sciences. An extensive 
preparation is necessary for the teachers to build their classes around 
this structure: they take part in training sessions and are supported by 
a pedagogical mentor.

The system still has a lot to develop and is very challenging. The 
first five school years are a very good time to develop the 3 Frames and 
4 Bigs because every teacher is a generalist responsible for teaching 
all the classes; keeping very close to the class. During the following 
years however, between Grades 6 and 8, things get more complex with 
specialized teachers. For the last years, Grade 9 to 12, this practice is not 
yet fully implemented, but Shaun McGurgan says that they are on their 
way to achieving the needed improvements.

Many changes had happened before our visit in 2012 and just like any 
other school we visited, the process at Green School is not frozen and 
probably by today, the scenario is very different and continually evolving.

New experiences at high school
Different from the foundation years, with the structure of the Four 

Bigs and Three Frames, high school has a dynamics that takes the shape 
of five-week modules. This modular system offers students the possibility 
of creating their own curriculum by choosing from a table of options. This 
helps to break the “walls” between grades. And the names of each class can 
be very creative; for example replacing “History of the Russian Revolution” 
with something like “I hope Russians like their children” and other names 
like “A dark and stormy night” and “Steal this poem”.

“This system stimulates the students to push themselves and the 
teachers to become better and better”, says Leslie, one of the teachers. 

Besides the modules, the students incorporate the Three Frames in 
green enterprise, visual arts, performing arts, environmental education 
and sports.

As the students choose what they will study, every time a subject is 
not as delightful as expected, that is an opportunity to understand the 
consequences of choices. There is a mentor in high school that helps in the 
process of deciding and reflecting on decisions.

The teachers, on the other hand, will always try to promote an 
interaction among disciplines. One of the modules (drama) was connected 
to the creative writing class. Students could develop the script for a TV 
program. Then they filmed their stories, choosing how to contribute; 
acting, editing, filming. The whole process took 10 weeks with each 
teacher, but both (the drama teacher and the creative writing teacher, in 
this case) worked closely together.

In awe of Nature
Green School pushes for Nature to be seen, tasted, heard, touched 

and smelled. ”My role is to make these children look into Nature and 
say WOW!” says enthusiastic Green Studies teacher Matt Shroads, 
highlighting that this enchantment with Nature is the first step to 
environmental awareness and conservation.

It is not only the teachers from Green School that are responsible for 
the education, but also the environment. The green architecture is an 
omnipresent teacher. The gaps that allow light to come in are signs to 
remind everyone how Nature invades and creates space and is invited to 
participate throughout classes. The school’s architecture would somehow 
deserve a whole book of its own and many people connected to this school 
also feel that this architecture represents the whole. Life, relationships and 
various intelligences; everything is related. 

Green School is much more than a school for youngsters and children, it 
is a space where everyone is challenged and learns collectively, a developing 
utopia. “We need the children to be able to exercise their ability to choose” 
said John Hardy in an interview with Dumbo Feather magazine.

By the time we visited Green School, the first class of Grade 12 was 
graduating. As the school does not believe that Universities are the 
answers and paths for everyone, teachers never point to this path as right, 
wrong or maybe. They feel that their task is to present alternatives so that 
students can decide for themselves.

The act of choosing is simultaneously the act of creating. When Tim 

In light of understanding
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and his wife decided to leave everything behind and come to Green 
School they created a new reality for their family and an alternative to 
the world they were immersed in at the time. The classrooms are merged 
with Nature, as is the school’s community, and this awakens a sense of 
reverence as a lifestyle. They learn to say WOW! not only when faced with 
Nature; but also when they look into the future.

For the curious:

The document Three Springs is available at:
http://www.greenschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Three-Springs.pdf

The interview of John Hardy with Dumbo Feather:
http://www.dumbofeather.com/conversation/john-hardy-founded-the-
green-school/

An Inconvenient Truth, was directed by Davis Guggenheim and the main 
role was played by Al Gore. 
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“ you have so much to see, get 
ready to sleep very little.”

- Bunker Roy 
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It is night in Tilonia, a small village in Northern India. A small group 
of children sit under a solar-lit lamp during the night classes. They can 
participate in the class after a hard-working day.

“…during the day I take care of 20 buffalos.” Says a little and brave 
young girl. “And what about you?” she asks. “What kind of plants do you 
grow? How many cows do you have?” This small group of visitors from 
faraway lands intrigues her.

The brave girl that lives in Tilonia takes night classes to help with her 
education. Just like her, other hardworking children are responsible for 
a range of tasks, from taking care of younger siblings to being shepherds 
of animals as big as buffalos. These classes can only take place because of 
LED solar lights. The energy comes from the sun.

Barefoot College, one of the most radical entrepreneurship schools on 
Earth was founded here in Tilonia more than 40 years ago, in 1972.

Founded by a dedicated Indian man that decided to abandon the 
perspective of a very rich future, granted by his privileged education, to 
dedicate his life to a small community, Barefoot College has two campuses 
and aims at free education, mostly for illiterate and poor women from all 
over the world. 

When we first came to the campus, we were hosted by Nandlal, a very 
nice man that guided us through the new campus, 100% solar powered. 

“What the poor thought to be important would be 
reflected in this college. A college only for the poor.”

BUNKER ROY

Barefoot Solar Engineers learn 
how to harness the power of 
the sun
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He then took us to a small room where we watched a video telling the 
story of the college. He interrupted the movie to tell us: “Please come now, 
Bunker Roy wants to see you.”

“It is the only college where you don’t get a certificate. You are 
certified by the community you serve. You don’t need a paper to hang 
on the wall to show you are an engineer.” Shouts Bunker Roy during his 
famous TED Talk.

Sitting on the floor of his office, following Mahatma Gandhi’s way of life 
(we sit on the floor, we sleep on the floor and we eat on the floor), Bunker 
Roy asks us a lot of questions. Where do you come from? What are you 
interested in? What do you want to learn? He is also very practical and 
curious about what skills we can offer to the Barefoot College. As soon 
as he learns that I can speak Spanish, he is quick “Yes, we need Spanish. 
The Spanish TV is here tomorrow.” He makes the connections very 
fast, he is precise, efficient but at the same time charismatic and very 
accessible. He offers scholarships for four women to come from South 
Africa and take six months of workshops. After a very tasteful tea with 
spices (chai masala) he says: “We have already talked too much; now 
you must go to the night school, you have so much to see! Get ready to 
sleep very little.”

In 1965 a young post-graduate student from the University of Delhi, 
Sanjit “Bunker” Roy, decided to spend summer working with famine 
affected people from Palamu and Bihar districts. This experience would 
change him forever and it was the spark for a bold decision.

Bunker Roy doesn’t come from a poor background. On the contrary, 
the son of a wealthy family, the world was open to him. He could follow 
any path he wanted, but after visiting poor villages in India, his heart 
knew that his mission was connected to the poorest of the poor.

An abandoned tuberculosis sanatorium was leased for 1 Rupee per 
month and thus emerged the SWRC (Social Works and Research Centre).

The management of the SWRC was based on 6 non-negotiable values: 
 › Austerity
 › Equality
 › Collective Decision-Making
 › Decentralization
 › Self-Evaluation
 › Transparency and Accountability

Where it all began
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In the beginning, the dialogue between specialized and graduated 
students and very poor farmers helped to raise the questions that would 
guide the future of the initiative: why do we need engineers to fix water 
pumps? How do we use local leaders to facilitate their learning about legal 
and other constitutional rights?

During our visit, we stayed in the 2nd Barefoot College campus (or 
new campus as they called it).

Men and women from the village used very ancient skills and 
techniques to erect the buildings that still stand strong.

To make the roof waterproof, women would use a traditional recipe 
mixing mud, water, cow dung and urine and other secret ingredients. The 
result? The ceiling has no leakage so far, almost 50 years later. 

The core belief was that the community skills and knowledge should 
be used before getting any help from outsiders.

The new campus is 100% solar powered and has an immense water 
tank for harvesting rain water under its central patio.

 

This school is dedicated to making the impossible come true: to 
transform illiterate villagers into solar engineers or barefoot dentists.

The apparently shy Indian woman took two years learning how to 
become a dentist and nowadays she charges 15 Indian rupees for a dental 
check up.

But the Barefoot College doesn’t stop there and there are many subjects 
and themes they are aiming for.

Currently, the main themes are:
Solar: aims to help people to have contact with solar technologies that 

would harness the power of the sun to improve the quality of life of poor 
people: by using LED panels during the night (more than 1,000 villages 
have used this technology since 1989), using the powerful reflection of 
sunlight through parabolic mirrors to cook, using solar energy to heat 
water and even to power small water desalination plants.

Water: helps build technologies to harvest rain water, improving 
knowledge about building dams, using solar power to desalinate water 
through reverse osmosis and “neerjaal.org” which is an initiative controlled 
by the rural communities that maps the source and usage of water in that 
region. Since 2006 more than 20 collection tanks have been constructed 
and nearly 1,5 million liters of fresh water have been made available to 
children during school hours.

Education: Barefoot College’s educational approach aims for a radical 

The practices

departure from the conventional concept of school, trading the formal 
classroom for hands-on experience and learning-by-doing processes 
of gaining knowledge and skills. The educational approach is aimed at 
the Balwadis, the rural crèches that will support working mothers; the 
bridge schools that are solar-power lit during the night and which provide 
mostly for girls from the small villages. Short-term courses that last for 4 
to 6 months are a small version of the Bridge Schools and aim to prepare 
children who are interested in furthering their education; and finally the 
Day School that was established in 1988 as a primary school inside the 
Barefoot campus in Tilonia. This school will follow traditional curriculum 
but through the Barefoot approach of hands-on education. The first group 
of children completed grade 8 in 2010 scoring an average of 82% on their 
examinations.

Livelihood: The Health Care program aims to provide basic health 
services such as hygiene, food and nutrition, mother and child care, 
oral health, family planning, HIV and midwifery. Through the Health 
Care program, more than 260 Barefoot doctors that are semi-literate with 
little education and no medical degree have been trained to treat patients. 
Through the Craft program, the Barefoot College promotes rural craft as a 
way to address under-employment problems and at the same time help to 
elevate traditional craftsmanship improving designs and techniques. The 
initiative Friends of Tilonia (FOT) helps to take these products to the U.S. 
through an online store that can be accessed at www.tilonia.com. 

And finally, the Barefoot Communicators is a program that helps to 
improve communication and discussion of difficult subjects like money 
lending, violence against women and others, using puppet theater. This 
program is currently expanding with audio-visual media.

Advocacy: The Barefoot College members, both rural and urban, 
are being catalysts of positive change working towards a more equal 

Barefoot Communicators 
is a program that helps to 
improve communication and 
discussion of difficult subjects 
like money lending, violence 
against women, and others, 
using traditional puppets in a 
puppet theatre.
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social environment, fighting several delicate issues including caste 
discrimination, gender bias, feudal practices, illiteracy and others, with 
important activism milestones conquered. During our visit, women from 
10 different countries were part of a six-month workshop to become 
Barefoot Solar Engineers. Although they did not speak the same language, 
somehow they seem to communicate and the lessons on assembling a 
solar panel, for instance, would make use of colors to identify components 
and functions.

Students, teachers and visitors to the Barefoot College all eat together, 
sitting on the floor during lunch and dinner time.

These women were preparing to “take the light back” to their villages 
and spread throughout the world. One could interpret the word “light” in 
many ways, and all of them would be useful.

The participation of these women is feasible through a wide variety of 
possibilities, ranging from government funding to private donations that 
are possible through the website www.barefootcollege.org.

 

To learn more
The history of the Barefoot College is spreading across the world: mainly 

through channels like TED.com, big media like The Guardian newspaper 
and also due to the many visitors like us, that would spread the light through 
inspiring conversations with friends, family and colleagues.

There is a legend attributed to an Indian Maharaja that had to decide to 
which of his two sons he would leave his inheritance. To help him decide, 
he proposed to the very young boys aged 8 and 9 a very specific challenge. 
He gave each one of them 5 rupees and told them to buy something to fill 
the entire room.

The first boy arrived at sunset, after having spent the whole day out 
using his best skills of negotiation. With more than 20 kg of pure cotton, 
he was sweating while spreading the cotton all over. The cotton was 
enough to fill only a small corner of the immense room.

The second boy arrived late at night and told his father: “I brought 
a candle.” He lit the candle and the light filled the room conquering 
darkness. Thus he inherited his father kingdom. 

For the curious:

The document Three Springs is available at:
http://www.greenschool.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Three-Springs.pdf

Design like you give a damn: architectural responses to humanitarian crises

Architecture for Humanity. New York, NY: Metropolis Books, ©2006.

The Barefoot College comes to Africa (Zanzibar):
http://www.barefootcollege.org/zanzibars-solar-mamas-flip-the-switch-on-
rural-homes-gender-roles-2/
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Essays
Six experts were invited by Coletivo Educ-ação to write 

about the education we want to create, contemplating 

inspirations of the present and future times.

Let us imagine 
José Pacheco is the founder of Escola da Ponte, a learning experience 

in Portugal created in 1976 and still inspiring educators today, stimulating 
students to make contact with the subjects they are interested in. He moved to 
Brazil for three reasons: “To get away from Escola da Ponte and let it evolve; to 
learn from Brazilian educators; and to help improve education in Brazil, if I 
can”. Today he participates in numerous education projects in the country, for 
instance as the mentor of Projeto Âncora, a learning community in Cotia, in the 
state of São Paulo, based on values such as autonomy, affection and solidarity. 

Coletivo Educ-ação asks: “What is the purpose of education?” and 
Pacheco replies: “The purpose is to make all youth wiser and happier 
people. Quoting from The Dictionary of Educational Utopias: “There are 
many teachers who give meaning to their lives by giving meaning to the 
lives of children and schools.” A silent, flanking reform is happening out 
there, the work of anonymous educators who embody utopias, bridges 
across the abyss of impossibilities. I follow more than one hundred projects 
throughout Brazil, designed by courageous and responsible educators. I 
believe in the perspective of actual change in the realization of projects 
aimed at sustainable development. I volunteer in one of them, and share it 
with other educators, without presumption, but as proof that it is possible 
for young Brazilians to be wiser and happier. This project emerged from 
the initiative of a team, aware that a human design is always a collective 
enterprise, and that the collective must act in a contextualized learning 
community, as sensed by Master Lauro over 50 years ago. 

The Dictionary of values tells us that this school welcomes students from 
social neighborhoods and slums, youths smitten by famine and other types 
of violence, “ghost” children in other schools. And that this project establishes 
values, whose practice rescues what makes humans more human. 

The experience of these values gives shape to the character of students 
and is projected in attitudes. Educators who operate in this paradigm 
facilitate transformations which develop a “universal ethics of manhood”, 
as the late Paulo would have said. The coherence between theory and 
practice redirects human action and gives good results. Robson, watchful 
and critical in the interventions he makes during parents’ meetings, 
forbade his daughter from watching soap operas. And Cleide’s son no 
longer watches the aberrations of Big Brother. Maique’s father sold the 
bike he used to go to work and helped the school buy a violin for his son. 
At age 13, Maique did not even manage to pick up a pencil as his fingers 
were stiff and his calloused hands difficult to close due to working in the 
fields. Today, he already rehearses chords of Bachianas, while learning 

Essays254
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math concepts and receiving sensitivity lessons. The creative impulse of 
the orchestra and the youth choir takes root in providing children with 
the opportunity of dazzling the senses.

Coletivo Educ-ação asks: how do you foresee education in the future? Let 
us imagine it, then, in the past and the present. Let us picture a group of 
young people considered “lost to education,” seven youths marked by loss or 
damage, which alternated between tough periods in the construction industry 
and stints in prison. The bulky reports accompanying them gave accounts of 
their wanderings in the underworld of trafficking and prostitution, assaults 
and other types of violence.

Let us suppose that they had been expelled from several schools. Let 
us imagine that by the age of 15 or 16, they could hardly read, let alone 
understand a text. Sitting around a table, they heard the unusual question:

 What do you want to do?
They smiled, looked at each other and one of them asked: “Are you 

serious? No one has ever asked us that!” They exclaimed, almost in chorus. 
The teacher confirmed:
What do you want to do?
And the conversation flowed full of surprises and questions: 
“Can we bring some of the birds we have in prison?” 
“You can bring the birds. But tell me why…”
“The guards said they would kill them, because they make a lot of 

noise and get everything dirty.” 
“And if you brought the birds, where will you put them?” 
The oldest of the group intervened: 
“I worked in a condominium and helped build an aviary. Do you know 

what that is?” 
And after the rhetorical question he explained: 
“It’s like a house for birds, very large, with trees inside, and the birds 

are sort of free…Do you understand?” 
They understood. And with the teacher repeating the original question 
“What do you want to do?” they began with the project. 
“I need to know how this aviary will be.” insisted the teacher. 
The young men drew it. The teacher looked at the drawing of the 

aviary and asked: 
“What is the scale?” 
“What is that?”
The teacher explained and they recorded the contents on a sheet of 

paper entitled: What we need to know. 
And other contents were added in question form: At what cardinal 

point will the door be? How many aluminium brackets will we need? 

The young men interrupted the teacher’s questioning: 
“How much what?”
“How many meters. And how many square meters of screen will 

you buy? Do you know how to calculate the area of a rectangle? Do you 
know area measurements? How much will all the material cost? Will 
you ask the shop owner for a discount? Do you know how to calculate 
percentages? What do these birds eat? What is their habitat? And what are 
their predators? What is a food chain?” The dialogue progressed like that, 
giving origin to a research script.

Two weeks later, we read an invitation on a wall poster: “Anyone who 
wants to learn how to make an aviary, what is scale, how to calculate the 
area of a rectangle and other things, look for us in the aviary where we 
can explain it.”

And almost all students went to hear the explanation. Ruler in hand, 
the seven students began by explaining that every centimeter on the scale 
was equivalent to one meter: 

“Not a square meter. It’s just one meter, do not confuse linear 
measurements with area measurements!” explained one of the authors of 
the project when arms were raised to ask for clarification. 

When all doubts were clarified and the teachers had filled in their 
evaluation records, the “prison seven” uncovered a cardboard plaque: 
“We offer this aviary to our school”. Hundreds of students applauded, 
shook hands, embraced, not the “prison seven”, but seven wonderful 
human beings. 

Let us imagine that these young men regained their self-esteem, 
that some attended university. Let us imagine that they are already in 
their sixties and that all are happy. Let us also imagine, that all schools 
can work such miracles. 
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Dream school
Maria Vilani is an educator from Ceará, with a degree in philosophy, 

pedagogy and two postgraduate degrees. Her role as a social mobilizer is 
as strong as her work in schools. She is the founder of Centro de Arte e 
Promoção Social ( “Art and Social Promotion Center”), in the district of 
Grajaú, in São Paulo, where she lives. She organizes poetry readings, 
sustainability fairs and a philosophical coffee gathering. 

Yesterday I went to sleep looking forward to today, because my parents 
told me we would visit my new school. I woke up early, took a shower, 
and parted my hair down the middle. I framed my rosy face with two 
beautiful braids and dressed up with hope. After all, today is the day I get 
to know my dream school. So mommy said. 

Happily, during breakfast, I noticed that my parents’ eyes had a different 
glow. Could it be the sparkle of hope? As we got in the car dad told me that 
when we got to the school we would have to leave the car within walking 
distance and walk a little. I did not understand, because at my school the 
parking lot is next door, next to the school administration. 

It took us a while to get there since the school is quite away from my 
neighborhood on the outskirts of town; dad parked the car in a large 
parking lot, and a man wearing colorful clothes smiled at us, took the 
car keys and showed us the way, a fifteen minute walk on my little feet. 

We started to walk and I looked around for the name of the school on 
the walls, who would the patron be? A founder or director? Who would it 
be? Might it be a very nice teacher that lectures the entire neighborhood? 
Who was the patron? I was in a hurry to find out. In all the schools I ever 
attended, the first assignment was to research the patron.

The school campus was a huge semi-circle lined with trees before a 
beautiful garden being cared for by the children, boys and girls dressed in 
short pants and waterproof boots. And in this group there were two young 
women with their hands covered in dirt who seemed to be teachers; but 
why were they all dirty? Teachers belong in the classroom, writing on the 
blackboard or class diary. 

We walked a little further and were completely shocked by what we 
saw! We came upon a fountain gushing shimmering water; there we saw 
children dressed in similar clothes to those caring for the garden, and an 
adult guiding the work, they were cleaning the large rocks that protect 
the foundation of the fountain. The fountain was huge compared to my 
smallness. Other children, with a different adult, were taking notes on 
papers attached to clipboards. Once more, I did not understand a thing! 

Behind the fountain there was an area with armchairs and side tables 

where people could place their belongings, books, laptops, etc. Further 
ahead, there was a room with modest furniture, a shelf with books, binders 
and notebooks; and two old ladies that looked like grandmothers. They 
greeted us with a smile, made us sit in a circle, on comfortable armchairs 
with side tables. 

The ladies introduced themselves as school managers. I rubbed my 
eyes, pinched my arm and wondered if I was dreaming, but the pinch hurt 
a lot. I was awake! I did not understand the need for two directors, or the 
absence of a large table, or why they sat as if we were in our living room. 
I couldn’t help it, I asked:

“What is the name of this school? Who is the patron?” 
The women exchanged glances and subtle smiles. One of them took 

my hands in hers and said: 
“My little one, this school has many names. Here we have many 

spaces; a different activity in each; in these spaces, every two months, the 
students gather in assembly and elect a peer to be honored. The chosen 
student becomes the patron of that space. Come, I will show you some of 
the spaces with their respective patrons”. 

We left the room led by those directors, and a new world appeared 
before us. We walked a lot but did not feel tired; we visited the spaces, a 
different activity happening in each, with students and teachers, always 
in pairs. While a teacher explained, another would help students with 
calculations, essays and the craft of objects.  

The room that most caught my attention was the playroom, where I 
did not see toys bought from stores, like at my school, balls, dolls etc. At 
my dream school, in that room, students made the toys with the help 
of the teachers. I saw wooden and metal carts, doll-house furniture, rag 
dolls, clay pots, rocking horses and many other toys. In this room the 
patron was a girl called Heloisa, HELOISA DA SILVA ROOM was fixed 
on the door in colorful letters. 

We visited the reading room, with its many puffs and pillows where kids 
could sit and read, some books placed on the carpet in the middle of the 
circle. Some children were sitting on the carpet choosing books which they 
did not read to themselves. They would choose a book for another student 
to read aloud. We stayed longer there because I wanted to hear the end of a 
story; the story was about a school where students lived behind bars, heard 
an unbearable siren to leave and enter classrooms, where there was nothing 
but a teacher with chalk and a blackboard. Uncomfortable chairs too close 
to each other hindered the movement of students, which were forbidden 
to get up and move within the crowded room, unable to hear each other. 
A student burst into tears. It was Margarida Maria, patroness of that room. 
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As we got up to leave, one of the boys checked a huge clock on the 
wall, then told us to go to the cafeteria because it was lunchtime. So we 
followed him through a meadow with a soccer field, and between the two 
goals, right in the center of the field, there was a banner with FRANCISCO 
DE ASSIS written in blue and gold letters. I later learned that he was the 
keeper of one of the school teams.  

A short distance away we saw a very big house and a porch, with huge 
doors and windows and a lot of movement. There, at the top of the wall, 
a very colorful sign read DONA MARIA DO ROSÁRIO. The boy from 
the reading room who had led us to the cafeteria said that the students 
decided to pay homage to the lady during that term, one of the cooks. As 
we approached the cafeteria we saw children and adults carrying fruit, 
greens and vegetables in bowls, and once again our guide informed us 
about them. They were students, teachers and parents bringing in food 
that was cultivated in the school garden. When we entered the cafeteria 
we saw many tables and chairs, students having lunch, others in line with 
trays and silverware, waiting for their turn to help themselves of their 
meal, and two adults guiding the students, one in line and the other where 
the food was. We could hear music playing softly. 

After lunch we went to the nap room, with its reclining chairs, hammocks 
and ambient music for teachers, students and staff to rest. We stayed there 
for about 30 minutes, and left when we saw the children starting to check 
their watches and slowly leave, each going in a different direction; a person 
in charge of the room asked us to follow a red-faced young man with 
watchful eyes and delicate gestures who led us to a brook. Before we started 
the walk, looking to the room from outside, I saw written between a door 
and a window the following sentence: “We need rest to restart our chores”, 
and this time my mother asked: who is the patron of the nap room? The 
young man pointed to a large banner on a tree next to the room, and written 
on the banner with large letters was ANTONIO MORAES, the student who 
had suggested the hammocks there. 

We arrived at the brook, we saw teachers and students examining the 
water and the plants. Two students were photographing the surroundings. 

At a certain point a student called out: “Hey, Juca, call Mariazinha, it’s 
time to film the class”. I did not understand. I had never seen anything 
like that, a classroom outside without a blackboard, without chalk, but 
with a camera and a camcorder, in that environment with all those people 
talking, collecting water, smelling and touching the plants. 

At that moment a girl came and invited us to return to the managers’ 
room. We sat in those comfortable armchairs, and a smiling young girl 
placed a tray with tea, coffee and freshly baked bread on a small table in 

the centre of the circle. That is when we learned that there was a room 
where students and teachers learned to make bread – the bread room. 

We savoured our snack and headed for a large hall with chairs placed 
in a semicircle in front of a stage with two fronts, one to that hall and the other 
to the outside, where there were many round tables with stools and a snack 
bar serving snacks and natural juice. And at the end of that space, there were 
seats with backrests where people could read in the shade of trees. 

As we entered the hall, a young girl closed the stage curtain, blocking 
the view to the outside. More and more people arrived and took their 
seats, which motivated us to sit as well. Two men and a young girl went 
on stage and put up a giant screen to display the school’s program. We 
saw everything we had already visited and other activities that we would 
experience if we decided to embrace the school. Little by little the school 
appeared on that screen as an enchanted world.   

Before the presentation started one of the men, Mister Rubens, took 
the floor to inform us that the school is made up of students, teachers 
and parents. The employees are trained to work as educators, because 
according to another man, Mr. Osório, all adults are responsible for the 
education of children. That short speech made me feel protected. A young 
girl took some books and distributed them among those present; it was 
the school’s program. Then I realized that those people were aspiring 
parents and students, hoping for a place in that school. 

Some parents introduced themselves and I took note that one of the 
ladies caring for the garden and a man cleaning the rocks in front of 
the fountain were parents of students. One of them explained that the 
parents could experience some of the activities with their children and 
respective teachers. 

On the screen we saw moving models, scenes that caused an indelible 
mark in my brain. On that screen we saw engineering, aesthetics and 
humanism that I did not know I was entitled to, I saw outdoor classrooms, 
where teachers made notes on a huge white board that little by little was 
filled with colorful letters pointing to the experiences of the students. 
They would explore the spaces that attracted them the most and, at the 
end of the day, reflect with peers that had visited other spaces. The teacher 
spoke of educational spaces that students still did not know and informed 
them about their importance. 

A space called DREAM that had as a patron a student called ROBERTO 
ALONSO is very special. It is where texts are produced based on the 
imagination of students. Dreaming is a game and as they “awake”, they 
share their dreams and gather in groups to write texts down. Beautiful! I 
loved it! I am dreaming of this space called DREAM.  
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Another space that I also want to know is the POETRY space, where 
students, parents and employees gather in a circle and recite their own 
poems or poems written by famous poets. Music written and composed 
by participants of the circle is also showcased, since they also study music 
in the HARMONY space. 

In the ART space, the artistic production of the school community 
can be appreciated: engraving, canvas painting, pyrowgraphy, sculpture 
and even a huge wall for graffiti, and from what we saw there are plenty 
of street artists. A young boy with a clipboard attracted me, as he was 
holding a brush and staring in the distance as if he were thinking or 
envisioning something beyond the window. A spot that left me somewhat 
confused was the PHILOSOPHY space, in which a circle of people of all 
ages discussed a subject suggested by one of them. At a certain point, two 
adults took their 9-year old children to another room. In the adults’ circle 
people now came closer, while a circle of children was formed. At the end 
of the activity, both circles came together, and children and adults ended 
the discussion with a nice chat and lots of clapping. 

When the SCIENCE space appeared on the screen the image froze 
and we were invited to have tea from a white-clothed table adorned 
with yellow flowers. We exchanged some impressions about that 
environment, very new to us and yet so ordinary to the people who 
work and study there. 

After a few minutes we are called back to the semicircle to finish 
watching the film. The subject was Science and I confess that I was not 
that interested, but my father was very excited to see maps of the human 
body in parts, and charts with images of plants and animals on the wall. 
It was so lovely to see my mother happy, because there was no greater joy 
for her than seeing my father with a smile on his face.  

The NUMBERS, CALCULATIONS, MEASUREMENTS AND FUN 
space is very interesting. I did not understand a thing. What’s this about 
mixing numbers with fun? I’ve never thought of that. I saw that my father 
lightly touched my mother’s hand, but she did not take her eyes off the 
screen where a very colorful room appeared with students playing chess 
and other mathematical games I did not recognize. While some students 
played, others watched and took notes. In another part of that space, 
students were making geometric drawings and equations on a huge 
whiteboard. The teachers appreciated the coming and going of students 
and their lively conversations.  

And thus all the spaces of the school were projected on the screen. In 
the last space – SOCIETY – a detailed map of the school appeared, and we 
saw something we had missed before, a bazaar where students bought items 

when necessary, notebooks, pencils etc. And following this image, a young 
girl was seen on screen explaining to a group of students how to spend their 
money. It was make-believe money, only of value in that bazaar. 

Mr. Rubens and Mr. Osório ended the demonstration by wishing us 
luck. Before we left the hall, they pointed to a relatively small room which 
read: REFLECTION, a space where students are met with individually 
whenever necessary. When someone is grieving, suffering for some reason 
or has a disagreement with a friend, teacher or anyone else, he is brought 
to that room, where he is patiently heard. Thereafter mentor and mentee 
engage in a reflection culminating in the building of new pathways. 

We headed back to the parking lot but before pulling away in our car 
my father, who was intrigued by the absence of the school name, said: 
“Every institution has a name. How am I supposed to indicate this school 
to my colleagues at work and neighbors if I don’t have a name?” In the 
meantime, the valet appeared and gave our car keys to my father. My 
mother approached the boy and asked smiling: What is the name of this 
school? The young boy kindly invited us to look at the wall, where half 
way up, next to the parking lot, one could read: THE DREAM SCHOOL. 
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Education: Deciding For Yourself
The following essay is co-written by Dale Stephens, the founder of 

UnCollege.org, and Jean Fan, UnCollege’s Editor-in-Chief.  

People traditionally believe education exists either to train you with 
job skills or to help you become a learned and cultured citizen, ready to 
contribute to the world.  In reality, a “good” education should enable you 
to make your own decisions, learn how to be an agent, and shun the need 
for external validation.

This was Dale’s experience as an unschooler. Escaping the system made 
it possible for him to learn and make his own decisions. Outside the system 
you don’t have the pressure of parents or teachers or tests. You can function 
as you see fit. Leaving the system forced Dale to begin making his own 
decisions at a young age, a process that marks one’s development as an adult.

Jean’s experience was the opposite. Attending public high school, she 
didn’t have to make her own decisions. She diligently jumped through 
hoops. After she began questioning the system, she realized that there’s 
too much teaching and too little learning. She joined UnCollege, despite 
backlash from parents and teachers. Her reasoning for working there got 
her into Stanford.

This ability to make your own decisions is a unique character trait. It’s 
a hallmark of your future success, and of the success of all hackademics.

A hackademic is someone who has taken control of their education. 
They choose what they learn, when they learn, and how they learn it. 
Instead of allowing teachers or employers to make these decisions for 
them, they take initiative, and make it a point to choose for themselves.

Many hackademics are frustrated by the school system, which doesn’t 
necessarily prioritize learning. Some choose to stop out in favor of 
designing their own education. Others remain in college, making sure 
to approach it with the intent to get the most out of the experience. All 
hackademics consciously decide to learn in a way that is right for them.

That’s what matters — that you develop the kind of mentality where 
you have the confidence to make decisions for yourself. The skills you 
learn and the context you learn them in are not nearly as important as 
your choice to learn them.

In addition, the purpose of education is to prepare you for a lifetime of 
learning, which is particularly important in our era of rapid change. These 
days, it’s no longer sufficient to sit in front of a desk and log nine hours a 
day. You have to take initiative, and most of the time that means learning 
new things and applying your knowledge. In the end, your ability to learn, 
adapt, and make decisions will determine the magnitude of your success.

Learning Should Be Fun
The future of education is one in which people want to learn instead 

of wanting to be taught. The entire mindset we have towards learning will 
change. Instead of being something you pursue intensely in the beginning 
of your life and then stop doing, learning will be something that is done 
on a regular basis, throughout the course of your life.

We need to create a culture where learning and creating is a constant 
cycle, one that happens regardless of whether or not you find yourself in 
a classroom. It doesn’t matter where you are or what technology you’re 
using, in the future, the mindset will be to always be learning. Hopefully, 
the curriculum in schools will gradually shift to reflect this mindset.

In most public schools today, students study standardized subjects like 
history and math. This is quite obviously not an effective way to engage 
them in their education. It’s also not of any use to students when they 
enter the workforce. Walk into any high school classroom and you’ll find 
at least one student sleeping. They aren’t interested. They aren’t excited. 
They’ve figured out something school administrators haven’t: learning 
facts is futile. We have Google.

An effective school of the future will flip this around, teaching students 
how to learn instead of what to learn. Imagine going to school and being 
able to choose subjects like “Discover and Pursue a Passion,” “Articulate 
Yourself in Words or in Person,” and “Learn How to Learn.” These are 
lessons that students actually need help with.

The future of education is not something that will be solved by 
technology — putting lectures on the internet is not the future. In fact, 
that is quite boring. It isn’t rocket science to take videos and put them on 
the internet. Youtube solved that problem years ago.

We don’t believe that the future of education will start in schools. Schools 
are far too old, slow, and bureaucratic to change at the rate that is needed. 
What we see happening right now is that companies and organizations 
outside of traditional schools are giving the education system a run for 
its money. They are providing cheaper and more meaningful solutions. 
Today, there’s little reason why someone would choose a school over self-
directed learning.

The only things that are holding people back are societal expectations. 
Fortunately, the notion of going to college right after high school is a 
standard that is quickly shifting. Increasingly we will see people being 
valued for what they can do and what they are willing to learn, not where 
they are from and what they have learned in the classroom. This will prove 
true especially quickly in metropolitan and other forward-thinking areas.
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Most critically, we believe that the future of education is one in which 
students have fun. Right now, they don’t. They go to school and they learn 
because they are told to do so. The vast majority of students don’t actually 
derive pleasure from memorizing facts, believe it or not.

Learning can be incredibly enjoyable. It’s a shame that students haven’t 
been given an environment where they can discover this. Instead, they 
go to school to pass tests, not to find their passion. We believe that in the 
future, students will be encouraged to learn about things that excite them, 
in ways that make sense to them.

Can we scale education?
The main question I have is this: how do we scale education in such a 

way that we don’t lose personality or personalization? Can we?
This brings me to another question, one that is even more fundamental:
Should education be something that scales?
I’m not sure. The best experiences might simply not be scalable. You 

can’t scale a teacher and ten students without hiring more teachers. You 
can’t replicate a learning environment that values curiosity by telling the 
teachers to value curiosity.

It might be, sad as it is to admit, that good education will only be 
available to an elite class of people. Eliteness is not defined, however, in 
terms of wealth or creed or skin color. Rather, we define “elite” in terms of 
willingness to think for yourself.

Are you someone who wants to be told what to do, or will you wake 
up and choose your own adventure? Will you be bold enough to take risks 
and define your own path, regardless of what other people think? Will 
you want to escape the system, and will you actually do it?

Personal responsibility is hugely important in education. Whether or 
not you get an elite education is entirely in your hands.

If that’s the case, then I’m not sure that “good” education is truly 
something that we can scale. Might there have to be a “bad” version for 
the good to exist?

Ecological Literacy: The Challenge for Education in  
the 21st Century

Fritjof Capra2, Ph.D., physicist and systems theorist, is a founding 
director of the Center for Ecoliteracy in Berkeley, California. He is the 
author of several international bestsellers, including The Web of Life, The 
Hidden Connections, and The Science of Leonardo. 

As our new century unfolds, one of our greatest challenges is to build 
and nurture sustainable communities. Since its introduction in the early 
1980s, the concept of sustainability has often been distorted, co-opted, 
and even trivialized by being used without the ecological context that 
gives it its proper meaning. 

What is sustained in a sustainable community is not economic 
growth, development, market share, or competitive advantage, but the 
entire web of life on which our long-term survival depends. In other 
words, a sustainable community is designed in such a way that its ways 
of life, businesses, economy, physical structures, and technologies do not 
interfere with nature’s inherent ability to sustain life.

The first step in this endeavor, naturally, is to understand the 
principles of organization that ecosystems have developed to sustain the 
web of life. This understanding is what I call “ecological literacy.” Over 
the past twenty years, my colleagues and I at the Center for Ecoliteracy 
in Berkeley, California, have developed a special pedagogy to teach this 
ecological literacy. Our pedagogy offers an experiential, participatory, 
and multidisciplinary approach. We are sometimes asked: why all these 
complexities? Why don’t you just teach ecology? In this essay I would like 
to show that the complexities and subtleties of our approach are inherent 
in any true understanding of ecology and sustainability.

We do not need to invent sustainable human communities from zero 
but can model them after nature’s ecosystems, which are sustainable 
communities of plants, animals, and microorganisms. The outstanding 
characteristic of the biosphere is its inherent ability to sustain life. 
Ecological literacy is the ability to understand the principles of 
organization that ecosystems have developed to sustain the web of life. In 
the coming decades the survival of humanity will depend on our ability 
to understand these basic principles of ecology and to live accordingly. 

We need to teach our children — and our political and corporate 
leaders! — the fundamental facts of life; for example, that matter cycles 
continually through the web of life; that the energy driving the ecological 

www.fritjofcapra.net
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cycles flows from the sun; that diversity assures resilience; that one 
species’ waste is another species’ food; that life, from its beginning more 
than three billion years ago, did not take over the planet by combat but 
by networking. Teaching this ecological knowledge, which is also ancient 
wisdom, will be the most important role of education in the 21st century.

The complete understanding of the principles of ecology requires a 
new way of seeing the world and a new way of thinking — thinking in 
terms of relationships, connectedness, and context. Ecology is first and 
foremost a science of relationships — relationships among the members 
of ecosystem communities. 

To fully understand the principles of ecology, therefore, we need to 
think “systemically” — in terms of relationships, context, patterns, and 
processes. 

This new way of thinking is now also emerging at the forefront of 
science, where a new systemic conception of life is being developed. 
Instead of seeing the universe as a machine composed of elementary 
building blocks, scientists have discovered that the material world, 
ultimately, is a network of inseparable patterns of relationships; that the 
planet as a whole is a living, self-regulating system. The view of the human 
body as a machine and of the mind as a separate entity is being replaced 
by one that sees not only the brain, but also the immune system, the 
bodily tissues, and even each cell, as living, cognitive systems. This view 
no longer sees evolution as a competitive struggle for existence, but rather 
as a cooperative dance in which creativity and the constant emergence of 
novelty are the driving forces.

Consequently, teaching ecology requires a conceptual framework 
that is quite different from that of the conventional academic disciplines. 
Teachers notice this at all levels of teaching, from very small children to 
university students. Moreover, ecology is inherently multidisciplinary, 
because ecosystems connect the living and nonliving worlds. Ecology, 
therefore, is grounded not only in biology, but also in geology, atmospheric 
chemistry, thermodynamics, and other branches of science. And when 
it comes to human ecology we have to add a whole range of other 
fields, including agriculture, economics, industrial design, and politics. 
Education for sustainability means teaching ecology in this systemic and 
multidisciplinary way. 

When we study the basic principles of ecology in depth, we find that 
they are all closely interrelated. They are just different aspects of a single 
fundamental pattern of organization that has enabled nature to sustain 
life for billions of years. In a nutshell: nature sustains life by creating and 
nurturing communities. No individual organism can exist in isolation. 

Animals depend on the photosynthesis of plants for their energy needs; 
plants depend on the carbon dioxide produced by animals, as well as on 
the nitrogen fixed by bacteria at their roots; and together plants, animals, 
and microorganisms regulate the entire biosphere and maintain the 
conditions conducive to life. Sustainability, then, is not an individual 
property but a property of an entire web of relationships. It always 
involves a whole community. This is the profound lesson we need to learn 
from nature. The way to sustain life is to build and nurture community.

When we teach this in our schools, it is important to us that the 
children not only understand ecology, but also experience it in nature 
— in a school garden, on a beach, or in a riverbed — and that they also 
experience community while they become ecologically literate. Otherwise, 
they could leave school and be first-rate theoretical ecologists but care 
very little about nature, about the Earth. In our ecoliteracy schools, we 
want to create experiences that lead to an emotional relationship with the 
natural world.

Community is essential for understanding sustainability, and it is also 
essential for teaching ecology in the multidisciplinary way it requires. In 
schools, various disciplines need to be integrated to create an ecologically 
oriented curriculum. Obviously, this is only possible if teachers from 
the different disciplines collaborate, and if the school administration 
makes such collaboration possible. In other words, the conceptual 
relationships among the various disciplines can be made explicit only 
if there are corresponding human relationships among the teachers and 
administrators.

Twenty years of work have convinced us that education for sustainable 
living can be practiced best if the whole school is transformed into a 
learning community. In such a learning community, teachers, students, 
administrators, and parents are all interlinked in a network of relationships, 
working together to facilitate learning. The teaching does not flow from 
the top down, but there is a cyclical exchange of knowledge. The focus is 
on learning and everyone in the system is both a teacher and a learner. 

Education for sustainable living is an enterprise that transcends all our 
differences of race, culture, or class. The Earth is our common home, and 
creating a sustainable world for our children and for future generations is 
our common task.
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Howard Gardner’s answer
Howard Gardner is professor of education and researcher at Harvard 

University, currently the senior director of Harvard Project Zero, and co-
director of the Good Project. Gardner is globally known for his Theory 
of Multiple Intelligences, that affirms the existence of a number of human 
intelligences, (such as: linguistic, logic-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily/
kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic, among others) and 
reinforces the importance of having many ways of teaching and learning.

Greetings and thanks again for your interest in my work. I do not have 
time to send you a lengthy response but here are a few paragraphs that 
you may use if you would like.

Until you wrote to me, I had completely forgotten that in 1993, I had 
offered some predictions about the state of “MI theory and practice” in 
2013. My biggest surprise is that in 2013 there continues to be interest 
worldwide in MI theory. In fact, later this year, I will be launching a 
website called MI-OASIS. (It will be announced on howardgardner.com) 
On that website, I will present many aspects of the theory, including 
impressive applications as well as misapplications of the principal ideas.

Looking back at my predictions from 20 years ago, I would agree that 
there has been tremendous progress both in neuroscience and in genetics. 
In general, findings provide much greater detail about the nature and 
connections among the different intelligences but they do not challenge 
the basic assumptions of the theory. Still, if I were to rewrite Frames of 
Mind today, I would be drawing on a huge body of findings that had not 
been established in the early 1990s.

Since the early 1990s, I have added one intelligence “the naturalist 
intelligence” and speculated about the existence of two more intelligences: 
‘existential intelligence’, the intelligence of big questions; and pedagogical 
intelligence, the intelligence used in teaching. I have not done the research 
to establish the validity of these intelligences but I continue to discuss 
them informally—and welcome others to do the same.

In 1993, the educational use of MI theory was – and I quote—“still in its 
infancy.” That is no longer true. In fact, in 2009, Jie-Qu Chen, Seana Moran and 
I published Multiple intelligences around the world. In that book, 42 authors 
from 15 countries on five continents described their favorite MI-inspired 
practices. And even in the four years since that publication, I have learned 
of many more experiments in countries around the world. I expect to feature 
some of these experiments on the new website. It is also worth noting that the 
New City School in St Louis has now featured MI ideas for 25 years, and the 
Key Learning Community in Indianapolis is heading toward its 30th year.

I could not have anticipated the possibilities for MI education opened up 
by the new digital media. In 1993 the world wide web was just beginning, 
smart phones had not been conceived, and such widely used sites and 
applications as Facebook, twitter, tumblr etc. were hardly imaginable. 
In fact, Marc Zuckerberg was about 10 years old! The new digital media 
opened up a cornucopia of educational possibilities for the two most 
important implications of MI theory: individuation (delivering knowledge 
to individuals in ways in which they can best apprehend it and allowing 
them to show what they have learned in ways that are comfortable to them) 
‘ and pluralization – deciding what knowledge and skills are most important 
and delivering content in a multiplicity of ways, thereby taking advantage 
of and nourishing the multiple intelligences. On the forthcoming website, 
I will feature impressive MI educational interventions such as Scratch and 
SmallLab.

Finally and most important, in 1993, I could not have anticipated the 
way in which I would spend the next twenty years in my own research. 
As it happens, 1993 was the year in which I learned of the most appalling 
use of my own ideas—a description of racial and ethnic groups in terms 
of which intelligences they possessed and which ones they lacked. I was 
horrified by this unexpected and harmful development. Therefore in 1994-
5 , when I spent a year at a research facility with Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 
and William Damon, we prepared to embark on a new project. Originally 
termed the ‘humane creativity’ project, this initiative emerged in part as a 
result of my own conclusion that I had to take responsibility for the misuse 
of my ideas. And if someone tried to use MI theory to characterize different 
racial and ethnic groups, I had to be prepared to denounce that use publicly.

Since 1994-5, my colleagues and I have been working on a difficult 
and important issue: How does one carry out ‘good work’ during a period 
when things are changing very quickly, our sense of time and space is 
being radically altered by technology, market forces are very powerful—
and, perhaps uniquely, there do not exist forces to counter these powerful 
market forces. The results of our work can be read about in ten books and 
dozens of articles. And going beyond writings, we have now started various 
programs and created various products to help initiate and maintain good 
work. These are best followed at our website thegoodproject.org

So that is how MI theory and practice look, in the twenty years since I 
made some predictions. You’ve asked about my predictions over the next 
thirty years. As it happens if I survive, I will be 100 years old at that time! 
My record at prognostication has not been so good that I am going to 
attempt to anticipate events in 2043. But I will express my hope that the 
ideas of multiple intelligence theory will endure—whether or not under 
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that label, is not important to me—and that people the world over will be 
using their intelligences, individually and collaboratively, to help to achieve 
the common good.

Please confirm receipt of this note. I also intend to post these paragraphs 
on my website.

With best wishes

Educate for peace
Lia Diskin is a writer and coordinator of peace culture networks. Born in 

Argentina, she fled dictatorship in her country and founded Associação Palas 
Athena (Palas Athena Association) in Brazil, a learning space that holds 
cultural and youth programs. She is also a visiting lecturer and coordinator of 
the Culture of Peace Committee, a UNESCO program.  

Where does the expression “education for peace” come from? Where 
does the intent to make peace become the root and meaning of any 
pedagogical project and educational proposal? This movement starts with 
Maria Montessori (1870-1952), an Italian citizen who was not an educator, 
but one of the first female doctors in modern history. She is the one who 
promoted, in the New School movement, the need to study not only the 
history of one’s own country, but also the history of mankind, because 
there is no history of a country or culture that has not been nourished by 
other countries and cultures; there is no culture that was born as a result 
of itself alone. 

Another important point is the foundation of UNESCO in 1945, from 
the urgency to put an end to a dramatic situation. Please, let us not forget 
that the 20th century, the bloodiest in the entire history of mankind, 
witnessed two world wars that did not occur between different cultures 
or between different ethnic groups or yet, different beliefs. The two world 
wars took place in a cultured Europe, between brothers, born in the cradles 
of the Middle East and Athens. This resulted in a breakdown of mankind’s 
consciousness. What are we doing? And just like that, the United Nations 
was created, and just as quickly UNESCO was created to educate for peace. 
The commitment to peace is in the preamble of the UNESCO constitution: 
“That since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that 
the defences of peace must be constructed”. 

Wars begin in the minds of men. Wars do not come from thin air, from distant 
galaxies or from steam out of the Earth’s humus. The greatest commitment and 
efforts should be devoted to educate, and educate in a committed, friendly, not 
hostile, and non-offending way. A brotherly way; which is, incidentally, an even 
bigger step. 

Education’s mission is to provide the nourishment needed to enhance the 
skills and natural talents of the younger generations and help them channel the 
aggressive, self-centered and immature energies that follow development. 

While on the one hand it is necessary to make contact with reality, on the 
other it is essential to enable an identity, a sense of belonging and recognition 
that supports self-esteem, autonomy and a thirst for the future. 

I emphasize some reflection points within education for peace: 
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Redefinition of values: we have to inevitably rethink values based on 
the matrix that knowledge is not a property or object, but a sense of 
responsibility. The more knowledge I have, the greater my responsibility 
to allow its circulation. 

Legitimation of conflict: until very recently people considered conflict 
as something without merit. It was understood that a family, a school or a 
company with conflicts was poorly managed and poorly organized, which 
is obviously the result of a patriarchal mentality, a hierarchy established 
by the undeniability of order. Today we understand that democracy and 
the horizontalization of players necessarily brings out conflicts, different 
interests and different needs. Conflict is characterized exactly when this 
emergence, natural and necessary in democratic contexts, has the chance 
and legitimacy to express itself. Where do conflicts not exist? In totalitarian 
systems, in which conflicts cannot even emerge, being immediately 
muffled by the pressure, control and domination exerted from top down. 
We have to legitimize conflict, not fear it. When I go to a school and 
hear from the director or pedagogical counsellor the phrase “We do not 
have conflicts here” I immediately break out in a cold sweat and become 
quite troubled. If there are no conflicts, you can be sure that there is some 
very controlling grim reaper of wills, skills, abilities and talents of others. 
Conflicts are the sign of a democratic relationship.

Interactive games and group dynamics: it is easier to stimulate the 
understanding and internalization of living issues by using dynamics 
as opposed to mere concepts. In a different scenario, we would be able 
to get in touch with all of this through, for example, cooperative games 
or reflective circles. 

Commitment to human rights and social and environmental 
sustainability: the issue of sustainability advances extremely slowly 
worldwide. Even though we have the knowledge, we cannot move on to 
action. This of course compromises the dignity of mankind as a whole. 
It happened recently, a fire in a warehouse of tailors and seamstresses 
in Bangladesh. More than a thousand employees died. The clothes they 
were sewing would later be sold in the U.S. and Europe by renowned 
brands. When this tragedy happened, it was noted that workers were 
earning $1.62, per day. Per day! It was also discovered that about 70 
deputies were involved in business ventures with cheap labour. In 
several countries a movement started: what to do for the employees 

of Bangladesh? While some were seeking some kind of reparation, the 
trade union movement of tailors and seamstresses in the country said 
something similar to “Please do not do anything. If you take these jobs 
from Bangladesh we won’t even have the $1.62 per day”. Something 
is so wrong. These workers are aware that they are being exploited 
for the benefit of rich enterprises. Nonetheless, they prefer working 
under these conditions to having nothing. Having seen that something 
very wrong is happening, we need to dedicate ourselves to repairing 
sustainability. 
In certain situations, I don’t see the reality, but what meets my needs 
and interests.

Develop the ability to see clearly: our brain is selective when it comes 
to reality. 
Here we have some lines of reflection, only a few focal points among 
many others that could have been explored. I want to finish with a 
quote by Walter Benjamin (1892-1940), as he, in a very hopeful and 
promising way, tells us: “Every epoch not only dreams the next, but 
while dreaming impels it towards wakefulness”. We, as an era, as a 
generation, need to dream of an education for peace, in which the 
potential of every human being can indeed be expressed without being 
hampered by harsh conditions. French philosopher Jean-Marie Muller 
tells us: the starting material of today is violence, we make violence not 
only the picture of conversations, but also of entertainment. If we can 
revert this and participate in the awakening, our commitment and our 
wishes will be justified.

This essay has been based on a speech given at Núcleo de Estudos do Futuro 
(Center for Studies on the Future) at São Paulo Pontifical Catholic University (PUC-
SP) on August 28, 2013. 
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Landing
At the end of our journey, we take a moment to reflect 

on our learning so that each member of the collective 

can share their experiences and dreams.  

Reflections of Eduardo Shimahara

How did you enter and leave this journey? 
When I began to imagine writing a book with friends, visiting schools 

around the world, I thought that the experience itself would be very 
enriching and that we would undoubtedly identify innovation along the 
way. I discovered just how broad and virtually infinite the theme is. Now, 
about to launch the book, narrating a little of what we experienced, I find 
myself thinking that I would never have imagined people like Fritjof Capra 
and José Pacheco involved in the project and contributing to the book. I 
entered this journey motivated to seek models of education that differed 
from the conventional ones. And I leave it determined to seek models that 
differ from whatever is traditional. The greatest difference is that I got to see, 
feel, hear and personally visit some of the most fantastic initiatives in the 
world, which I had only known from websites, lectures and conversations. 

What is the purpose of education?
We educate ourselves at every moment in our lives, be it talking with 

our parents and friends or reading a book. Education is a process of 
transformation, of inner growth, in which we discover the world around 
us and the world discovers us. Education is exchange. Education, to me, is 
a subjective process experienced when each of us learns something new. 

Landing276
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Conventional education is focused on transforming or deforming 
people so that they fit into the marketplace, a process with little or no 
freedom of choice. I’m not saying that it does not work. It works. But at 
what cost? It works for whom? The ultimate goal of education is to make 
each of us a better version of ourselves, without trying to be or wanting to 
be like anyone else. The best education is the one that promotes autonomy 
of individual thinking. 

What have you discovered about innovation?
Just like education is something that comes from within, the perception 

of innovation is also subjective. Each of us perceives innovation in what is not 
part of our daily lives, in what is different, never seen or heard before. The 
word derives from the Latin term innovatio and refers to an idea, method 
or object that is created and bears little resemblance to previous standards. I 
believe that innovation does not necessarily have a link to scalability. Not all 
schools or methods I’ve seen could be replicated outside their context. 

What have you learned? 
I believe that many of those reading this book already know methods 

of collective construction or deconstruction, as is the case of some 
methodologies that are already part of several educational proposals. 
World Cafe, Open Space and Appreciative Inquiry, for example, are 
common among innovative schools. But they are still a far cry from 
the vast majority of conventional learning spaces. I already knew and 
practiced these methods, and finding them out there was nothing 
new. After all, the encouragement to autonomy pervades discussion 
among peers and the courage to offer something like the Open Space 
methodology of Harrison Owen. 

Furthermore, I was touched by the layers of learning that I believed 
to be forgotten and were revisited at the Schumacher College, YIP, 
Sustainability Institute and even at the Green School, where kinesthetic, 
emotional, rational and spiritual layers were valued. 

More than methods, these schools gave me hope that we are reconnecting 
what our conventional system has severed. Transdisciplinarity resurfaces. 
To me, there is no better way of learning to live in an increasingly complex 
world if not through interdisciplinary paradigms. 

What is your dream for education?
I do not believe that the conventional system (schools, colleges, 

universities, with their undisciplined and fragmented curricula) will 
disappear; quite the opposite. I once watched the inaugural address by 

a young Brazilian chancellor who took office in a prestigious university 
in the state of Minas Gerais. In his eloquent speech he said that some 
“incautious” colleagues spoke of the end of universities, while he said that 
universities were becoming more and more vigorous. I shall not go into 
the controversies of worldwide dropout rates, I will rather bring forth a 
vision that the future will have, above all, more options. Creativity and 
design are in full force and the innovative expression of each of us will 
meet in very diverse spaces. More traditional careers such as engineering, 
medicine and law will have a place in universities, while others may take 
different paths; and different paths will, in turn, lead to new careers. 

I dream of an education that makes people happier with themselves. I 
always ask my daughter when I fetch her from school (a Waldorf School in 
Cape Town, South Africa, where we currently live) if her day was happy. If 
the answer is ‘no’, I try to help her understand the reasons behind it, which 
often vary from a fight with a friend to an entire rainy day indoors. But 
most of the time she’s happy, and that’s what matters to me. 
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to interview people and dive into a meaningful exploration. 
When asked if I, as a mother, found myself using something I had 

learned during the two trips, I realized how much I was already putting 
into practice. The number of times I used the words “right” and “wrong” 
to my daughter, now 4, had decreased. I give her time to come up with 
solutions and questions whose answers I would previously have given 
automatically. I try to guide her to better know herself. I accepted that my 
son chose not to go to college, just because that is what one does at 18. 
I learned that I wasted many moments of interaction with my children; 
moments when we could have been exchanging knowledge. 

More than anything, I leave encouraged to keep walking. 

What is the purpose of education?
I lived two very emotional moments during the chats I had in India and 

Indonesia. One of them was when Leslie Medema, coordinator of Green 
School, responded to this exact question at the end of the interview: what 
is the purpose of education? She listed a series of questions she would 
ask a young man and whose answers he should know after experiencing 
a school. Some were more philosophical, others less so. “Do you know 
how to prepare for a job interview? followed by something like “Do you 
understand that you are responsible for the decisions you make every 
day?” This answer full of questions affected me. I began to expand my 
idea of the need for a school; I understood that the role of education is to 
shape people for the world of today, contemporary. I was also touched by 
the thinking of Fritjof Capra; the importance of encouraging thoughts in 
children and, consequently, actions that maintain the sustainability of our 
society. I leave this journey believing that the line between how far one 
can go - parents, school, community - must be much more tenuous than 
it is today, less compartmentalized. 

What have you discovered about innovation?
The breaking of paradigms is an act of courage. It requires leadership – 

even if collectively – and the willingness to build upon mishaps and learn 
from mistakes. Without openness to trial and error, innovation is impossible. 
Risk is part of it, and courage is rolling up our sleeves and making decisions 
about what is thrown at us every day. I see this as a very phenomenological 
process: the reflection of what is shown and what is manifested. 

In the schools that are trying to do something different, mistakes 
are seen as necessary steps. It is as if parents and students understand 
that the school is committed to trying and should therefore be forgiven 
for everything that has gone wrong until then. I feel that it is time for 

Reflections of Carla Mayumi

How did you enter and leave this journey? 
My journey began a few years ago when my son, then 15, woke up on a 

grey autumn morning and said he did not want to go to school anymore. I 
clearly remember what I felt then: a great doubt about what to say. Months 
later my second daughter was born. I saw myself on the one hand, as the 
mother of a teenager unmotivated with the education he was receiving and 
on the other, the new mother of a child beginning to be educated for the 
world. It was then that I decided to tackle the issue of education head on, 
so to never experience again the helplessness I felt on that fateful autumn 
morning. This issue had become an urge, something that demanded my 
attention as a mother. I could no longer be dragged by the system, or 
choose a “good” school for my daughter without understanding what a 
good school was. 

This determination to face the problem was what motivated me to 
be part of Educ-ação. I joined as a mother wanting to do better by my 
children. What happened during the process was beyond what I had 
expected. I joined André, Shima and Cami with the intention of inspiring 
others, perhaps underestimating the possibility of inspiring myself. I 
lived the power of the journey with great intensity, the experience and the 
path. I learned new things, like how to launch a crowdfunding campaign. 
I learned that travelling with a purpose and a theme gives you the chance 
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experimentation – instead of looking back, new minds are using creativity 
to reinvent models. 

What have you learned? 
Before mentioning the practices that enchanted me I must share a great 

discovery: to realize that there are many micro-revolutions happening in 
the field of education. The sheer number of people interested and taking 
part in actions is enormous. I have no doubt that we are living a silent 
revolution that will begin to take shape very soon. 

Going into the theme of practices that have marked me, I can more 
effectively address the two schools that I visited: Green School and 
Riverside School. I am essentially a visual person and was fortunate 
enough to experience two different types of environments set to make 
knowledge and learning explicit. During the project I read a book called 
“The Third Teacher” that expresses how the design of the physical space 
and environment contributes to the construction and materialization of 
knowledge. Something simple, like a mural outside the classroom, can 
have a major power. I realized that at Riverside School: students from 
other classes liked to know what the rest were studying. This creates a 
process of empathy between the different age groups and can lead to 
enriching interactions. “Framing” one’s knowledge creates a shared value 
that is greater than keeping it locked inside notebooks. The students 
themselves are proud of what they are studying and also learn to create a 
narrative and get their hands dirty to produce a mural. 

I really enjoyed the simplicity in small things, like the one-hour a week 
when they all meet in a collective activity. The class I attended was of the 
younger group teaching the older students how to make beaded bracelets; 
everyone was having fun. I watched a 6-year old give a lecture on notions of 
storytelling and saw her notebook with lesson plans and reflections on what 
had gone wrong. I loved it when a teacher adopted a language that students 
were used to, the language of internet memes, to teach punctuation. Thus, 
small actions, the so-called micro-revolutions, are subtly transforming 
structures and learning models.  

What is your dream for education?
My dream is divided into the age groups of my children; therefore I have 

a dream for young children and another for older children. The first one 
involves schools. I believe they will exist for a long time. Therefore, I think 
it is vital for us to question our current model, which no longer delivers 
what we need in the world of today. I dream of schools that connect with 
real demands of students within each reality and context. Schools that 

consider the different needs of each child, developing their potential, be it 
intellectual or not. Schools that teach how to repair motorcycles, that talk 
about income generation for the poor, or how to build small gardens for 
those who live in big cities. I imagine a future in which students, parents 
and schools will have a real dialogue – when everyone will be interested 
in what is being built inside and outside the school environment. My 
dream is that children learn to think critically and reflectively and that 
they learn how to learn. 

My second dream concerns teenagers, those 17 and 18 year-olds that 
have to face a big decision in life at a time in their development when 
making decisions is very difficult. I want my daughter to encounter a 
scenario, a few years from now, in which she can decide not to decide, 
and have more than one option to move towards adulthood. I want her 
to be able to experiment, to choose a path that she believes in, without 
having to press a button that automatically says “university”. If so, that she 
and many more young minds find different ways of drawing their paths 
into the world as citizens. 
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Reflections of Camila Piza

How did you enter and leave this journey? 
I entered this journey with concerns that began in 2010, after I attended 

TEDx Amazônia. I embarked with the desire to discover new things and 
participate in a project that promoted a significant change in my life and 
in the lives of others.  

It seems that I received a call from the beginning: a moment to 
understand myself beyond my comfort zone. This journey was an 
invitation, similar to the ones made by many schools to leave the theory 
and experience the school of life in practice. I entered as a student and 
curious researcher, and left with a backpack filled with a new expanding 
universe to be explored. 

Do you know that moment when you realize that those clothes that 
have always fitted you no longer do? Or that phrase that you always 
repeated no longer represents you? In this journey of nearly two years, 
I experienced questions that are still unfolding and which I’m still 
putting into practice. 

Several times I was faced with the “not knowing” as well as stigma 
and prejudice brought from my school days. The first major reflection 
happened at North Star: where would these teens be if not in school? I saw 
that they could learn in the square, riding a bicycle, building contraptions, 

reading a book, or during a community activity with another colleague. 
Regardless of where, and without any kind of judgment, I verified that 
education transcends walls and formats, and proves to be broad, dynamic 
and possible for those willing to learn. 

I feel even more respect and admiration for all those teachers, parents, 
administrators and students that are at the forefront of transformation 
movements. I realize that every change requires effort and energy. I leave 
feeling optimistic, with examples and tools at hand confirming that if we 
really want to change the world we need to share our dreams, and roll up 
our sleeves to achieve them. 

What is the purpose of education?
Just as I embarked on this journey I was invited to rethink the purpose 

of education. What if schools were optional? Who is responsible for our 
journey in education? What is the role of the teacher and the learner? For 
some, these reflections are things of the past. For others, thinking about 
it was never on the daily agenda. I believe that part of the purpose of 
education is to enable people to develop as unique beings, provided with 
critical capacity and autonomy to navigate through life. On the journey 
I saw how education is a much larger universe than school, university or 
the professional market. It is a path that embraces and permeates each and 
every experience. For me, the goal of education is to equip people with tools 
to navigate through life. I wonder whether this purpose is not a little utopian, 
or if I’m not overphilosophizing. However, I often tend to find that a casual 
conversation between teacher and student or an unexpected experience on 
the bus might represent a far greater learning moment than that theoretical 
lesson we are forced to attend. 

What have you discovered about innovation?
I discovered that innovation has less to do with infrastructure and digital 

technology than with questioning the status quo, reviewing the role of human 
resources and encouraging emotional technologies of learning spaces. 
Innovation in the sphere of education is related to the courage to break 
free from known formats in order to do things differently, acknowledging 
that what is an innovative solution for one school or culture will not always 
be replicable in another. It is about using creativity and play as learning 
techniques, as we have seen at Quest to Learn and at Riverside. It is to teach 
entrepreneurship, sustainability and life planning; proposing exercises and 
experiences that enable realization and prototyping, as we have seen at Team 
Academy. It means understanding that learning goes beyond the conventional 
classroom, as we have seen at Amorim Lima, CPCD and North Star. I realized 
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that innovation in the sphere of education is not necessarily linked to novelty 
or uniqueness, but to a more humane education, which takes into account 
relevant aspects of the local culture and particular to each individual. 

What have you learned? 
I learned that a school is a living organism in eternal transformation 

that has people as its greatest asset. I realized that innovative spaces dared 
to contemplate the error as an important part of the process, allowing for 
a more dynamic learning experience, based on practical and everyday 
experiences. I learned that innovation is rethinking the roles of teacher and 
student; it is understanding that everyone has something to learn and to 
teach. I saw education spilling over school walls and open spaces into a 
dialogue with parents and the surrounding community. I saw parents eager 
to solve the challenges faced by the school and people of the community 
off ering to teach all sorts of activities. I came across children and adolescents 
with a glow in their eyes and willingness to learn. 

What is your dream for education?
I dream of an education that makes sense and creates meanings 

consistent with human development. I hope to fi nd spaces that promote 
greater integration of plural thoughts and less imposed paths. I hope for 
school to be seen as an exchange area. I long for learning spaces to be 
diverse enough to meet the multiple intelligences and human pluralities. 
I hope that education becomes more transversal to our lives, like an 
exercise possible in various environments. I would like to see thinkers and 
managers less concerned with dropout rates and more alert to creating 
engaging experiences for restless young men and women. 

Have you ever stopped to think that change in education begins with 
small acts? I dream of fi nding, in a near future, fertile and inspiring spaces 
that promote exchanges, bring new knowledge and above all, bring every 
person closer to their inner truth. 

Reflections of André Gravatá

How did you enter and leave this journey? 
I entered as a man curious about the topic of education, I left  as 

an educator inhabited by dreams. When I embarked on the idea of 
carrying out this journey around the world, in early January 2012, I 
was organizing a project in public schools mobilizing students to create 
videos with themes proposed by themselves. A project that produced 
huge impact on me – one of the groups of students from a school in 
the outskirts of town not only created a very nice video on the subject 
of sexuality but also organized a movie session at the school, complete 
with popcorn made by the cooks and black garbage bags on the windows 
to block the light. Th ese students reminded me of my time in public 
schools – I went to six diff erent institutions throughout my life. I did not 
realize that the precariousness found in school could be transformed by 
my actions – I did not realize that I could, for example, have talked to 
that teacher who kept telling me and my friends: “In the future I’ll see 
you in the police records!” As a student I did not perceive the positive 
potential of education, unexplored in those days, but felt in contrast 
that something must be seriously wrong when you have to spend every 
day in a place you wish you had never gone to. Anyway, it was with 
all this baggage that I entered the journey. I visited learning spaces in 
six diff erent countries, including Brazil, and came back sure that now 
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I am also an educator; and with the dream of creating a learning that 
stands for a significant encounter between education and art, offering 
experiences that encourage people to dig for fertile spaces in themselves 
and in the world, paths by which they can move and update their way 
of seeing reality. It is important to point out that stating that today I am 
an educator is also stressing that we are all educators as we conceive 
learning as a continuous and interdependent process. Knowledge rooted 
in CPCD, in Minas Gerais. There, everyone is an educator – from the 
cook to the child. “Teacher is the one who teaches, educator is the one 
who learns”, said Tião during our conversation. And learning is not just 
about understanding the contents, but listening to yourself and to each 
other carefully, without impositions, open to the exchange of ideas.  

What is the purpose of education?
I visited a lot of public schools and one day I met a young girl of about 

10 who surprised me. Early on she approached me, her face very close to 
mine, looked deep into my eyes and said: “Sir, you have a very large head. 
From now on I will call you Head”. The tone of sarcasm in her voice made 
me laugh. We talked a little about the daily life at school and after hearing 
some complaints I asked: “What would you do if you were the principal 
of the school?” She told me, without hesitation, with an almost surgical 
precision: “I would blow up the school and build a shopping mall instead”. 
That phrase blaffed me. I almost fell off the chair. The chat with that young 
girl rubbed in my face the purpose of education, a purpose that school 
was not fulfilling. And what is that purpose? To nurture people, stimulate 
the recovery of dreams, the perception of potential intelligences and 
critical sense. Education exists so people can discover their uniqueness. 
Without nurturing people’s perspectives, the school fails to meet its 
essence and it remains sabotaging the lives of those that experience it. 
And the sabotaged lives sometimes feel the need to sabotage the spaces 
that have sabotaged them in the first place – what goes through the head 
of a little girl that wants to destroy her own school? I often mention a 
fictional statistic that I invented myself but happens to be permeated 
with reality: in almost 100% of cases of dropout students, the school and 
society have abandoned them first.  

What have you discovered about innovation?
Before a baby is born a sac of water bursts, and it is a very important 

moment as this is the amniotic sac that protects the baby in the womb 
– in other words, before a person is born, that which protects them is 
burst. Once born, the baby cries. In short, I feel that the process is very 

similar with innovation. A protective pouch bursts when we experience 
a new world, and we might even cry during the process. Innovation in 
education requires not only observing the context, valuing the student 
and, of course, each and every person involved, but also accepting the 
risks related to the change. Change is neither painless, nor simple or 
fast. Genuine changes require maturity; demand that people sustain the 
will to change. A traditional school, based on evaluations, punishments, 
fragmentation of subjects etc. will only change as certain people within 
it assume the risks of recreating the present. The risks and conflicts that 
arise are essential for the process to be collectively constructed, instead of 
being a top-down process, not embraced by the individuals. At Politeia for 
example, a school we visited in São Paulo, an educator told us that when it 
comes to problem-solving, not all parents get used to the replacement of 
punishment for dialogue – what would you do if the child that hit your son 
in the face was to enter a dialogue process to acknowledge their mistake? 
The way I see it, tackling difficulties head on is the biggest challenge faced 
by those who wish to innovate. 

What have you learned? 
If I were to summarize in one idea my greatest learning of the 

journey I would say: education will be radically transformed when 
people really understand that one does not learn only in school, but 
anywhere; when cities become educating cities, when children can make 
the most of the street, the park, the supermarket and all other learning 
spaces. Conversation with students, educators and parents showed me 
that the most inspiring schools are more than schools. They are points 
connecting to a network of other points, spaces with a variety of stimuli 
where people learn to learn wherever they may be. This reminds me of a 
phrase of uncertain authorship, most commonly attributed to Irish poet 
William Butler Yeats: “Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting 
of a fire”. Lighting fires through the body and the entire city, curiosity 
fires. As a student, I would have developed a different relationship with 
reality if my city or neighborhood were my classroom, which would 
have ignited a fire inside of me, interconnecting the subjects studied in 
practice, leveraging new exchanges. In most schools mentioned here 
the parents are present in the routine life of students, and students often 
don’t spend their time within the confines of the school itself – the 
boundaries between the inside and the outside are diluted. Students at 
Quest to Learn, for example, play sports in the parks around the school. 
Parents of students at Escuelas Experimentales meet teachers once a 
month to make pizzas. Students at Riverside have literature classes at 
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the town’s library. Such practices encourage the conciliation between 
school and community, and community and students. It all comes down 
to a single point: make learning less bureaucratic, make it a conscious 
habit, shared and spread everywhere. Can you imagine if one day, upon 
meeting someone we know, we asked not “how are you?”, but rather 
“what did you learn today?” 

What is your dream for education?
My dream is that one day, people can choose how to educate 

themselves from a multitude of options that enable children, youth and 
adults to develop their uniqueness. At the same time I hope that you, my 
dear reader, and I, this simple craftsman of words, will mobilize more 
and more to value, support and build different learning spaces – we are 
capable of actively participating in this transformation. 

One day my mother asked me: “Son, why do you waste so much time 
on these education projects?” My most sensible answer lies in the certainty 
that education is a tool to re-enchant us with the world and reconnect us 
with others and ourselves. 

Finally, I would like to share a poem (that is in Brazilian Portuguese and 
in English) written by me at the end of the journey, entitled “A podência 
da educação”. I believe certain reflections are better captured through art. 

A podência da educação

Educação é feita principalmente de gente
Gente é feita principalmente de abundância
Freire disse que se a educação não pode tudo
alguma coisa fundamental ela pode
E a educação pode uma podência
Que surgiu bem antes de método ou ciência

A educação tem a podência do esticamento do olhar
Para que ele se abra enorme 
Do tamanho do mar

A educação tem a podência da expansão
Do cultivo de campos de diversidade
Para fertilizar os sertões
Que hoje têm nome de cidade

A educação tem a podência do desafiamento
Passa pelo encontro com nossos redemoinhos internos
Que giram, sem trégua, num movimento de bagunçação
Daquelas entranhas feitas principalmente de emoção

A educação tem a podência de instaurar
Uma catação de horizontes dentro de cada um
Para que as abundâncias sejam descobertas
Lapidadas, expostas, caleidoscopadas
Tocadas, abertas, compartilhadas

A educação tem a podência de conjugar
Um verbo sinuoso, em chamas
O verbo ousadiar
Que é verbo de significância
Verbo de propósito sem demora
Para que nos ousadiemos no agora
E no gerúndio, ousadiando
A qualquer hora. 

- André Gravatá
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Potent-ability in Education

Education is mostly made of people
People are mostly made of abundance
For (Paulo) Freire, if education cannot accomplish everything
One fundamental thing it sure can
And education has a potent-ability
Something that preceded both method and science

Education has the potent-ability of stretching the gaze
For it to open up huge
The size of the milky way

Education has the potent-ability of expanding
Of harvesting the fields of diversity
To fertilize the dry hinterland
That is now named city

Education has the potent-ability of challenge
It experiences the encounter with our internal swirls
The ones that revolve, restless, in a turmoil-ing move
Of those guts mostly made of emotion

Education has the potent-ability of establishing
A clamming of horizons within each person
For abundances to be discovered
Faceted, exposed, caleidoscoped 
Touched, opened, shared

Education has the potent-ability of conjugating
A sinuous verb, in flames
The to reckless verb
Which is a verb of meaning
A verb of purpose, readily 
For us to reckless in the now
In the gerund, recklessing
Anytime.. 

- André Gravatá

Where are 
we now?
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Shima: back to the future

It’s been a while since the launching of our book in October 2013. Since 
then our Facebook page has obtained almost 23,000 “likes” and our blog 
educ-acao.com has received more than 90,000 hits from many different 
countries all over the planet.

If the number of “likes” in the download page reflects the free downloads 
of our book, then, more than 15,000 people now have downloaded the PDF 
version straight from our website and we don’t have any control (and we 
don’t want to) over the exchanges in flash drives and the like. 

This movement was part of a wave of projects all connected to the 
Education theme. In Brazil and all over the world, people are working on 
books, blogs and documentaries that question the “current educational 
system” in some way. Many people are even starting schools. The number 
of e-mails and messages I have received, asking for some advice on how to 
start a new school is immense, and this feeling that “I must do something” 
starts as soon as you have to take your own children to their first class.

My daughter goes to a Waldorf School here in Cape Town, where we 
have lived since January 2013. She is seven now. Last year she started Class 
1 and the ceremony on the first day of school was amazing. The sports hall 
was packed with students of all the grades in the school. Suddenly, a line of 
little ones, each one holding the hand of a senior student, went up on stage. 
The teacher then introduced the children from Grade 1 to the school, one 
by one, by saying their names to the more than 400 students watching. 
They then sing together and each teacher tells a story that illustrates what 
challenges lie ahead for that class. I am happy with her education and she 
is happy as well. The whole family is happy with that. Some people will 
have big criticism for Waldorf Education; to me, it is the best I can offer 
her here and now.

I have just finished my Masters degree at the University of Stellenbosch/
Sustainability Institute in South Africa. And it took me a while to find a place 
where I could be creative about the research that I wanted to perform. My 
thesis is a Cook Book. Yes. I wrote about food and community building, and 
one of the chapters is a beautiful collection of local recipes, family recipes 
and African recipes. By doing so, I discovered that you can be creative even 
when it comes to Academia. I used a method called Participatory Action 
Research and this changes everything.

Instead of observing I jumped into a community and tried to gather 
people around food and stories. Mark Swilling, the cofounder of the 
Sustainability Institute says that traditional research tends to be extractive 
and I do believe he is right. On the other hand, Action Research is a thin line 

between research and activism, which I like very much. You need to dive 
deep in theory at the same time that you act to change a reality. Hands-on. 
No lists of recommendations, it is you the researcher and the game changer.

We left everything behind in Brazil. We sold everything and moved to 
the “Mother City” in South Africa. I am currently working with two start-
ups that are somehow dealing with the biggest challenge in the decades 
to come: Food. How to feed 9 billion people within the limits of our 
ecosystems?

While working with food I realized that there’s no space in the current 
educational system to learn about food. Its origins, the consequences of our 
choices. The whole effort needed to produce food is completely left out of 
the school and someone has to deal with that. Who? We are food illiterates 
and this is an immense problem. 

In my daughter’s school, during Grade 3, children will have to produce 
their own food and will also deal with the origin of agriculture and food 
production. What a privilege. I wonder how many children have the same.    

I now travel the world connecting education, food and complexity 
theory. In 2015 I had the honor of leading workshops and classes in three 
of the schools in our book: Team Academy (Spain), YiP (Sweden) and the 
Sustainability Institute (South Africa). And there’s more to come.

Besides the fact that many will criticize the “current educational system”, 
I think that maybe there’s nothing wrong with it. It might work very well for 
those that actually like to learn in a passive (and maybe…forced) way. The 
problem rests in the fact that we are imposing this kind of education on all. 
One system, whatever it is or would be, can never fit all. We are all different, 
we learn in different ways. Right?

My three amazing partners Camila, Carla and André are very busy as 
well and we don’t see each other much. Last year I was in Brazil and I saw 
them for a couple of hours and that was it. It always brings a smile to my 
face though. They are amazing people doing amazing work in the world.

Now, my heart and soul start to ignite a dream that I’ve been cooking for 
such a long time. A dream that was also introduced to the crew as described 
at the beginning of this book that found its way to become reality in the 
next few years. 

I am divided between Brazil and South Africa. One place has my roots 
in it and the other, my soul and heart. Everyday when I wake up on African 
soil I breathe deeply and I am thankful for the opportunity to live in one 
of the most beautiful and unequal places on Earth. Full of challenges and 
opportunities, I rest assured that we (Brazil and South Africa) have so much 
to learn from each other.
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Carla Mayumi: the future of our children

My awareness of my son’s education dawned on me when he woke 
up one morning and told me: “I don’t want to go to school anymore”. He 
was 15 at that time. It was only then that I realized I had some serious 
responsibility in helping him decide the course of his future, and that 
going to school, in itself, was a choice. 

What are your true options when you are 15? Very few, I guess. You 
must go to school and they are supposed to deliver all you need at this 
point in life. However, schools do not help teenagers to contemplate their 
potential, their  talents and ways to develop them. At school, you are not an 
individual; you are part of a mass of students all taking their daily dose of 
knowledge3. 

Things apparently get even worse when these children reach 17 and 
leave high school for a university. At this moment they have a choice to 
make; one that most youth think is a life-defining one. Here is a decision 
that parents usually help their children contemplate. The unfortunate 
thing is that parents and children are not actually having a dialogue 
and thinking together about it. Based on their own expectations and 
fears of the so-called future, parents end up – with the best possible 
intention – driving their kids to something that, from their perspective, 
is promising and will provide a safe future. The charade I came to when 
my son started questioning this logic was whether we, parents, should 
be thinking in terms of what we know and what we consider safe for 
them. I am always glad when I hear someone very young stating that he 
or she understands that this choice they make when they go to college 
may not necessarily define what they will be. But very few youngsters 
have this realization, especially because of their parents’ vision. On the 
contrary, many parents tend to think that we are born to have one linear 
career that will develop in a linear fashion during our lifetime. Only 
when things go wrong you may take a step aside and change, and that 
usually happens under a lot of stress. 

My belief, after having had so much background and talking to so 
many people, is that it is absolutely OK to change; as a matter of fact it 
is good to deviate from your original route. Teenagers suffer when we – 
adults - are learning these things with them as we belatedly realize things 
can be different. And we do not have the guts to encourage our children 
to take a different path.

I must insert a disclaimer here and say that I am talking about privileged children who usually go to private schools and are 
entitled to make choices in life. I am very aware of the huge majority of children who are born to poor families, whose choices are 

few as compared to children like my son and his friends.

 I’ve recently had a conversation with two girl friends, both between 24 
and 27. One has graduated in Architecture and the other in Law. Surprising 
as it is (let’s remember this is the twenty-first century), they both told me 
their parents had a very imposing opinion on their college choices. The 
first young lady could have chosen between Engineering and Architecture 
and the other one’s mother said that she would only pay for certain courses. I 
am sure this is what happens to a lot of teenagers, as they enter adult life and 
are still dependent on their parents. 

Let’s go back to my personal story, the recent story of my son and I. 
That morning, aged fifteen, when he dropped the bombshell saying he did 
not want to go to school anymore. I stared at him and we both waited for 
my next sentence. His arguments were all valid: what he called the system 
was not efficient; he was learning things he would never use; he did not 
have the freedom to choose what he wanted to learn. Looking back now 
I know I was not prepared, then, to give him a proper reply. I should not 
have even tried. But I did – I told him he could not leave school. I was full 
of all kinds of rational reasons why he could not drop out of school. 

The irony was that, at that time, I was writing this book - Around the 
World in 13 Schools. I was reflecting and writing about how education 
can and should be better, I was investigating schools that made sense. 
Of course my son knew about it and used every piece of information he 
had to try to convince me. Deep inside I knew that he was right, but in 
the end I convinced him to remain in school. The big question for me is: 
why did I not have the guts to say “you’re right, let’s do something better 
with your life?” It was because I did not know what to do if he dropped 
out. The answer is as simple as that and, please, read that as if it were in 
capital letters.

It’s very hard to think about what your son can do other than go to 
school or to attend college. All of our ideas of success start considering 
what we call a “good education” and later on, a “good job”. If you put that 
idea aside, there’s not much left to contemplate when you are seventeen. 
So keeping this in mind has been my challenge as a mother.

After that morning that shook me up (and maybe woke me up) came 
a sequence of events that clearly indicated that things were not working 
very well either for him or me. It seemed we were both unhappy with 
the course of things. In four years, four different schools. My son was 
extremely unmotivated and during high school he flunked a year twice. 
He kept saying, time after time, he did not want to continue studying. 
And then, at the end of high school, he told me he did not want to go to 
college. So a whole new battle started - it seemed like it was him against 
me. We were definitely not talking deeply about what could be better for 
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how things work in our capitalist society with his mathematical and logical 
skills. It might or might not work and if it didn’t, it would be OK to go for 
something different.

The story is not yet finished. He is in his second year now, and what 
makes me happy is that he is happy. By experimenting with different things 
before making this one choice – which is nothing but one more choice of 
the many he will have to make – he entered university with a full conscience 
of what he expects, how he wants to make the most of it, and aware that he 
can change his path at any time. He is a representative of his class, has very 
good grades (something he did not have on high school) and is starting to 
think about studying abroad. He knows that he will only get part of what 
he needs to learn in his university classes. Therefore he is also taking online 
courses to improve his coding skills. He reads books – also a habit that had 
been left behind.

I have been learning a lot about parenting in a time when thousands 
of possibilities are ahead of us all the time, but we seem to be forced to 
follow a predetermined path. The world is all open, full of things you can 
experiment with, but yet when children leave school it’s like there is an 
invisible button to be pressed that reads: university. I know this is not so in 
other parts of the world and I dream this will change for our Brazilian kids 
too. I love to dream that in the future teenagers will have real options, suited 
for their ages, of things that can help them develop as human beings, such 
as an alternative to formal learning. And also that parents will genuinely 
think about what can be better for their kids instead of a preconceived idea 
that life is all about the binary idea of work/study. And contemplate the 
perspective of other ways to learn and evolve.

I feel compelled to quote Rubem Alves’ words from a wonderful text 
entitled “When our children fly” (my translation):

 “Many times we take love for shelter. Being overzealous we cut the wings 
of our children. We prevent them from going after their own answers and 
living their dreams instead of ours. We are so sure we know more than 
they do that what we consider to be a safe haven turns into an anchor that 
prevents them from navigating the waves of their own destiny.” 

I leave you not with certainties but with questions. And one final 
reflection to which I have no answer: how should we, parents, take on this 
supreme responsibility over our children’s decisions? How do we look at 
what we know but also at what we don’t know and give them the possibility 
of flying solo? 

him. We argued all the time. Thus began a two-year period in which we 
argued about his plans of being a professional online gamer. This chapter 
alone could be a full story, but I will spare the details.

After one year practicing, he managed to play professionally 
(you are considered a pro gamer if you participate in the national 
championship, which he did). The crossroads was there, looking at 
both of us. Many times he told me he did not know what he wanted 
to do if it were not gaming. I came to a conclusion he needed a recess 
from gaming to be able to contemplate other plans and we agreed it 
would be a good idea to take some courses abroad. At that time, a 
program called Uncollege4 was calling for registrations for its second 
group. I met Dale Stephens, the founder of Uncollege, in Brazil. He was 
here to teach a class at a very nice school named Perestroika. I thought 
that was a sign and we went ahead; in January 2013 he spent five weeks 
in San Francisco. His time at Uncollege did not go exactly as planned, 
once he did not go through the four stages proposed by the program. 
But while there, he learned a lot about start-ups and constructed an 
entrepreneurial mindset, met many interesting people, took part in 
several workshops and travelled a lot on his own. All in all, it was 
five months abroad which also resulted in a great improvement in his 
English and made an outstanding speaker of him.

When he came back, he asked me for advice and help in choosing 
what to do. At that point, I was able to empathize with his doubts and 
feelings and we made peace. He really needed help and he thought his 
decision would alter the course of his life. So we started having heart-to-
heart conversations. Conversations in which I did not stand as the know-
it-all and experienced mother, but rather as a person who was trying to 
grasp what he was going through. I understood how hard it was to deal 
with people’s expectations all the time, when someone asked him what he 
was studying at college. I realized the many possibilities he could envision 
but could not choose from. And finally I could perceive the problem was 
really the system and not him.

How things unveiled is not what one would expect. He ended up 
choosing to take Economics at the university and here’s how we got there: 
one of my points about why academic life mattered was its lifestyle. This is 
what really made him change his mind and give it a try, plus the agreement 
we had was that this was an experiment. He understood he would make 
friends his age, go out with them, and that this mattered. Now, it was 
time to think of the best course to apply for. After months talking about 
options, he realized Economics was what combined a broader notion of 

You can look for Uncollege at www.uncollege.org
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Camila Piza: landing

Looking back over the past couple of years since we, Coletivo Educ-
ação, first set out to explore schools around the world that inspired us, it has 
become clear that this journey was simply the beginning of a new chapter in 
my life. Since then the lessons and insights that this project generated have 
served as an important pillar for all the endeavours I’ve undertaken. 

Before writing this book, I assumed that schools were the primary 
source of education. However, throughout my journey it became clear 
that education has a broader reach, could happen anywhere and is not 
restricted to an institution. Education is boundless; it is an attitude and 
mind-set, able to happen in any sort of place! 

Work as a learning platform
After the launch of this book, significant changes happened in my life 

leading to new personal and professional quests. 
At the beginning of 2014, after almost a decade working in structured 9 to 

5 jobs, I ventured as an independent consultant, embracing the opportunity 
to manage my own professional projects more connected with an educational 
and human-centric approach.

The jorney of Coletivo Educ-ação has showed me that the Educational 
Revolution goes way beyond traditional and formal education methods and 
somehow also affects the way we deal with our professional working spaces. 
Therefore one of my undertakings was to develop projects that promote more 
creative and dialogical dynamics, as a means of fostering organizations and 
working groups as empathic spaces that enrich work experiences.

One project was particularly challenging, as I had to come up with a 
strategy to educate youngsters about Brazilian socioeconomic and political 
scenarios, in an interactive and engaging way. 

After a year working on this project, I had gathered several thoughts 
and reflections related to education, citizenship, national identity and 
Brazilian esteem that prompted me to explore these themes further, in 
loco, in Northern Brazil. 

The decision to travel to the north of the country came from my curiosity 
to explore a socioeconomic contrast that exists between the south, where I 
come from, and the north. 

Connecting with local culture as a means of self-knowledge
In December 2014, I started my journey as a means of getting in touch 

with my national culture, tradition and identity. Part of the journey was 

intended to visit some educational projects spread around Brazil. 
My first stop was at Alter do Chão, Pará – located on the right bank 

of Tapajós River, inside the Amazonian forest. (Pará is one of the biggest 
Brazilian states, and is abundant with exotic fauna and flora). In Alter 
do Chão, I visited Escola da Floresta (School of the Forest) a project that 
focuses on teaching students from the urban outskirts and tourists about 
the local Amazonian forest and indigenous culture and traditions. I was 
quite surprised to learn that many children from these urban areas did not 
have much knowledge of or contact with environmental studies related to 
the forest and local natural habitat.

My next stop was at Projeto Saúde e Alegria (Project Health & 
Happiness), dedicated to promoting health, education, culture and 
citizenship in the communities located on the banks and regions around 
the Tapajós river. Saúde e Alegria has been working for more than 15 
years to engage local communities in recovering their lost indigenous 
heritage and culture. They also offer other programs, for both youngsters 
and elders, as a means to develop fair trade economy and tourism. 

Whilst travelling through the north of Brazil I realized that a huge 
cultural gap exists - with the area’s many ethnic groups, customs, languages 
and cultures - to the extent of me feeling (and being mistaken by locals) 
like a foreigner in my own country. 

Cocoa Coast, a fertile sweet spot around Brazil 
My last stop was at Serra Grande, close to Ilhéus, Bahia – in the northeast 

of Brazil. What took me there was a Waldorf Rural School called Dendê 
da Serra (an allusion to Palm Highlands). To my surprise, Serra Grande 
was overflowing with a number of attention-grabbing projects focused 
on education, culture and sustainability. The experience of being there 
turned out to be even more interesting, with many excursions. From NGOs 
focused on local development via ecotourism, agro ecology and nature’s 
conservancy to educational projects and a monthly cultural event called 
‘Sarau Serra Viva’ - a cultural gathering of music, poetry and drama.

This rich and changing scenario in Serra Grande began around 2010 
as a consequence of the Dendê da Serra School, which naturally attracted 
a significant number of individuals from Brazil and abroad searching for 
high-standard education, combined with a good quality of life. In addition, 
the region has a strong ecotourism culture, is populated with wealthy cocoa 
farms, and is backed-up by a solid NGO called Arapyaú, with the mission of 
helping to develop the local economy with projects that endorse education, 
sustainability and micro-finance around this area.
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Other inspiring learning spaces 
Most of the projects I visited were related to education, but had different 

scopes that went from teaching sustainability to children in circus classes, to 
an NGO focused on restoring the local fauna and teaching agriculture and 
agro-foresting to the local community.

Besides Dendê da Serra School, I was most moved by two very interesting 
projects that propose inspiring education; a circus performance by Circo da 
Lua (Moon Circus) and Casa Verde (Green House).

Circo da Lua (Moon Circus) is a school-circus focused on teaching 
sustainability to local children and adults. Luckily I managed to watch 
the children performing a play about garbage and recycling to parents 
and members of the local community. It was very exciting to see how the 
teachers were able to transpose contents related to environmental studies, 
sustainability, nature and collectiveness with light-hearted activities that 
also developed coordination, spatial intelligence, improvisation among 
other soft skills. 

Casa Verde (Green House) is an extra-curricular activity community 
center for children and teenagers of Serra Grande. While I was there, it was 
the end of their summer camp, with activities such as gardening, woodwork, 
music and cooking. Most of the staff are people from the local community of 
Serra Grande (as opposed to Dendê da Serra School, where the majority of 
staff come from other regions). The space is dedicated to providing activities 
that help the children gain knowledge and culture by learning through 
practical work. The aim is to offer the children skills that widen their future 
opportunities and help them face their daily routine by valuing local culture 
and knowledge. 

The most fascinating at Casa Verde was the ability of the center to offer 
regional knowledge from the elderly coupled with contemporary techniques 
brought by the educators.

Back on track with new perspectives and aspirations
My trip around Brazil ended in March 2015, and as I landed back in 

São Paulo I realized the journey had had great impact on my own personal 
life. It also widened my views about the country I am from, triggering the 
start of new exciting projects I wanted to embark on in the future. 

I felt even more connected to my own country’s richness – mirrored 
in its abundant nature and diverse culture. I returned with greater 
knowledge about education, and I realized that much of the gap between 
some regions of Brazil is due to our lack of national knowledge and pride. 

Between March and the end of the year, I embarked on a project that 
invited young businesspeople to reflect on their National Heritage as 

An inspiring education at Dendê da Serra Rural School
In 2001 a group of teachers and parents founded the Waldorf initiative 

Dendê da Serra Rural School in a small school building on a farm, 6km 
from the local city council. Since 2007, the school has grown to offer 
classes from kindergarten to 8th grade. Since it began, the school aimed 
to offer a high-standard education to the local rural community of Serra 
Grande. 

Being a ‘Social, Rural School’ means that Dendê da Serra does not 
receive any government/public financial support and must rely almost 
entirely on donations and sponsors to pay-off the school fees for each 
student from the local community.

The school has a policy that all children from the local-rural areas 
have access to free education within the school, whilst foreign children 
are charged a monthly tuition fee.

My visit took place during the initial week of school, so I participated 
in the Opening Day Ceremony with some parents and the school 
community. The ceremony happened in a big courtyard, with music 
presentations and a beautiful ritual symbolizing the rite of passage for the 
students that moved from nursery to kindergarten. 

During my visit I spoke to teachers, parents and staff members, as well 
as observed classes of different grades. Students and staff were spread over 
several areas of the school - from the classroom to the garden, playground 
and yard – all of which created a lively routine in the most diverse 
learning spaces. The very personal, individualized and caring approach 
the staff had towards each of the children caught my attention, and was 
later mentioned to be one of the school values.

With more than 10 years of existence and international recognition, 
one of the biggest obstacles the school has faced is in convincing parents 
from the local community that their curriculum filled with arts, crafts, 
gardening, yoga and cooking, among other activities, provides the 
children with what they consider a good education. Many locals find the 
school too “alternative” and according to their traditions and beliefs, many 
parents find it strange that boys should learn to knit and do exercises such 
as yoga and meditation.

Little by little however this appears to be changing, as in March 2015, 
after 14 years since its foundation, Dendê da Serra celebrated a new 
moment; when the balance between the number of local community 
students and foreign children became equal. Some former students have 
grown to be successful adults – a couple of them work at the school – 
showing the locals that they were, and still are happy with the school’s 
values and community.
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André Gravatá: from roots to grounds

After the release of  the Portuguese version of Around the World in 13 
schools, I dove into a dream: I went to India. Following the launch of the 
book I was very happy and also tired after spending so much time writing 
and talking about the book. Going to India was the way I found to initiate a 
new phase in my journey; reflecting on all that had happened and dedicating 
myself more to the writing of literature, one of my deepest passions.

I spent three weeks there. I went to India to visit a school and talk to 
teachers, but spent more time listening to the stories of a very special 85 
year-old master who received me in his ashram (a place for meditation) 
for most of my stay. Every night we would talk widely on topics like 
happiness, love, anger, existence, death.

We approached roots - the perspective of going deeper and deeper; 
not remaining on the surface of our movements (at the time I wrote a 
story in which the protagonist’s body is taken up by roots). 

Until then I had been a part of short-term projects, without a 
consistent vision. Now the root symbol emerged as an invitation to create 
consistency. When I returned to São Paulo, I was sure it was this vision 
that I wanted to cultivate. I gathered some friends already interested in 
creating educational projects and proposed that we developed a project in 
public schools, around practices that would enable a stronger connection 
between schools and their neighborhood. This was the birth of Movimento 
Entusiasmo (“Enthusiasm Movement”).

Our first initiative was called Virada Educação (something like 
“Turning point for Education”), a project that is developed over months, 
with workshops, outings, exhibitions and interactive performances 
with students, educators, families and others in the school grounds and 
its surroundings. For several days we plan the activities and then we 
present them in one day, the climax of the process, when we celebrate the 
abundance of interest and talents. 

In 2014, the first Virada Educação took place in May: there were more 
than 100 simultaneous activities in ten spaces downtown. These ranged from 
an animal adoption fair in an indoor sports center at a school (organized by a 
student) to a walking tour on the streets to discuss History (by an educator).

One year later, on September 19th 2015, we celebrated the birthday 
of Brazilian educator Paulo Freire and five schools took part in Virada 
Educação Downtown São Paulo, along with several spaces including a 
bookstore, a house occupied by artists, a library and a square, among others.

By then we had opened the possibility for other collectives to organize 
elsewhere similar initiatives of Virada Educação. After a process of dialogue 

Brazilians; and developed another project that encouraged several NGOs 
to rethink their communication paradigms. It was a challenging year with 
many learnings and achievements.

My personal journey is ongoing 
My current motivations are related to working in favor of an education 

that awakens people to look at their lives in a heartfelt way, engaging and 
caring for their own communities, whilst embracing diversity as part of 
our multicultural human identity. 

See you on our next journey!

Best,
Camila Piza
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that there is a ground beneath us. I recall this quote in the most mundane 
moments of my day. Sometimes I’m having breakfast and I shiver when 
I remember that everything that mankind has created can be reinvented 
and, ultimately, everything can be different. There is always ground 
beneath us where a new house can be built. Where new flowers can 
blossom. 

In order to cultivate land where new possibilities are fit to bloom, we 
need to shower them with poetry. Peace. Affection. Powerful learning. 
What more? With unlearning, unlearning. Let me explain: after Around 
the World in 13 Schools, the experiences with Movimento Entusiasmo 
and my visits to the land of poetry, I’ve been more and more coming 
to the conclusion that we have much to unlearn in order to change 
the realities we create every day. In the education world, there is a 
dependency on appearance - ways of dealing with personal relations 
that deserve to be unlearned. We should learn ways to unlearn the sick 
and violent repetitive replies that we usually give to complex challenges. 
Unlearn the junk that clouds our vision.

Creating Around the World in 13 Schools with such special friends took 
me deep into the world of education. Now, the world of education leads 
me to greater understanding of unlearning, to a place where I can aerate 
the soil and create fertile ground for roots to build the novelty.

* Another initiative is born; linked essentially to unlearning as a 
process in the formation of a high school and youngsters interested in 
becoming educators. Who wants to know more? 

Who wants to unlearn with me: andre@educ-acao.com.

** As I write this, more than 200 schools in São Paulo are occupied 
by wrathful teenagers, fighting a recent education reform in the state 
of São Paulo. I hope that we become more and more angry about the 
precariousness of education here in our city (and worldwide), finding 
ways to transform our indignation into powerful action.

about the project and its main points, we could spread this movement in 
the states of Bahia, Rio Grande do Sul, Rio de Janeiro, Amapá, Minas Gerais 
and other cities in São Paulo.

During the last two years, we have presented other activities in the 
same schools of Virada Educação Downtown São Paulo, such as visits to 
areas surrounding the schools and meetings to invite families to attend 
school more frequently. The experience with Movimento Entusiasmo has 
strengthened my appreciation of the importance for schools to engage 
with their neighborhood. So gradually the need to control, that lies at the 
heart of the current school model, will give way to the enchantment with 
unexpected encounters (Movimento Entusiasmo has launched a booklet 
about Virada Educação and a book of poetry reflecting on education in 
urban areas such as São Paulo - both materials are available for download 
on: www.movimentoentusiasmo.me).

My need for roots is expressed in the growth of Movimento Entusiasmo. 
It has been two years engaging with the same schools, creating intimacy 
with the same neighborhood. Another Virada Educação is coming and we 
will focus on the same schools we were involved with early in the process. 
The Around the World in 13 Schools project had a great influence on me 
in choosing these paths. Without the journey that I took for creating 
that book, I would not think about education as such a broad repertoire 
of possibilities. I would not have grasped the importance in rethinking 
schools’ relationships with their surroundings.

Now yet another new phase begins in my path; still inspired by Around 
the World and the powerful footprints that Eduardo Shimahara, Carla 
Mayumi and Camila Piza have led me through (thank you very much!). I 
am also greatly influenced by my experiences with Movimento Entusiasmo 
and other happenings of the last two years. Such as the encounter of a love 
(I have fallen in love with an artist who opened new horizons in me. It is 
amazing that we have met because of the book) and a stronger approach 
to poetry (I started writing and reciting more poetry to revive magic as an 
essential part of routine).

In this new phase, I think in terms of roots and the Earth. There is a 
quote by writer Clarice Lispector that has inspired my pondering a great 
deal. It is called “Mineirinho” and is a reflection on the tragedy of a gangster 
who was killed by police with 13 shots. At one point of the text, Clarice says:
 "To ensure that my house is working well, I demand of myself as first duty 
to be sly, so I can’t express my anger and my love, saved. If I’m not sly, my house 
shakes. I must have forgotten that under the house is the ground where a new 
house could be built. Meanwhile we sleep and falsely save ourselves."

Clarice’s words have strongly echoed within me, as she reminds me 
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The mission of this book is to stimulate 
questions and to extend horizons, ideas 
and perspectives. It was first launched 
in Brazil in October 2013 where it was 
downloaded for free more than 15,000 
times (in Brazilian Portuguese). Instead 
of looking for the “perfect” solution, we 
aim to bring different models to light.

We are 7 billion different people on 
this planet. There should be different 
approaches to education as well!.
Enjoy the ride.


