Poor Communities as an Educational Resource

(A study prepared for a training session for teachers in the schools of the favela Monte Cristo, Florianopolis, Brasil.  November 2003)

Educators and researchers all over the world complain about the same problems:  Children from poor communities learn very little in school because they lack the necessary support:  They have no money to buy school supplies, their parents are not interested, they do not read at home and, because they are hungry, they have neither the energy nor the desire to study.  While there is no doubt that this is true, this study focuses on those resources which the community has available to them rather than on what the community lacks. 

I want to show how popular education in all its forms has taken advantage of the strengths and weaknesses of poor communities and use some of these examples to propose a new idea regarding formal education.  It should be noted that experiences working with different NGO’s in Mexico, Colombia, Brasil, Argentina, Peru and other countries which we have studied cannot necessarily be implemented or copied since they arise from varying contexts according to the country or city.  They can, however, inspire us and give us hope in our efforts to improve our teaching methods.

The experiences and examples mentioned in this study are based on interviews of 250 NGOs conducted during a 3 year period in 49 cities and 12 countries.  For more information on the methodologies employed by these groups, please look at www.shinealight.org 

Curiosity: desire, leadership and participation

The lives of Colombians displaced by civil war are terrible.  Pushed off their land by the paramilitaries, the guerrillas or the Colombian army, they live in slums in the outskirts of Bogotá, Cali, Medellín, Cartagena, Barranquilla and other provincial capitals.

Although the guerrillas and the army have deprived nearly 4 million Colombians of their lands and their homes, these people are not refugees according to the UN because they have not crossed an international frontier,  They, therefore, do not qualify for international assistance. 

Those displaced in Colombia live in squatter settlements surrounding the major cities. Differences in culture and intolerance on the part of local people cause conflict and very few refugees are respected or able to find work.  As a result, many children end up on the streets selling chewing gum, begging, robbing or working as prostitutes.  Because local schools are either non existent or lack the necessary resources, their access to education is limited.  In addition, their experience in rural schools has not prepared them for studies in an urban context.

In Bogotá, the situation is even harder: those who are displaced are primarily black in a city where the majority is white and from the traditional elite.  They are excluded from participation in the local economy and culture. 

Although, given the above, one can imagine the immense educational problems that need to be tackled, the work of the Colombian NGO Taller de Vida focuses on the educational resources available within the Afro-Colombian community by training the children as community researchers.

Not only are the displaced marginalized.  They live in two very different worlds.  Their culture is rural and black but they live in an urban, almost cosmopolitan, context (young people, for example, sing rap and cumbia and eat pizza and sancocho).  Taller  de Vida, along with other NGOs working with displaced people (see Pé no Chão below) takes advantage of the children’s innate curiosity and desire to participate in urban life. 

As a result, Taller developed the idea of training young people to investigate and popularize their indigenous afro-colombian culture.  The children collect information from older people in their communities who know the rural myths and legends.  They transcribe the words of traditional vallenatos sung by local musicians and research the local dances.  In addition, they speak to farmers and reinforce their knowledge of the environment including when to plant and when to harvest crops.

Not only do they educate themselves about rural life; not only do they learn how to learn – the basis of all education..  Most importantly, these young researchers reconstruct and reintegrate their communities through this process of self-education. In the countryside, how does this process take place?  At night, listening to stories told by grandparents, playing in the rivers with one’s cousins, fishing with one’s uncles, watching the sun with one’s father in order to decide when to plant crops.  These young researchers take advantage of the strengths of the community and place the community itself in the role of social agent.

Pé no Chão (Recife, Brasil) also takes advantage of the innate curiosity of marginalized children, but focuses more on urban-artistic expression rather than on family histories. In Recife, the majority of street children are from migrant families who have come to the city in order to find work or to escape drought or hunger in the countryside.  They are fascinated by life in what is a new world for them.  It is this curiosity and fascination which inspires many of them to live on the streets, where they can find adventure and where consumer culture is more readily available.

Pé no Chão does not propose the idea that the street is necessarily an educational space but attempts to make the street a dignified place in order to educate the children in the broadest sense of the term.  Therefore, the most important activities if the educators are cleaning the streets and plazas, getting rid of the rubbish and washing the street with soap and water.  After this, they set up a large yellow and red tent- yellow symbolizing the color of the sun and red symbolizing struggle.  This resembles a tent used in a circus and creates a streetlike atmosphere while being off the street.  In addition, the tent protects the children from the sun and is their own space.  If the police or any adult wishes to enter, they need to ask permission from the children.

Because street children show a great interest in urban art forms – hip-hop, graffiti, break-dance and drumming – the pedagogical activities of Pé no Chão start with these.  Those teams working in the street are divided into groups:  educators and “talleristas (workshop leaders). The talleristas are specialists in art – those who do graffiti, hip-hop dancers or drummers – while the educators are all college graduates. When the talleristas are working, the children and the atmosphere are both observed by the educators.  They consider such questions as:  What prevents the children from learning well?  Are they all interested?  Do they all participate? Are they afraid of others who are on the street: the police, security personnel or vendors?  Are there other elements in the environment which could be taken advantage of?  How can educators study life on the streets to help the children to understand their world? Although the street is not a classroom, these  observations help those involved to best use the space available.

Although the pedagogy of Pé no Chão is based on the philosophy of Paulo Freire, their work is not limited to popular education.  While the knowledge of both the children and the educators is fundamental, such knowledge must always be in harmony with both local knowledge (see below) and knowledge derived from social struggle.  For this reason, an educator with more education or knowledge of the world connects academic knowledge with that of popular education (this is by no means a critique of Paulo Freire but rather of the use to which his philosophy has been put by various groups).  One example of this practice is the investigation of family histories.  By talking to their parents, the children do research into their family backgrounds in conjunction with an agreement with the NGO Movimiento Sem Terra, which supplies information regarding the rural areas from which the families come. During this research, there is constant interaction between the knowledge of the family, the Movimiento Sin Tierra, political and economic factors ( such as why a certain family migrated to the city in 1987), cultural background (most of the children  are black) and general information regarding the modernization of Brasil.  The children learn that the strongest Africans were taken to work as slaves in America, so the children’s genes are strong and their history noble.  They also learn how to integrate their own culture with the graffiti and hip-hop in the cities. 

One of the most interesting and creative activities of Pé no Chão is “El Eco de la Periferia”- a project stressing political militancy and social activism.  Graffiti and hip-hop can be marvelous tools for understanding global events and the lives of people in other countries. (What is rap like in Germany?  Is the black population  in the US also marginalized and discriminated against?  What is the world culture industry?) and the children show great interest in militant activities taking place in other countries.  Therefore, when an important event takes place in the world, the children and young people can respond and create new ways of protesting and making fun of the society.  This allows them the chance to be recognized when they perform their work or present shows. 

Last year, the work of “Eco de la Periferia” included a protest in front of the Italian embassy in which they pretended to be dead (this was in response to the killing of a young anarchist by the Italian police), a drum spectacle in order to demonstrate their opposition to ALCA (the proposed Latin American free trade agreement) and many other activities to commemorate those victimized by the government or society.  These young militants also organize protests in schools and universities in order to make the students aware and, in so doing, cause them to change their ideas about streetchildren.

This study may give the impression that the focus of Taller de Vida is on the countryside while that of Pé no Chão is on urban culture.  These two NGOs, however, are both fully aware that their focus should not limited to one context alone and so the children in Taller also learn rap, capoeira, rap and theatre while the children in Pé no Chão also investigate their family backgrounds.  It is very important to be aware of the fact that curiosity is always subjective – what interests one child may bore another.  The emphasis must be on encouraging the child’s natural curiosity and teaching the appropriate methods of investigation.

There are various lessons to be learned by studying the pedagogical methods utilized by Taller and Pé no Chão, the most important of which concern participation and desire.  The young social researchers in Taller both participate in and reconstruct the displaced community as well as being involved in the Bogotá society and in the world community as a whole.  For example, after doing research on  the experiences of rural communities during the civil war in Colombia, they share their knowledge and experiences with students in private and public schools.  The theatre group in the Taller present works in Bogotá and in Europe as well. Others make videos, some of which are broadcast on television. The political activism of young people in Pé no Chão is based on their own research while their art is a product of their own knowledge and experience.  It is in this dialectic between learning and teaching that we find the basis for real education.  

Although curiosity is the desire to learn, this desire can also be superficial and shortlasting. The experiences of Taller and Pé no Chão illustrate the fact that curiosity needs to be encouraged- in the terminology used by the well-known NGO Project Axe (Salvador, Brasil) a “pedagogy of desire” is necessary for the formation and encouragement of curiosity.  On the street and in the poor communities, there are large and vague desires – the wish to have a better life, to become rich, to fall in love.  The “pedagogy of desire” encourages and transforms these desires and their expression through dance, music and art.

Curiosity: Lessons for the Educator

· Where identity is uncertain (on the streets, among displaced or migrant people, in other marginalized communities…) curiosity becomes a tool in the desire to know or create a sense of self.
It is important to note that this does not apply to all migrant communities neither to all street children.  For example, the inhabitants in a favela in Brasil controlled by Comando Vermelho (a mafia in Rio de Janeiro) have their own identity, which they may fight to defend instead of looking toward new experiences.

Education resulting from Curiosity depends on Research and Participation

In this system, the educator is not the expert.  He may not know anything about hip-hop or Colombian myths.  He always accompanies the children, however, in their research.  This is not to say that his role is not important! S/he teaches  research techniques and provides opportunities for young people to participate in the local and global community.

The most powerful form of Curiosity is both Concrete and Universal

For Pé no Chão, this dialectic is manifested in politics, or in research of hip-hop in other countries. For Taller de Vida, it is manifested in the mix between research              and teaching.  Perhaps the best example of this complex relationship is the DNI in             Colombia.  They worked with a group of boys whose only interest was in seducing girls.  They, therefore, decided to work with poetry.  At first, they only worked with poetry as a means of seduction.  Later, after the children learned about Neruda and Góngora, they started to develop a genuine interest in poetry itself.  

· Education is more than the work of the Educator and in the School.  It belongs to the whole community

The children must share their knowledge with their communities (and with the world) while, at the same time, learning from them.  In this way, community links are formed and there is a renewal of local knowledge and pride in one’s roots.

The Knowledge of the Working Child

This study does not involve a discussion regarding the morality of child labor.  Rather it is an attempt to show that, even in the most difficult circumstances, children learn and gain strengths from their work.  For example, newly-trained educators are often surprised at the mathematical skills of child street vendors, who can  add and multiply incredibly quickly – a skill that is indispensable in their work since they have to calculate the prices and give change.  If we look at the lives of other marginalized groups, we will also find that they too have acquired “Local knowledge”.

The movement MANTHOC (Lima, Peru) has established a formal school based on this idea. This school was founded when working street children, who wanted the opportunities that education can give them, asked MANTHOC to create a school for them.  Because these children have often had negative experiences in public schools, they are often resistant to formal pedagogy.  MANTHOC, therefore, attempts to unite children and teachers in an effort to create a new curriculum.

While it is easy to write a curriculum based on the mathematical skills of street children, MANTHOC goes one step further.  They can offer advanced mathematics  based upon teaching about discounts, loans, interest rates, foreign exchange…  Not only do the students learn these advanced skills.  These same skills offer them new professional opportunities. Many street vendors cannot expand their business not only for lack of capital but also because they lack  the necessary knowledge (how to calculate taxes, how to maintain a bank account...) With the necessary education, the latter may be overcome. 

Not only can the local skills of street children be used as a basis for mathematical education, these can also be used as a basis for business training.  El Caracol (Mexico City) is famous for its formal and professional approach to street education.  By using puppets, videos and even Power Point presentations, its street educators have succeeded in gaining the trust of the local street community.  In addition, they teach about drugs, sexual education, and techniques of survival on the streets.

In the system used by El Caracol, economic education plays a prominent role.  In one of it studies, the program learned that street children have great earning capacity: those that work as fakirs lying on beds of broken glass or swallowing fire can earn four times the  minimum salary.  Much money passes through the hands of  beggars, those who wash car windshields, prostitutes and thieves.  The problem is that they do not know how to use the money constructively: they waste it all on drugs, sex and eating at McDonalds.

The foundation for the methodology employed by El Caracol to teach business education is the knowledge of street sellers (how to sell and purchase goods).  What are savings?  What is investment? How is a personal budget made?  How is a corporate budget made?  Their street educators discuss these themes during the whole educational process.

NGOs are involved in teaching other skills as well.  Projeto Travessia (Sao Paulo, Brasil) teaches geography based on the experiences of street children. The children make maps of their environment beginning with the plaza and the street, then adding the city centre, the suburbs and favelas surrounding it, and finally the map of Brasil and the world. By learning how to draw maps, these children, learn the art of geography.

Knowledge:  Lessons for the educator

· Every style of life generates relevant skills ( the street, street selling, and even the drug trade).  The problem is how to incorporate this knowledge into the educational process.

What do the children know?  What is important to them?  Their local knowledge can  be the base for a more profound and far reaching education.

· When students learn skills applicable to their daily lives, they will remember them

While this may seem obvious, it is important to emphasize this fact.  What is difficult is discovering the knowledge and daily necessities of the children not the lesson in itself.

· If the life of a street child is different from mine, this implies that he/she has experiences and knowledge different from mine which I have an obligation to learn from. 

Street children have struggled to learn what they know.  They, therefore, deserve our respect and we should learn from them as well.

The Power of the Community

In the section above on Taller de Vida, we saw that rural communities have their own forms of local education: stories from grandparents, handicrafts made by mothers and their daughters, farmers who watch the sun and moon in order to know when to plant crops. Marginalized urban communities have also developed their own educational techniques.  The problem is how to amplify and take advantage of this knowledge. 

One of the poorest and most violent favelas in Rio de Janeiro is Bangu. The zone is controlled by the drug mafia, the levels of unemployment are extremely high and many children leave to live and work on the streets.  Because, as in most of the favelas, there is little government assistance and the schools are poor and of low quality, it is a very difficult area to set up educational programmes.

According to a study done by the NGOs CIESPI and Instituto Promundo, 40 per cent of young girls living in Bangu seek help from explicadores (tutors), women who help children with their studies.  These are local women, some of whom have received good grades in school or have higher education, and who help children in return for a small salary. Not only do these women play an important role in the education of children in the favelas, their presence and the fact that they earn a salary demonstrates the commitment of the community to educate its children. Paying a few dollars each month for a tutor is an important investment for a poor family.  In addition, the dedication of the explicadoras demonstrates their commitment to the education and development of the community.

CIESPI and Promundi have, come to the conclusion that improving education in the favelas should begin with giving additional training to the explicadoras. These two NGOs work directly with the women, offering them new ideas about pedagogy; training them in mathematics, Portuguese and social sciences; and showing them how to learn from their own experiences in the favelas.  As a result, the activities of the NGOs multiplies the community’s initiatives.

The work of Niñez y Vida (Quito, Ecuador) is based on the same philosophy, although Quito does not have explicadoras. This NGO trains women in the poorest communities to become teachers for babies and small children.  When these women make their own pre- school centres, the children receive a dignified education and they, in turn, receive a  salary – not much, but more than most others earn in their community.  Ednica (Mexico City) also works to improve community education but through local institutions: the church, neighborhood associations, parents associations…

In indigenous communities, and among other groups of marginalized people, there are tremendous local resources.  Because the Mayan community that lives in Guatemala and Mexico has suffered from years of discrimination from the elite whites and mestizos,  they have been forced to depend on their own resources and skills for the education of their children.

For those Mayan children who have been displaced from rural areas to live in the city of  San Cristobal de las Casas (Chiapas, Mexico) education is a battlefield.  Although the Mexican government insists that education in the country is free and obligatory, the majority of teachers do not speak any of the Mayan languages and many schools make it very difficult for Mayan children to enter or participate.  Even worse is the discrimination they face from their mestizo or white schoolmates who make fun of them and accuse them of being dirty, stupid farm-boys.

Therefore, the NGO Melel Xojobal takes the above factors into consideration when designing its activities, endeavoring to make the schools more welcoming to indigenous children.  They train teachers and try to make them aware of the particular problems faced by Mayan children.  They also insist that other languages be allowed in the schools and work to overcome the barriers which prevent these children from being enrolled.  In addition, they assist pre-school Mayan children in learning what they will need in order to study in mainstream schools-:Spanish, Mathematics, Mexican games and personal hygiene.

However, the Mayan concept of education extends beyond the school.  It is divided into two parts:  Bijum ta’sel – to become wise and virtuous – and Cha’am ta sel – “What the other gives to you.”  While schools may be included within the concept of Cha’am ta sel, they do not provide the training necessary for the formation of a responsible citizen – a participative, active and community-oriented process.

While Melel Xojobal, therefore, considers integration within the schools as being fundamental to wider participation in the community, they also stress the need for Bijum ta’sel, which is derived from the community itself, from the elders and from other leaders (in agriculture, religion and politics).  Sadly, the displacement of many to the cities in addition to religious and political conflicts result in the destruction of the community solidarity that generates bijum ta’sel.

Since becoming aware of this complex problem, Melel Xojobal has begun programmes to reach larger numbers of children.  Mayan educators integrate  indigenous knowledge into their lessons, encourage the development of leadership skills (particularly in relation to  dealing with tourists and with the community at large) and attempt to forge stronger ties between community members.  In this way, the sense of community lost due to flight from the countryside is reconstructed ,but always with the emphasis on the education of the children.

Although Melel Xojobal has only begun this process of reconstructing bi’jum ta’sel , educators consider this to be fundamental part of indigenous education and Mayan participation in the city and the country.

The Community:  Lessons for the Educator

· There are already educators within the community.  The problem is to find and train them and to encourage the children to learn from them.

While, due to the great diversity of countries within Latin America, it is almost impossible to know who are the local educators within a given community, it is  nonetheless worth the effort to try to find out.  

How does informal education work within the community?  To whom do the children go when they have problems or questions?  Who helps them with their school work?  How can they be encouraged? 

· While the West considers education as being equivalent to attending school, many poor indigenous communities have not succumbed to this fallacy.

Education is a very wide field which includes behavior, respect, ethics, politics and resistance.  It is important to study how indigenous communities function in this respect as this could be an essential supplement to formal schooling.

Poverty and Desire

In one of the most powerful sentences from Greek literature, Plato speaks through the philosopher Diotema: 

“Desire is filthy, dirty, without shoes and without a home; it always sleeps in the dirt, in the open air, in doorways and on the street.”  (Plato, Symposium)
After, Diotema explains that desire is the offspring of love and lack; he who loves but does not have is possessed by desire.

We often think that poor children suffer from anomie and apathy and that life has dealt them such a bad deal that they hide behind an emotional wall.  While, in many cases, this may be true, desire is still an essential result of marginalization.  Those who live in the favelas, communas, and other poor communities live in a world of scarcity next to those who live prosperous lives; they are well aware of what their rich neighbors have – consumer goods, security, education, health and freedom – and they want the same.

Academics and activists who have done research in popular education have discovered that desire is multifaceted; that is, that once desire is expressed, it manifests itself in many ways.  I observed this when working with the young dancers at Edisca (Fortaleza, Brasil).  Edisca is a dance school for children from the poorest favelas in Fortaleza – a coastal city whose beaches are tourists attractions but where there is a tremendous gap between rich and poor.

Although the ballet school at Edisca is based on popular dances from the Northeast of Brasil, the curriculum also includes classical ballet, modern dance and international dances.  The children not only learn the pleasure of movement through dance, they also learn how to get what they want, to overcome problems, and to desire.  What is interesting is that this desire is not just the desire to dance but also includes their wish to learn and to know.  A study by Edisca discovered that these young dancers read more books than university students!  Desire resulting from dance can transform education.

La Escola do Parque (Brasilia) – a public school for street children – also reached the same conclusion.  It is commonly thought that children who have suffered much in school and who resist all forms of authority would never go to class.  In fact, they sit in the classrooms and complete their work!

Why is this true?  Because La Escola offers many attraction – circus classes, capoeira, art and music – in addition to dedicated educators, some people think that children go there to enjoy themselves and then stay for the classes.  However, the reason is more than just that.  It is not just that the children endure studying.  In fact, they actually like it.  According to their teachers, the children learn very quickly and demonstrate a hunger to know more.  After Spending time with the dancers at the EDISCA library, I felt that the children have learned how to desire, and now they desire to learn as well.

The theoretical basis for understanding the role of desire in the field of education was developed by the famous NGO Projeto Axe (Salvador da Bahia, Brasil).  According to Axé, while desire is at the center of every human being, it is not innate.  Education is a dialectic between learning how to desire and taking advantage of this desire to learn more.  Dance, art and music generate desire and enthusiasm which, in turn, generate curiosity and the wish to study.  Both of these then open the door to new pleasures (thinking, conversing, criticizing, reading, painting, dancing – there are infinite possibilities) which again stimulate more enthusiasm.  While the work of Projeto Axe is marvelous and innovative, it depends on a fact known by every educator: enthusiasm frees one from apathy.  It is in this way that we begin to learn and to transform ourselves.

It is certain that this lesson – that desire is necessary for learning and teaching – is applicable to children of all social classes.  However, I would like to suggest that the desire which arises from a poor community is stronger than that from a richer community.  Why is that?  Because a rich child learns to desire things – toys, television, films… – and finds some pleasure from them.  He gets what he wants even if later he may no longer have the same wish or may want more.  The child from the favela experiences a different kind of desire.  He wants things but does not get them.  He may achieve temporary success in dance, football or political activities.  It is not that his desire is greater, simply that they it has more pedagogical utility. 

Desire:  Lessons for the Educator

· Desire and lack are related.  The educator must take advantage of this.

The nature of this relation is not clear and varies from community to community.  Nonetheless, educators can take advantage of this desire to motivate students to learn.

· Both children and educators must learn to desire

While the most successful techniques used have been music, art and dance, there are many others that could be tried.

· Desire is multifaceted

After learning how to desire through dance and circus, children are motivated to want to read, study and become leaders in their communities.  Educators must be  prepared to strengthen and promote their interest in these new activities.

Poor Communities as a Pedagogical Resource

Preliminary Conclusions

1. Even the poorest community has its own resources.  Nonetheless, research has to be done to find out what these are.

2. A child that lives between two worlds is curious and wants to participate in both of them. This curiosity must be encouraged and the tools provided so the children can express and realize their creativity and curiosity.

3. Even the poorest people have local knowledge and skills.  These must be understood and valued in order to construct a curriculum using these as a foundation.

4. The community has its own resources: churches, educators, old people.  Educators and NGOs must train and strengthen these resources.

5. Though desire arises from lack, the educator is responsible to awaken, motivate and teach children new ways to desire and new ways to express their desire.
� The anthropologist Clifford Geertz employs the term “local knowledge”  to describe the science and knowledge of groups and small, isolated or marginalized communities.  While he differentiates this from academic knowledge, he considers it to be equally valid. 





