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Research Overview 

This paper analyzes Porto Alegre's Citizen School project as a counter-hegemonic 
experiment in democratic education. Drawing on ethnographic and documentary 
research, it examines how the project democratized access, governance, and 
curriculum, and how its erosion by recent year’s managerialist administrations offers 
lessons for sustaining democratic educational futures globally. 

 

Purpose of Study 

This paper offers a critical retrospective analysis of Porto Alegre’s Citizen School (Escola 
Cidadã), treating it not as a historical artifact but as a source of lessons for 
contemporary educational struggles. It moves from the project’s contributions to 
democratic governance and curriculum justice to an interpretation of its legacy under 
neoliberal managerialism (Apple, 2001; Ball, 1994). Its discontinuation after the 2004 
municipal elections, which inaugurated managerialist administrations, frames the 
inquiry. This rupture makes it possible to assess the strengths and vulnerabilities of 
counter-hegemonic reforms. The central question is not only what the Citizen School 
accomplished, but what endures after the political conditions that sustained it are 
eroded. Thus, the project is read neither as a simple success story nor as nostalgic 
memory, but as a complex source of inspiration and caution, offering a “language of 
hope” grounded in a concrete, state-supported alternative to market-driven school 
reform (Freire, 1991; Genro, 1999). 

 

Research Methods 

The study develops a critical analysis of a historical case, drawing on an ethnographic 
and documentary research project conducted in 2000. The analysis reconstructs the 
Citizen School as an integrated system by synthesizing policy documents from the 
Municipal Secretariat of Education (SMED), interviews with key actors, and 
ethnographic observations. It focuses on the interplay among institutional innovations: 
the School Constituent Project and Congress of Education, which established guiding 
principles through democratic forums; the Cycles of Formation, which replaced 
traditional grades to combat student failure; the Thematic Complexes, which organized 
curriculum around community-researched issues; and the School Councils and 
Participatory Budgeting, which institutionalized democratic governance and gave 
communities power over school policy. The post-2004 administrations are also 
analyzed through their documents and actions. The theoretical framework integrates 
Nancy Fraser’s theory of social justice with Freire and Ladson-Billings. Fraser’s 
distinction between redistribution and recognition helps interpret the project’s bivalent 
aims: expanding access to material and symbolic educational goods while challenging 
the cultural misrecognition embedded in traditional schooling (Fraser, 1998). Culturally 
Relevant Pedagogy clarifies its ambitions. For Ladson-Billings (1995), culturally relevant 
pedagogy involves academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. 



The Citizen School sought to make education more accessible and redefine legitimate 
knowledge by grounding curriculum in students’ and communities’ lived realities. To 
understand the project’s erosion, managerialism is defined as a worldview that 
reframes education through market efficiency, privatization, performance 
measurement, and standardized accountability (Apple, 2001; Clarke, Gewirtz, & 
McLaughlin, 2000). It produces an “audit culture” where measurable outputs displace 
pedagogy and students and parents become consumers rather than citizens (Deem, 
1998). This contrast positions the Citizen School as a political and pedagogical 
challenge to the neoliberal logic that later became ascendant. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The analysis reveals three lessons. First, the project’s achievements were inseparable 
from the broader political project of the Popular Administration. Between 1988 and 
2000, enrollment in municipal fundamental education increased by 232%, from 14,838 
to 49,314 students. This expansion was enabled by 126% more schools, built mainly in 
the city’s poorest neighborhoods through Participatory Budgeting. Repetition fell from 
28% in 1988 to 9% in 1999, while dropout decreased from more than 9% in 1989 to 
less than 1% in 1998. These results show that sustainable school reform requires a 
political vision linking educational change to wider struggles for social and economic 
justice; the Citizen School was the pedagogical expression of a larger democratic 
movement (Genro, 1999). 

Second, the Thematic Complex was a powerful large-scale model of culturally relevant 
pedagogy. Teachers conducted participatory research to identify generative themes in 
community life. In one school, the theme “quality of life in the favela” generated sub-
themes such as rural exodus, social organization, and property. Students studied family 
migration, neighborhood associations, Participatory Budgeting, African cultural origins 
through music and religion, and rights concerning housing and sanitation. Academic 
disciplines were connected to local issues, validating students’ identities while 
developing critical tools for social analysis. This practice integrated academic success, 
cultural competence, and critical consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Third, the project’s erosion after the 2004 electoral defeat exposes the vulnerability of 
democratic reforms to political change. Later administrations preserved some popular 
programs, including Participatory Budgeting, but shifted the city’s ethos toward “good 
governance,” public-private partnerships, efficiency, and standardized metrics. The 
original project also contained internal vulnerabilities, including vanguardist tendencies 
within the education secretariat and a discourse that sometimes framed community 
“common sense” as something to be overcome rather than engaged dialectically. The 
lesson is that democratic educational projects require strong mechanisms and 
continuous political and ideological struggle to defend their values against market 
logics. 
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