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Paulo Freire and the Challenge to Change Public Schools:
The Influence of the Experience with the Municipal Schools
of Sdo Paulo on Freirean Conceptualization of Education
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Paulo Freire (1921-1997) became known worldwide as a revolutionary and radical educator
in the 1970s with the publication of Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). Notwithstanding the
large body of research on Freirean thought, relatively few authors have thoroughly analyzed
Freire's legacy as a general theory of education, nor have they examined the historical
development of his theory from the 1960s to the 1990s. Moreover, no research has examined the
impact of Freire's experience as Secretary of Education in the municipality of Sdo Paulo
(1989-1992) on his theoretical thinking during and after this experience. The present research
had the purpose of verifying how Freire's experience with the Sdo Paulo public schools influenced
the development of his theory of knowing in the 1990s. In order to achieve this purpose, our
study thoroughly analyzed Freire's publications as well as the S3o Paulo educational reform. In
addition, we conducted in-depth interviews with schoolteachers, school directors and
administrators that participated in the S3o Paulo educational reform impleménted under Freire's
leadership (1989-1992). The significance of conducting this type of research in Japan is to
broaden the interpretation of Freirean works as being merely applicable to education for Third
world countries or the marginalized population of developed countries to an educational theory
that is also valuable for tackling the problems the Japanese educational system is facing at present.

The first chapter introduces the research purpose, literature review, methodological
limitations, research justification in Japan and summary of the chapters. Chapter two examines the
development of Freire's conceptualization of education from the late 1960s to the 1980s, focusing
on the way the notions of knowledge and teacher/student relationship were defined. In the late
1960s, Freire is strongly influenced by the Brazilian new school educational reformers. In
Education as the Practice of Freedom (1967) a work that best represents this period, Freire is a
liberal educational reformer who defends the necessity of extending education to all in order to lift
people's level of consciousness, differences in which he perceived to be a result of lack of
educational opportunities. In the 1970's, Freire becomes a radical revolutionary political educator
who defends a liberatory and humanist education. It is a period marked by the publication of
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), in which Freire introduces the central notions of his

philosophy of education, such as the political characteristics of education, conscientization and



banking/problem-posing education. The 1980s are marked by the publication of so-called 'spoken
books', in which Freire gradually becomes a radical democratic political-educator. During this
period, the 'reinvention of power' becomes a central theme and his conceptualization of education
is redefined accordingly. Following this analysis, we compare Freirean notions of knowledge and
teacher/students’' relationships with the principles advocated by the Workers' Party during Freire's
period as Secretary of Education (hereafter referred as PT administration) . We found that most of
the notions used under the PT administration had been assimilated from Freirean conceptualization
as found in the 1980s. The guidelines formulated by Freire as Secretary of Education combined
his own theory with the principles of the Workers' Party and formed the basis for his later
thinking. Prior to the analysis of how the PT administration's proposed conceptualization of
education was put into practice at public schools, in chapter three we examine the administrative
structural reforms implemented during the PT administration in order to construct what it called
'Popular Public Schools.' It established deliberative School Councils at the base of the
decision-making process; implementation and further development of these School Councils
created many problems but teachers we interviewed positively evaluated this experience: when
democratically implemented, School Councils both influenced the formation of participative
citizens and changed the way teachers, students and community members perceived schools. This
structural reform was essential for the promotion of the PT administration's proposed model of
curriculum reform, the so-called 'Interdisciplinary Project.' In chapter four, we examine the main
measures taken by the PT administration to provide an appropriate environment for the
implementation of the Interdisciplinary Project, ie. the introduction of 'cycles,' a new evaluation
system, the improvement of teacher working conditions and salaries, and the establishment of
various professional development courses for teachers. Next, we analyze the notions of 'generative
themes' and the 'three methodological moments' of curriculum development and classroom practice
as used in the Interdisciplinary Project, in relation to Freirean conceptualization. Finally, in
chapter five, we examine the initial steps of the curriculum development process through the
practice of the Coronel Ary Gomes Municipal School. In addition, we introduce a general
curriculum plan for all subject areas, a more specific plan for Science class, and a Science
classroom practice from Marina Vieira Municipal School. The Interdisciplinary Project was
audacious in that it required teachers to change not only their teaching methodologies and
pedagogical beliefs but also their attitudes and beliefs towards life.

Finally, we examine how this experience influenced Freirean thoughts in the 1990s. In the
works written during the PT administration, Freire assimilates most of the PT administration's
principles into his works. In the works written after the end of the administration, Freire reflects
on the experience with public schools and becomes more aware of the limitations of practicing
emancipatory education in authoritarian societies because its practice requires the transformation
not only of the pedagogical level but also of people's fundamental beliefs and attitudes.
Subsequently, in the works of this period, Freire makes us reflect about the essence of education.
By analyzing Freirean works from the 1960s to the 1990s and taking as a practical example his
experience with S8o Paulo municipal schools, we demonstrate that the political-educator Paulo
Freire can no longer be merely understood as an educator for the liberation of the oppressed in the
Third World countries. Freirean thoughts are a conceptualization of education that aims for
teaching people the importance and the joy of thinking, an objective that should be part of any
educational practice.
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