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Preface 

After my freshman year at Florida State University, I was honored to have a summer 

internship through the FSU Global Scholars program at a non-profit organization in Cusco, Peru. 

It was my first experience in an international aid organization, and my primary job was to teach a 

weekly music class to the local children. As a budding choral music educator, I was thrilled to 

have this opportunity. My major professor, Dr. Judy Bowers, helped me to prepare in the weeks 

before, guiding me in selecting songs and planning themed activities. It was not until after I arrived 

in Cusco that I realized I was definitely in over my head. It was a challenge to convince kids to 

come to my class, and then to have them listen to me. Thankfully, I collaborated with two local 

musicians who were able to get the students’ attention and connect with them musically, through 

popular cultural references and storytelling. Over the course of the internship, I learned a lot about 

classroom management and the kinds of music the children liked. I improved as an educator and 

as a non-native Spanish speaker; however, I left knowing that those kids had more musical and 

intellectual potential than I was able to facilitate. 

I returned to school that Fall with a greater understanding of what it takes to be a good 

music teacher, and with a desire to apply all that I learned about international aid and social justice 

to my music education studies. I took an honors seminar on music and international human rights, 

taught by Dr. Frank Gunderson, where I learned about the many ways musicians have used their 

craft for socio-political means. I started volunteering at the PACE Center for Girls in Tallahassee, 

a year-round school for girls who need more personal, social, and academic support than a 

traditional public school provides. Later that year, I started a choir at PACE along with the school’s 

guidance counselor. There I was challenged to modify the choral traditions I grew up with— 

singing both contemporary and canonical Western choral works with an academic, bel canto 
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sound—to provide those girls with a musical experience that would feel less foreign and would 

validate their musical sensibilities. I experimented with adding songs the girls picked and having 

them work together to choose how they were going to perform them. This approach worked to 

give the girls the ability to speak up and share their thoughts though it did not necessarily lend 

itself to group cohesion. 

These experiences that I had at PACE left me with even more questions about teaching 

music in a way that aligned with my views on social justice. Though these questions were 

somewhat vague, I felt that I could understand what I could do about social justice as a music 

teacher if I had a successful model to study. Therefore, in the summer of 2014, I undertook a 

feasibility study of music education and social justice in Brazil, funded by the Florida State 

University Office of Undergraduate Research. I chose Brazil because I am the daughter of a 

Brazilian immigrant, and I speak Portuguese, which allowed me to answer the questions that came 

up in my internship in Peru in a context I was more familiar with, that was still Latin American. 

The basis for my study was the International Society for Music Education’s World 

Conference held that summer in Porto Alegre, Brazil. There I attended interest sessions and 

musical performances by individuals and groups who were from all over Brazil and the world. The 

Guri Santa Marcelina’s adolescent choir stood out to me because of their intonation, the warmth 

of their tone, the balance between sections and the focused engagement of each of the singers. 

They sang at a keynote session given by British music educator Katherine Zesserson who spoke 

of the Guri Santa Marcelina’s social mission, to provide the opportunity to study music to students 

of any socioeconomic background, employing social workers to meet their needs. 

Given their international connections, their social mission, and the musicianship of their 

adolescent choir, I was intrigued enough to approach the leaders of the Guri Santa Marcelina to 
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inquire about doing a three-month field study with their organization the following summer. I 

wanted to know what the Guri Santa Marcelina did to make them successful and how their model 

of music education worked. Spending time at the organization, writing about what I experienced, 

and analyzing it in the following pages, I hope to contribute to the understanding of the potential 

for music education to improve society.
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Chapter 1: Project Design 

Musical training is a more potent instrument than any other, because rhythm and harmony 
find their way into the secret places of the soul, on which they mightily fasten, imparting 
grace, and making the soul graceful of him who is rightly educated, or ungraceful of him 
who is ill-educated. 
 

—Plato, The Dialogues of Plato, trans. Benjamin Jowett 

 

The idea that music education is associated with moral education has existed in Western 

culture at least since the time of the Ancient Greeks. This notion has evolved throughout the ages, 

and has taken on a variety of meanings, from performances of church music evidencing the 

conversion of Native Americans to Christianity in Peru,1 to the early twentieth century fears in the 

United States that jazz could “corrupt society.” 2  Today, a growing number of non-profit 

organizations throughout the world use music as a means to foster social good such as “sustainable 

community development” and “peacebuilding.”3 Other community music education organizations 

claim that by singing together, students learn teamwork, enhance communication skills, and 

develop greater empathy. In a case study of the Guri Santa Marcelina, I seek to deepen my 

understanding of how these organizations could perhaps fulfill their missions. 

Background 

The Guri Santa Marcelina is a music education program in São Paulo, Brazil which claims 

that music “offers a limitless source of possibilities to both children and adolescents. It helps them 

                                                 
1 Geoffrey Baker, Imposing Harmony: Music and Society in Colonial Cusco (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2008), 239. 

2 Kathy J. Ogren, The Jazz Revolution: Twenties America and the Meaning of Jazz, Reissue. ed. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 3. 

3 United Nations. Music as a Global Resource: Solutions for Social and Economic Issues, a Compendium. 
Edited by Barbara Hesser and Harry N. Heinemann. 3rd ed. New York: United Nations, 2011. Accessed by March 
31, 2016 http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/un-dpadm/unpan048664.pdf 
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broaden their horizon, on personal, social and community levels.”4 Their program consists of 

forty-six learning centers—referred to institutionally as polos— located throughout the São Paulo 

metropolitan area, a region that is home to nearly twenty million people. While some are located 

in the downtown commercial areas, many of their polos are located in peripheral areas of the 

community. This periphery surrounds the downtown area, extending well beyond the reaches of 

the city’s skyscrapers and subway system. It is an area of high social vulnerability, low average 

income, high crime rate, and high youth mortality rate.5 

The Guri—short for the Guri Santa Marcelina—aims to offer students the opportunity to 

study music, who might not be able to otherwise. They offer beginner classes to students as young 

as six. Older students, generally aged ten to eighteen, spend up to four hours weekly at the Guri. 

They all take courses in music theory and choir, in addition to instrumental or vocal lessons, and 

full ensemble rehearsals. Even adults may enroll in a musicianship class at some of their polos. 

Additionally, the Guri offers their space for students to come practice outside of their classes. The 

                                                 
4 Guri Santa Marcelina, “Guri Program: Transcending Music,” Pamphlet printed in Portuguese and English, 

August 2015, author’s personal collection. 

5 Brazil, Commission Municipal Dos Direitos Humanos (Municipal Commission on Human Rights), Mapa 
Dos Direitos Humanos Do Município De São Paulo (Sao Paulo City Human Rights Maps), 2005. 

Figure 1. Map showing the locations of the polos, Accessed April 27, 2016, http://gurisantamarcelina.org.br/. 
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Guri also maintains a concert series called “Musical Horizons,” which is held at the community 

centers where the polos are based. Further, masterclasses are offered by local professionals, as well 

as through their partnerships with the Juilliard School and the Paris Conservatory.  

Even with all these offerings, the Guri still might not be able to offer many students the 

opportunity to study music. Some students who wish to study at their local polo have other, more 

pressing issues, such as food insecurity or domestic abuse. The Guri Santa Marcelina believes that 

those students, like any others, have the right to a good music education. Therefore, each of the 

polos is staffed with a social worker to help students and their families in dealing with these types 

of issues. The social work professionals are uniquely equipped to identify students and families 

who have these problems, and subsequently refer them to the best available resources in the area. 

Beyond that, the social workers lead group discussions and activities with the students and 

families, covering important social and community issues, the goal being “to offer the support and 

experiences to gain the autonomy necessary in the pursuit of new opportunities.”6  

Research Objectives 

Intrigued by the idea of a social justice-driven music education program, I wished to learn 

more about how their mission played out in reality. What were the music classes like? How did 

the teachers interact with the students? What exactly did the social workers do to accomplish their 

goals? Did the music teachers and social workers collaborate? How did the social values of the 

institution present themselves in the music classroom? In short, I wanted to know how useful their 

model was and how close they came to accomplishing their goals. If I could understand one 

organization’s inner workings—what factors contributed to their success, what could be 

                                                 
6 Guri Santa Marcelina, “Guri Program: Transcending Music,” Pamphlet printed in Portuguese and English, 

August 2015, author’s personal collection. 
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potentially problematic, and what were their challenges—perhaps I could shed some light on the 

potential for music education to be a positive social force. 

Methodology 

To understand how the Guri Santa Marcelina operates on a day-to-day basis, I spent twelve 

weeks from May 2015 to August 2015 at the organization, speaking with teachers, supervisors, 

and social workers and observing and assisting classes and events. Most weekdays I traveled with 

Paulo Bezulle, the choral/vocal supervisor, to a different polo in the metropolitan area and spent 

the day there as a participant-observer. As all students at the Guri are required to take choir, I spent 

most of my time at the polo in the choir classroom, with some periods of beginner classes, theory, 

and classes led by the social workers. On an average day, I would observe five to seven hour-long 

periods of choir and other subjects, with students grouped by age and ability. This was possible 

because students in São Paulo attend regular school either in the morning or the afternoon. Thus 

the Guri offers classes in the morning for students who go to school in the afternoon and vice 

versa. 

When I observed choir classes, I would sit with the students in the classroom. I kept a 

notebook with me, so I could jot down notes about the classroom interactions. Some students 

noticed this and were curious enough to ask me what I was writing; others either did not notice me 

or just assumed I was a new student. At some point in the beginning of the rehearsal, the choir 

teacher would usually introduce Paulo and me to the class, and either Paulo or I would explain my 

research and what I was doing at the Guri—learning how social work and music education at the 

Guri functioned together. Some teachers went so far as to have their class ask me questions about 

my research or living in the United States, and a few even had me lead a musical activity of my 

choice with their students. Still, I participated as any other student for most of the class periods; 
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only rarely would I devote an entire class period to sitting in the back and writing. I elected not to 

photograph or audio/video record classes because I would need permission from each student and 

their families involved to do so. Further, I did not want those technologies to interfere with my 

ability to be a participant in the classroom, as even my notebook proved to be a distraction for both 

students and teachers.7 

During my time in São Paulo, I made it to about half of the forty-six polos, returning to a 

few locations multiple times. Because I mostly traveled with Paulo to each polo, my schedule of 

visits was largely decided by his schedule. Paulo had created his schedule at the beginning of the 

semester and sent it out to all the teachers so they would know when to expect his visit.8 My visit 

then, during the North American summer, took place during the final seven weeks of the Guri’s 

fall semester, which goes from February to June, as well as their teacher clinics in July, and the 

first two weeks of their spring semester which starts in August and ends in December.  

I was unable to accompany one particular teacher or group of students from the start of the 

semester to finish over a consistent length of time. Therefore, the data I collected in my 

observations could be considered snapshots of daily activity at the polos; I relied mainly on my 

interviews and discussions with the teachers, social workers, and other staff for context. These 

discussions usually happened informally, in the hallway or between classes. Sometimes teachers 

would even pause in the middle of their classes to offer clarification on what they had been working 

on or to share a teaching strategy of theirs. During an informal conversation like this, I usually 

took notes about what the teacher said. In more formal interviews, such as those that I scheduled 

                                                 
7 Photographs that I do include in this work were taken by Guri staff while I was there and shared with me.  

8 This is not to say that I never deviated from his schedule. Towards the end of my visit, I handpicked the 
polos I wanted to visit and created my own schedule. The few times I was not able to visit a school I asked to see had 
to do with my timing as Paulo said it would be rude to the teachers to show up without prior notice. 
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with some supervisors, teachers, and social workers, I would almost always record our 

conversations on my digital voice recorder, and transcribe the conversations later. 

Many individuals at the Guri Santa Marcelina were more than happy to talk to me for a 

number of reasons. Traveling with Paulo had real benefits because the authority he exercised as 

supervisor made it clear to everyone that I had permission to be there—something that was 

occasionally difficult for me to assert when I traveled alone. Also, Paulo’s warm and friendly 

demeanor—he greets almost everyone with a big hug—helped those we met warm up to me rather 

quickly. Another reason was that I was one of the few international visitors that spoke Portuguese. 

In fact, when Paulo introduced me, as he often did, as a student researcher from a university in 

Florida, most people assumed that I only spoke English. After I had made it clear that I also spoke 

Portuguese, plenty of people seemed relieved that they would not have to try to speak English and 

wanted to know more about how I learned Portuguese. The conversation usually flowed smoothly 

after that.  

Another important factor that affected my interactions with others at the Guri was my age. 

As a twenty-year-old researcher, I found people were usually impressed that I was undertaking 

this project, and yet, others could be somewhat dismissive. While everyone there was polite and 

welcoming, I got a sense from a few people that I was not important enough to be taken seriously. 

With others, ironically, my age gave me access to some of their best insights. Because they saw 

me as someone who is not an established researcher, the individuals I met sought to help me out—

explaining their thoughts about the organization and their work in a way that they might not have 

if I was perceived as someone they needed to impress. This allowed me to have some off-the-

record conversations, through which I was able to deepen my understanding of the processes of 

the Guri in a way I could not have otherwise. 
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At the end of most days, I would sit down and reflect on the day’s events and conversations, 

focusing on emerging themes and patterns. Sometimes this happened on my laptop at my 

apartment, but mostly it would happen in my journal as I rode the bus, train, and/or metro home. I 

would review my notes, elaborating on them, and try to get down as much as I possibly could in 

as much detail as possible. These reflections were the most difficult part of the research because 

of how ridiculously exhausted I felt at the end of the day. This was because my commute took an 

average of two hours, each way. Additionally, I did not realize how much cognitive energy it took 

for me to try to think and communicate in Portuguese all day. These and other factors influenced 

my ability to think critically in the midst of the field work. 

Pulling from my reflections, notes, interviews, published materials and literature on social 

justice and music education, I have assembled a dialogue between my various sources of 

information. The following two chapters are grouped into the “local realities” of each of the polos 

and the communities they are situated, and “global perspectives” of the Guri Santa Marcelina’s 

leadership as they are in charge of the organization as a whole. In the first part, I focus on the 

context of the Guri’s work in Sao Paulo and how the city is laid out along with values of the Guri 

and how they manifest themselves in the polos. In the following section, I describe the ideals and 

ideas of the leaders of the organization and how they are working to develop the Guri Program. I 

conclude with a discussion of the direction in which the organization is headed and viability and 

transferability of the Guri’s model in other situations. Through this research, I shed light on 

multiple perspectives of the organization and their work in the greater context of their community 

and other organizations that share their goals. 
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Literature Review & Theoretical Approaches  

Using ethnographic research to ask questions about El Sistema, Venezuela’s national youth 

orchestra network, Geoffrey Baker contributed some thoughtful critique to balance the wide-

spread, blind enthusiasm about this organization that claims to use classical music to “rescue” at-

risk youth. In his book, El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth, he shows how the 

international dialogue about El Sistema has been overwhelmingly positive. As such, Baker 

suggests that many international supporters have glossed over some potentially problematic issues, 

such as the leader of El Sistema’s political motives and the techniques the organization uses to 

achieve its impressive musical results.9 In his year-long field study in Venezuela, he interviewed 

many of the organization’s dissidents, many of whom were afraid to speak out against the 

organization openly. In doing so, he gives a voice to another side of the story, one that many in the 

international community do not hear. 

Of all of the published materials I have found, Baker’s is most similar and influential to 

my work in that he is studying a Latin American organization that makes claims that teaching 

music is going to bring some social good. Of course, the Guri Santa Marcelina is an entirely 

different organization whose mission is also different—they, in fact, reject the notion that 

impoverished youth can be “saved” through music education. Still, Baker did use tools of 

ethnography to study a music education organization in Latin America and asked some important 

questions about the organization’s methods and means. He also addresses some important issues 

in music education with regards to what students are learning about society in the classroom. A 

model where the conductor/teacher decides what the group will perform, how they will perform it 

                                                 
9 Geoffrey Baker, El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 

14. 
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and all of the other details is not very democratic.10 It teaches students to follow orders much more 

than how to be creative and express themselves. Following these ideas, I explore how the different 

ways the choir teachers at the Guri Santa Marcelina tended to encourage freedom of expression or 

to convince students to sing the “right” way. 

Many others have written from this vantage point on music education. Vaugeois, in her 

article “Social Justice and Music Education: Claiming the Space of Music Education as a Site of 

Postcolonial Contestation,” looks at traditional North American music education philosophies 

through the lenses of postcolonial feminist theory and critical race theory.11 She traces the roots of 

Enlightenment philosophy in the thoughts and ideals of her readers—music educators, most of 

whom are white, middle-class North Americans. She argues how the ahistorical, autonomous 

ideals of our society have erased colonial histories and now treat what was once referred to as 

biological “racial differences” as “cultural differences.” These “cultural differences” have been 

the basis for treating some societal groups as inferior and justifying the need to “save” those 

cultures. 12  This salvationist narrative in our society has been ever-present in the media with 

“inspiring” stories about charitable programs that bring culture to the poor youth like in the 1999 

film Music of the Heart.13 The values of the music education generally promoted by university-

educated music teachers tend to be wholly European, and therefore may not have much in common 

with the musical practices—at home, on the radio, in church—of many students in the public 

schools because of their “cultural differences.” Acknowledging this reality in our post-colonial 

                                                 
10 Ibid, 203. 

11 Lies Vaugeois, “Social Justice and Music Education: Claiming the Space of Music Education as a Site of 
Postcolonial Contestation.” Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 6, no. 4 (2007): 163-164. Accessed 
March 31, 2016, http://act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Vaugeois6_4.pdf. 

12 Ibid.  

13 Music of the Heart, directed by Wes Craven (Craven-Maddalena Films, 1999), DVD (Miramax, 2011). 
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society, I examine the kinds of music that the students at the Guri Santa Marcelina learn and how 

it might relate or not relate to the students’ musical values. 

Estelle Jorgenson has certainly made the case that music educators do have a responsibility 

to work for social justice, something that they can only accomplish if they are aware of the issues 

and then make the explicit decision to address them. In her article, “Concerning Justice and Music 

Education,” she unpacks many issues of justice in today’s society, specifically focusing on social 

justice, as music is inherently social. Her suggestions for practical action involve rethinking music 

education research to be of more practical use to music educators and political action at the federal, 

state and local levels.14 For justice to occur there needs to be the same quality of resources, 

instruction, and class sizes at all schools. Students also need to have access to varied options for 

musical instruction at their school, regardless of the school’s ranking. These are measures which 

require groups of teachers to stand for better education in the United States, and are not necessarily 

changes teachers can make in the classroom. Her final suggestion to music educators is to “spell 

out unequivocally the ideals for which we stand, and make practical plans that reflect them.”15 

What could these plans look like? How might they work in the classroom? Jorgensen describes 

some ideals, but does not delve into too many specifics. At the Guri Santa Marcelina, I observed 

how teachers did make some real-life examples of the work Jorgensen is describing, particularly 

in how the teachers planned for their classes and how the social workers led their activities. Having 

practical examples of the important work of social justice in music education will be very 

important in working towards social justice through music education. 

                                                 
14 Estelle Jorgenson, “Concerning Justice and Music Education.” Music Education Research 9, no. 2 (2007): 

185. 

15 Ibid. 
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Now, while the aforementioned articles are very relevant to music education in North 

America, Brazilian music education has its own issues and traditions. Partly as a response to the 

lack of access to a high-quality arts education within the public school system, there has been a 

growing trend of cultural projects involving youth in deprived areas in Brazil. In her article “Global 

Policies and Local Needs of Music Education in Brazil,” Liane Hentschke explains that even with 

a new law passed in 2008 making music education compulsory in primary schools, many schools 

still have one “arts” teacher required to teach art, drama, music, and dance.16 Not much has 

changed because of a lack of trained music teachers and a lack of funding for arts education. 

Although groups are working with state legislatures to help unite policy and practice, cultural 

projects like the Guri Santa Marcelina are, for the time being, filling in the gaps, providing a space 

where students may go for after-school arts activities. Many of these experiments “have achieved 

better results than the official school, whose teaching has long been far removed from students’ 

aspirations and expectations,” according to Denise Espirito Santo in her article “Art, Culture and 

Citizenship in Social Projects in Brazil.”17 

Still, the question remains how the students learn in these cultural projects and, beyond 

that, what they learn. As an organization with the goal of increasing access to music education in 

the underserved regions of the city, what does the Guri Santa Marcelina do to serve the unique 

needs of the students? What kinds of music do they learn? How is their model for music education 

effective? 

                                                 
16 Liana Hentschke, "Global Policies and Local Needs of Music Education in Brazil," Arts Education Policy 

Review 114, no. 3 (2013): 119-125.  

17 Denise Espírito Santo, "Art, Culture and Citizenship in Social Projects in Brazil," Prospects 32, no. 4 
(2002): 479. 
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In my study of the Guri Santa Marcelina, I focus on the supervisors, teachers, and social 

workers who opened their doors to me, allowed me to observe their classes and discussed their 

objectives and philosophies with me. What are they doing to carry out the mission of the 

organization and the larger mission of social justice? Unlike Baker, I did not focus on dissidents 

or those who disagreed with the work of the organization; in fact, most of the people I spoke with 

and observed had many positive things to say about the work of the Guri, though some did have 

some critical concerns that they shared. Informed by the philosophical articles by Jorgensen, 

Wright, and Vaugeois among others, I asked questions and thoughtfully observed the teaching and 

learning occurring at the Guri Santa Marcelina. What does the organization value? What do the 

teachers and social workers value? What do the students value? These concerns about values were 

at the forefront of my observations of the proceedings at the Guri Santa Marcelina. In an in-depth 

analysis of the efforts of the Guri Santa Marcelina, I show how the ideals of social justice in music 

education could play out and what the future might look like in projects like these and perhaps in 

education at large. 

  



13 

Chapter 2: Local Realities 

If you start teaching about a seed, your students are likely to get confused and lost. If you 
start by explaining the apple, look at the whole thing, and then go in depth and talk about 
the seed, your students will gain a greater appreciation for the seed. 
 

—Mirian Utsunomiya, Guri Santa Marcelina Choir Clinic, trans. by author 

 

From my airplane window, I got my first look at the city of São Paulo. As far I could see, 

there were buildings and houses, and more buildings. My fellow passengers and I were only 

beginning our descent, and yet there was no end in sight to the dense metropolis stretched out 

before us. At first, I guessed that it was only my side of the airplane that had such a view. Surely, 

on the other side of all of this concrete would be a visible edge followed by a green expanse of 

wilderness. I entertained that thought for a few moments until the airplane turned and I was able 

to see across the aisle outside the window opposite mine: the same tan city extending endlessly.  

I knew São Paulo was big. After all, it is the largest city in South America and one of the 

largest in the world. The entire metropolitan area is home to around twenty million people. Still, 

the enormity of the city did not hit me until I was flying over it. I sat back in my seat feeling like 

a shrimp that saw the whole ocean for the first time. 

Urban Center and Impoverished Periphery 

Although the São Paulo Metropolitan area looks like a homogenous mass of brick and 

buildings from the sky, on the ground, that could not be further from the truth. The city is carved 

out into thirty-one boroughs, each of which can be broken down further into a total of ninety-six 

districts. Each of these sections of the city has its own distinct community and complexity. For 

example, my apartment was in Vila Mariana, a borough which was in the midst of a number of 

verticalization projects; very tall buildings were being built in neighborhoods of more historic-

looking houses. I noticed many retired people lived in apartment buildings there. In contrast, 
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Liberdade is a neighborhood directly north of Vila Mariana that is home to the largest Japanese 

community in the world outside of Japan. Just north of Liberdade is another district called Sé. It is 

the city’s historic center, which indeed resembles a European capital with large ornate cathedrals, 

and built up with skyscrapers galore. Today, Sé is also the location of Cracolândia or 

“Cracklandia,” referring to the large community of people addicted to drugs and experiencing 

homelessness.18 

Still, the parts of the city I have described so far are relatively similar in that they all look 

like and feel like the boroughs of New York City and other cosmopolitan cities in North America 

and Europe. These districts are in São Paulo’s urban center, the part of the city whose sights and 

landmarks are well represented on postcards and tourist maps. Out beyond the reach of the metro, 

into the boroughs connected to the center by some commuter trains and buses, is a part of São 

Paulo that is referred to as the “periphery.” The term in Portuguese, “periferia,” could be translated 

into English as “outskirts” or “suburbs.” However, I find the word periphery speaks to both the 

geographic location and the socioeconomic marginalization of the area.  

People who live and work in the center usually have little reason to venture out to the 

peripheral areas. In fact, many people, supervisors, teachers, and friends I made in São Paulo 

remarked that by going out to the polos, I was seeing more of the city than most people who live 

in the center do in their whole lives. This is perhaps because the periphery is characterized by a 

much higher poverty rate and higher crime rate, as well as weaker infrastructure.19 When I rode 

the bus out to some polos, I could tell that I was getting close to where I needed to go because the 

                                                 
18 Jonathan Watts, “Cracolândia: The Crack Capital of Brazil Where Addicts Are Forced to Seek Help,” The 

Guardian, May 9, 2013. Accessed April 3, 2016. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/may/09/cracolandia-crack-
capital-brazil. 

19 Brazil, Commission Municipal Dos Direitos Humanos (Municipal Commission on Human Rights), Mapa 
Dos Direitos Humanos Do Município De São Paulo (Sao Paulo City Human Rights Maps), 2005. 
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bus would start rattling. Out in the periphery, the pavement is rocky and uneven, the inclines on 

roads tend to be a lot steeper than in the main city. It is extremely common to see buildings with 

exposed brick and mortar, houses with thin aluminum roofs all seemingly stacked on one another. 

Additionally, there was imposed water rationing during my time in São Paulo, which made it so 

that areas in the periphery only had running water once a week, sometimes even less, yet my 

apartment in the city’s center was never once affected. 

While commuting to and from the periphery, I found myself often comparing these areas 

to “developing nations,” whereas I found the center was virtually indistinguishable from the cities 

Figure 2. Source: Robert Rocco, “Cultural Policies for the Dual City: Culture, 
Territory and Citizenship in Sao Paulo,” Presentation for Spatial Planning and 
Strategy at Delft University of Technology, Published on February 27, 2011. 
Accessed April 3, 2016, http://www.slideshare.net/robrocco/cultural-policies-for-
the-dual-city-culture-territory-and-citizenship-in-sao-paulo.  
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of highly developed countries. The São Paulo City Commission of Human Rights issued a report 

in 2005 that measured each borough in São Paulo according to the United Nations’ human 

development index—which factors life expectancy, education, and income.20 They found that the 

human development ratings in the central area were nearly identical to ratings of Western European 

nations. By contrast, the human development ratings were significantly lower in the periphery, 

matching the human development ratings for countries in Africa.21 

The Guri Santa Marcelina is one part of the government’s policy to address this extreme 

inequality as it helps to increase access to the center through the cultural education they offer. One 

of the Guri’s initiatives consists of occasional polo-wide excursions to the center, to go to a 

museum or concert, because that part of the city can seem exclusive. They also bring a concert 

series called Musical Horizons out to the polos, bringing local and international musical groups. 

Also, they have exchange partnerships with a number of international music groups, such as the 

Paris Conservatory, who visited shortly after I left. Through these efforts, the Guri aims to help its 

students take greater ownership of the entire city of São Paulo as citizens.22 

 Polo Structure 

 Most polos are located in the periphery, and many are in Unified Educational Centers called 

CEUs. Twenty-one CEUs were built in São Paulo in the early 2000s, each in “underserved 

communities of high social exclusion, normally in previously regarded informal or illegal areas 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 

21 Robert Rocco, “Cultural Policies for the Dual City: Culture, Territory and Citizenship in Sao Paulo,” 
Presentation for Spatial Planning and Strategy at Delft University of Technology, Published on February 27, 2011. 
Accessed April 3, 2016, http://www.slideshare.net/robrocco/cultural-policies-for-the-dual-city-culture-territory-and-
citizenship-in-sao-paulo. 

22 In Brazil, the concept of citizenship is more closely linked with social inclusion than in the United States 
where citizenship is more readily thought of as the right to vote. 
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that are now being regularized and urbanized.”23  Built with solid concrete and painted metal bars, 

the CEUs I saw stood out in their respective communities as sophisticated structures. From 

community to community, the structure of the CEUs varies only slightly. They each tend to have 

three main buildings: an education bloc, which serves as a public school with a public library; 

cultural bloc, which is where the Guri is located along with a theater; and outdoor areas such as 

swimming pools. Within this framework, the Guri program flourishes as many learn about and 

enroll in the Guri program because they already come to the CEU to access other resources. 

 In the CEUs, the Guri is almost always on the second floor of the cultural building. There 

is a reception area where the polo manager, social worker, and support agent have their desks. 

Students and families walk by this administrative area each time they come to the Guri, so in many 

ways these three individuals—the polo’s administrative team—form the outward face of the polo. 

Each have their own particular roles. The manager is usually responsible for enrollment and 

general issues, the social worker meets with students and families in groups and individually, and 

the support agent makes sure classrooms are set up and helps collaborate with the other two.  

Beyond the reception area, there are usually three classrooms—one large room for larger 

ensemble rehearsals and two smaller rooms. The schedule and locations of the classes are 

determined locally by the polo’s administrative team. Some polos with large numbers of students 

can have separate classes based on both age and ability, which the Guri delineates in three levels. 

Other polos have more mixed groups because of smaller class sizes. Polos also vary widely 

according to what instruments they offer lessons in; some only offer guitar, while others offer a 

                                                 
23 Oyebanji Oyeyinka, São Paulo: A Tale of Two Cities (Nairobi, Kenya: United Nations Human Settlement 

Programme, 2010), 157. 
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greater variety of instruments, from voice to woodwinds, strings, and percussion. Piano, one of the 

most popular instrument choices, is only offered at two polos in the center of the city. 

The polos that are not located in CEUs are usually located in other governmental 

institutions like CCA (Center for Children and Adolescents) and other community organizations, 

run by either the city or the state of São Paulo. Still, others like the Polo Julio Prestes are completely 

independent. This polo is located in the downtown commercial area with the door somewhat 

hidden among rows and rows of shops and restaurants. My first time there, I barely even noticed 

the door, and was surprised when Paulo stopped and gestured for me to enter. It was not until we 

followed a long hallway and went up a flight of stairs that I heard the familiar sounds of children 

rushing about and playing and singing. When we entered, I was greeted by the polo team in the 

reception area, and spent the day in their classrooms. 

Still, there are some polos that are still becoming more established. Some polos in some 

CEUs were not in the arts building, because those CEUs had yet to construct that building. In one 

of them, the Guri’s rehearsals happened in rooms inside the CEU’s sports complex. The sounds of 

the youth, running and yelling as they played sports echoed into the classrooms continuously. Also, 

that location had pigeons who lived up in the rafters above the classrooms. These birds would 

occasionally swoop down or poop on unsuspecting students. This was a situation that the both the 

Guri leadership and CEU leadership were working to improve. This particular polo was only open 

once per week, on Fridays. Similarly, other polos might only open one or two days a week, as 

opposed to more established polos that are open on all weekdays. The polos’ hours are usually 

determined by student demand and the availability of teachers and resources. 

The polos varied a lot regarding the space they had, the times they offered, and the 

instruments students could pick to play. However, the essential vision and standards the Guri has 
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for them are the same. It is just that the polos that are open five days a week and offer a huge 

variety of instruments were further along, closer to realizing that vision. Those more established 

polos were spread throughout the region, contrary to a widespread misbelief among students and 

families enrolled at the Guri that the central polos are the best ones. Many students traveled a long 

ways to study at the polo Julio Prestes in the center of the city, and there is a constant waitlist of 

students wanting to enroll at there. The irony is, as one pianist who worked for the Guri put it, that 

the polos closer to those students’ homes have the same or sometimes even better teachers. This 

was an anecdote told to me a few times, and I have indeed found it to be true in many cases. 

However, if I were a student, and the polo closest to me was not open on the days when I was 

available, or if I really wanted to play an instrument that was not offered at my local polo, I might 

try to enroll in a polo farther away. 

Social Workers at the Guri 

To help create and maintain a positive and productive learning environment in the polo and 

in students’ lives, the social workers attend to individual and group needs, and come up with 

creative solutions, pulling from the network of regional social services and their own background 

specialities. To begin, social workers at the polos get to know students when they enroll. The social 

workers have an intake form which they use to do an initial assessment of the students’ or families’ 

needs. This form is comprehensive, covering information such as who is the primary caretaker, 

how the student will travel between their home and the polo, what kind of home the student resides 

in and whether they have electricity, and what other social welfare programs in which they are 

involved.24 Some social workers elect not to use these forms in their assessments. One of the social 

workers told me that in her case, she feels the form is too formal and impersonal. When she meets 

                                                 
24 Intake Form, Guri Santa Marcelina, author’s personal research collection. 
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with new students and families, she uses a blank sheet of paper and lets the conversation flow, 

writing down the things she sees as important. 

The social workers use these first meetings, along with a general monitoring of students’ 

well-being, to determine how best to help them succeed at the Guri and beyond. For example, one 

social worker introduced me to a student that was taking percussion lessons at the Guri. He had a 

learning disability, so the social worker helped his teacher adapt his instruction methods to help 

serve the student. Instead of more traditional notation, the percussion teacher was using symbols—

squares, circles, and triangles—to denote different instruments at the drum set. These symbols 

made sense to the student, and he played the patterns the teacher wrote out successfully. The social 

worker in this example knew about the issue from the start because of the conversation she had 

initially with the student’s mother. 

The social workers first line of sight when it comes to issues not covered in the intake 

meetings are the music teachers. The teachers at the Guri are the ones that spend the most time 

interacting with students in the classroom and are supposed to tell the social workers if there are 

any issues with individual students or groups of students. This can work in a number of ways. For 

example, the teacher may find that one student, in particular is having trouble keeping up with 

their peers, or some students’ behavior issues are inhibiting other’s learning.  

I observed one social worker at the Guri addressing a whole group of students who were 

having behavior issues as a class. The social worker sat them in a circle and played theater games 

that implicitly allowed them to practice their listening skills. Each person in the circle had to say 

their name and their favorite fruit and the repeat all the other individuals’ names and favorite fruits 

in order. In this activity, the student could only be successful if they paid attention and were 
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actively listening. My observation was the first of multiple sessions the social worker was to have 

to help those students maximize their learning abilities. 

At some polos, the social workers had classes that met regularly, which students could opt 

to take in addition to the other, music-related classes they took at the Guri. One polo I visited had 

a class that met weekly on Thursdays called Project X, because the students were to name it; one 

cohort eventually decided on “Learning How to Learn.” The class was developed and put on by 

the social worker and the polo monitor—who had a degree in psychology—along with the polo 

assistant. This polo’s administrative team proposed this class as one “discussing citizenship, rights, 

and responsibilities so that the students may understand the environment and the society in which 

they are living.”25 

I attended a few “Learning How to Learn” meetings. In one class, the polo assistant 

explained the Brazilian political system, covering the three branches of government—executive, 

legislative, and judiciary—and the three spheres of power—federal, state, and local. In another, 

the students brought back suggestions for improvement of the polo, makings requests such as 

                                                 
25 Project X, proposal, author’s personal collection. 

Figure 3 Social worker at a polo leads a group activity about Brazilian folklore, Photograph by 
polo staff 
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having some broken instruments fixed or adding adult band classes. One student requested that a 

fence be put around the CEU’s swimming pool to keep people from jumping into the water. The 

social worker and the monitor validated all of their choices, writing each on the board and had 

students collectively vote on them. Then, they brought in Paulo and the director of the CEU to 

listen to the suggestions the students made. This led to a discussion with the students regarding 

being specific about what they wanted; for example, Paulo wanted to know which instruments the 

students felt were broken so that he would know to fix the right ones. The director of the CEU 

spoke more about the one student’s suggestion about jumping in the pool and whether it would be 

better to build a fence around the pool or to agree on a certain set of rules as a community. 

This particular class period, where the students gathered and discussed their suggestions 

and presented them to a representative authority, is a wider practice in Brazil. There are city, state, 

and national conventions of youth that gather to discuss human rights issues and present their 

suggestions to representatives. While I was visiting the Guri, there were conferences like these 

being held for districts in São Paulo. After one of the district meetings, a social worker from the 

Guri along with a music teacher and a few students were chosen to represent the needs of the 

district at a larger convention. This is one of the many ways the whole country tries to give youth 

a voice in the political realm, and it is one of the ways the social workers at the Guri can involve 

the students in creating positive social change. 

I was also able to observe some group sessions specifically for parents. At one, the social 

worker who was new to that particular polo introduced herself to groups in a session before that 

semester’s show. She spoke about the work of the Guri as a whole and showed a video about their 

values and goals as an organization. She also took questions from parents. Some wanted to know 

if their students could choose to study more than one instrument or what sorts of budget cuts the 
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Guri might have in the face of the economic recession in the country. The social worker explained 

clearly that the policy of the Guri is that they need to pick one instrument to devote their time to, 

but should they decide to switch instruments, they may. She also explained that the institution had 

already faced budget cuts and the services would remain as they are. In this group session, the 

social worker was able to start a conversation with the parents and establish herself as a resource 

for them. 

There were other polos, in other areas, where organizing group sessions or having weekly 

classes was almost impossible. One social worker at a central polo told me that she wished she 

could do those things, but while there are classes in session, there are no open classrooms. If she 

were to have a weekly class on a day when there are fewer classes that meet it would be unlikely 

that many students would be able to attend. She explained that it was difficult enough for families 

to afford transportation for their children to attend on the two days a week they had classes. Any 

more than that would be asking too much. It was difficult for her to ask the teachers to devote their 

class time to anything other than music because they, too, travel far to get there and seem only to 

want to spend the class time they have on music. 

Interdisciplinary Approaches 

 Because I had never heard of a music program that employed social workers, I was 

interested to see how the music teachers and social workers interacted, influenced one another, 

and collaborated. I was able to get an idea of one of their most important facets of their partnership 

during the first week I was there. One day during that week, after one of the music classes I 

observed, the choir teacher watched as two of the students left her classroom and walked down the 

hallway to where their mother was waiting. She had asked them to tell their mother that she wanted 

to speak with her, but she had no way of holding the students accountable. The social worker was 
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out that day, so it was up to the teacher to try to speak with the mother to talk about her sons’ 

behavior. The choir teacher was unable to leave the classroom to track down this parent, as the 

next group of students were beginning to enter. She commented on how she missed having the 

social worker there because then it would not have been an issue; she could have explained the 

situation to the social worker, and they could have handled it from there. 

 This was one of the first experiences I was able to observe that demonstrated the true 

significance of the working relationship between the teachers and social workers. The teachers can 

communicate with them and then they can talk with the parents, lending their expertise. Many of 

the Guri’s teachers are expert musicians and music teachers, but they do not have the same 

authority on child development and social issues as the social worker does. Additionally, the music 

teachers have different backgrounds than their students. Many teachers travel long ways to get to 

the polos where the work. They might not know about the specific community issues or social 

issues their students face growing up in the periphery or in the center of the city.26 For those 

students who need help the music teachers cannot supply, the social worker is crucial. 

 Still, some teachers who had been at the Guri even before the Santa Marcelina nuns took 

over, told me that it took a period of adjustment for them to get used to the social workers’ presence 

and to understand why they were there. One teacher told me that initially, she and other teachers 

treated the social workers’ office like the dean’s office—somewhere you send students if they 

misbehave. However, she explained, that was not their job, and, in fact, that disrupted their work. 

At this same point in the Guri’s development, she felt that the social workers also did not 

                                                 
26 Some students who are enrolled in the Guri, particularly in the polos in the center of the city have a very 

different life. These students might have chauffeurs who drop them off at the polo. One teacher told me that one of 
her students informed her that he would be missing rehearsal for two weeks because he had to attend a chess 
tournament, in Germany. 
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understand their role as they would interrupt her music classes. This choir teacher said that 

eventually, the most extreme members of each group—those who refused to collaborate with their 

colleagues—were weeded out. Presently, she explained, the music teachers and the social workers 

saw more eye to eye. To her, the Guri Santa Marcelina is neither a social work project that employs 

music nor a music education project that involves social work. It is fifty-fifty. 

 There are other teachers who have not been at the Guri for very long who are still trying to 

figure it out. It was brought up at the pedagogical meeting they had. Some teachers felt unsure of 

how to communicate with the social workers. Marta Bruno, the social work coordinator, explained 

that she feels that it is the job of the social workers’ to help the teachers understand why they are 

there and how they can help. And there are other teachers who are highly collaborative with their 

social work partners. One teacher told me all about a song he chose to sing with his group that 

talked about social violence, and he had the social worker come to his class and lead a discussion 

about the issue with them.  

Inside the Choir Classroom 

 The social worker’s presence is also beneficial for the teacher in that they can make the 

teacher more aware of social issues. Once the teacher is thinking about the social world of their 

students, they behave in the classroom and plan their instruction in a way that begins to reflect 

these values. In this way, the social justice values of the Guri can permeate the whole institution.  

 There were a few teachers that stood out in the classroom because it was evident that they 

put thought into making the students more autonomous and socially aware. On the first day of the 

new semester, one teacher handed out all of the pieces that the students would be singing that 

semester along with a rehearsal schedule that delineated when they would rehearse piece one and 

two, and so forth. She then had her students rank the five songs in order of difficulty as a class. 
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The class discussed different factors such as language and the complexity of the harmony in 

deciding which song was the hardest. After they as a class had decided which pieces would present 

the greatest challenge numbering them from one to five, with one being the hardest, the choir 

teacher directed their attention to the rehearsal schedule she had passed out. Their next class would 

be a read-through of the whole repertoire, and in the following class, they would start rehearsing 

piece number one so that they, as a class, could have the maximum amount of time to work on it. 

By explaining her rehearsal planning logic and involving her students in that process, she made 

them more aware and accountable. The students in that class were not just obeying the teacher and 

singing the songs the teacher asked randomly; they were functioning members of the class, and 

now held responsible for practicing the songs on the schedule on their own, should they miss any 

rehearsals. 

 Another teacher took a very different approach to making her students autonomous and 

socially conscious. She removed all the chairs from her classroom and started each class period 

with exercises that stimulated the students thinking about their environment. When I observed, as 

the students entered the room, the teacher asked them to walk around the space, making sure that 

they filled up the room evenly. She stood at the side of the classroom and pointed out where the 

students had left empty spaces, which caused some students to break free from the pack they 

inadvertently formed and to walk in the clearer spaces. This activity alone requires a lot of personal 

and group awareness because to be successful one would have to anticipate where people would 

end up and purposely go somewhere different. After a few minutes of the walking activity, she 

quietly said, “Stop,” and gave them a new direction using only one word, “Stretch.” She modeled 

the stretches the students were to do, and they copied. After one or two stretches she had them 

walk again. Until she gave the next direction: form a square in under three seconds without talking. 
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The students in her first class were successful; however, she had them assess their position and fix 

it silently. This way each person would think about what needs to be done and, without directing 

anyone else to fix it, they would do fix it themselves. If this same attitude were applied to society 

as a whole, more people would take responsibility for their environment, fixing social issues for 

the collective good. 

 This particular teacher was notable because she used non-musical exercises for social 

means. The exercises also served to make the group more cohesive. The members of the choral 

ensemble would each feel the responsibility to contribute what they could to help the whole group. 

Still, by using these non-musical means she was able to reach the students more quickly and get 

them working as teams. During the class periods I observed, she divided the class up into small 

groups, having them work to write new words to a familiar melody that she had gone over with 

them. In this way, she did use music and got the students thinking like composers, trying to figure 

out which words would fit the melody with its accented syllables. Having to work in groups, the 

students had to learn how to collaborate to decide how their song would go. 

 Not all teachers crafted activities around social cohesiveness. Some teachers were more 

focused on maintaining classroom order and singing the songs that they had chosen for their 

ensemble. I observed one teacher whose students barely talked at all. They did everything she told 

them to, sitting where she directed them, and singing the songs as directed. Yet, it seemed like 

some students’ eyes glazed over in those classes. Some of them turned off their brains and sang 

for the sake of singing. For much of the classroom time, those students were not consciously 

engaged in their learning. 

 Paulo Bezulle spent so much time with the different teachers to help them make decisions 

that were more in line with the organization’s values—namely, that students should not only sing 
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well but that they should be more autonomous. He would often suggest teachers try involving the 

students more in the decision-making process, allowing them to make musical choices such as 

choosing which warm-ups to sing or coming up with dance moves to a particular song. He tended 

to use student conduct as a measure student interest and suggest things that could keep the students 

more engaged. A student who is captivated by the classroom activity is not going to “act out” or 

disrupt the lesson.  

 Paulo, when he was working with choirs, was also very careful about how he 

communicated and structured activities. I observed him giving vocal instructions to the auditioned 

adolescent choir that rehearsed at the Guri’s headquarters on Saturdays. Paulo stopped during the 

second exercise to say, "Sopranos, can you tell that some of you, not all of you, are sliding up to 

the top note?" To show them exactly what he was talking about, he slid up to the note, singing in 

the soprano range. The way he phrased that question was very much in line with this idea of making 

students aware of their musical choices. He did not say, "Sopranos, do not slide up to the top note," 

even though that was his desired result. The latter statement, in a particular tone of voice, can 

sound accusatory. It conveys an idea that implies, "That is wrong. Stop." Beyond that, it puts Paulo 

in a position of superiority; he is the master showing the students the errors of their ways. However, 

phrasing it as a question presents the issue in terms that helped to build the students’ awareness of 

the group and the music. He did not accuse them of being wrong, but instead, by phrasing it the 

way he did, tried to lead them to understanding the many possible sounds they can thoughtfully 

choose to make. 

 This was a point that Paulo made when we were at a polo one day with a choir teacher who 

was teaching a set of indigenous pieces to her advanced classes that called for the students to sing 

with a bright, more nasal tone. She was having difficulty getting the students to sing with a sound 
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that was outside the norm for both classical and pop music. Paulo suggested that perhaps the 

students were resisting this change because in their beginning classes, she—as a lot of other 

Western music teachers do—had taught them that the classical choral sound was correct and 

“good” and that all else was “bad.” Had she instead discussed the tone-quality requirements for 

each individual piece, without associating a value for any particular tone, her advanced students 

would be more open to experimenting with their vocal production. 

 This idea of fomenting autonomy in the student in the classroom – teaching them how to 

think for themselves and make specific musical choices – is complex. When I talked to Paulo, he 

said that in the near future, there needed to be a discussion amongst the teachers about how to 

teach social values in their music classes through the activities they plan and the choices they 

make. Still, for the time being, the issues he felt needed to be addressed were different. They were 

more along the lines of helping the teachers pick appropriate songs for their students, ones that, 

for example, did not require the boys to sing too low, and helping the teachers create appropriate 

adaptations of songs that would suit developing voices. After those and other issues were settled, 

the teachers could turn their thoughts more explicitly to addressing autonomy and other social 

values. 

 In this regard, the Guri is still undergoing much development, and Paulo’s work with the 

teachers out the in polo is one aspect of this development. In the future, the Guri’s work could 

reach new standards regarding student engagement and excellence. Still, that is not to say that 

teachers throughout this organization will or even could all one day teach the same way. Each polo 

is its reality, and those realities must be addressed; a polo in the center of the city is different from 

one out in the periphery, and even still, “center” and “periphery” locales cannot be grouped. Every 

one of the ninety-six sub-districts has its own distinct community.  
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Chapter 3: Global Perspectives 

I already had an idea of how big the organization was, but it was not until after I became 
supervisor that I saw the organization was a lot bigger than I had imagined: the number of 
students, the number of teachers, and the coverage of the polos…27 

 
—Paulo Bezulle, Guri Santa Marcelina Choral/Vocal Supervisor, trans. by author 

 

Before Paulo became a supervisor, he taught choir at a polo on Tuesdays. At this time, he 

only had regular contact with his students, the polo administrators and his colleagues who taught 

at his polo on the same day he did. It was not until after he became supervisor that he visited all of 

the polos—using public transportation, which is exhausting—and got a sense for the vast array of 

communities the Guri serves and the diversity of the teachers that are a part of the Guri.  

Historical Context 

The Guri Santa Marcelina has existed with its current mission and organizational structure 

since 2008 when the São Paulo State Secretary of Culture asked the Santa Marcelina order of nuns 

to take over the music program. According to Guri Santa Marcelina’s website, the nuns “have a 

century of experience in education and quality public service. They maintain a series of institutions 

of note in health (Hospitals Santa Marcelina), education (Santa Marcelina High School) and higher 

education in the arts (Santa Marcelina Conservatory.)”28 Therefore—as I was repeatedly told by 

                                                 
27 Paulo Bezulle, in conversation with the author, August 2015, “Eu ja tinha uma ideia de como a coisa era 

grande, mais depois que eu fui para a supervisão que eu vi que a coisa era muito maior do que eu imaginava: a 
quantidade de alunos, a quantidade de professores, a abrangência do programa dos polos...” 

28  Guri Santa Marcelina, accessed March 31, 2016, http://gurisantamarcelina.org.br/institucional/santa-
marcelina-cultura_gur#.Vv3LL_krKUl. “A Congregação das Irmãs Marcelinas tem uma experiência centenária em 
educação e serviço social de qualidade. Mantém uma série de instituições de referência nas áreas de saúde (Hospitais 
Santa Marcelina), educação regular (Colégio Santa Marcelina) e ensino superior de artes (Faculdade Santa 
Marcelina).” 
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various supervisors who enumerated these same qualifications—the Santa Marcelina nuns were 

ideal candidates for the management of the state’s music program. 

Giuliana Forzani, the current program director of the Guri Santa Marcelina, has been with 

the organization for many years. 

“I was a teacher at the Guri way back…in 2002 or the beginning of 2003. After, there was 
a great reform of the program. What happened was, the Guri grew very quickly in a short 
amount of time. Before, the program wasn’t even directed by a social organization. It was 
directly run by the governor, by the Secretary of Culture. During this time I still worked 
directly for the Secretary of Culture. But then, what happened was, the Guri grew a lot and 
consequently the quality fell.  They opened many polos in rural areas, and there wasn’t 
much preparation of teachers or of structure, etc.”29 

The reform Giuliana was referring to happened around 2005. The government adopted this 

“social organization” model, which is to say, they privatized the music program, publicly funding 

a private sector organization to take over the initiative. However, in 2007, there was a new 

comprehensive analysis of all the institutions the Secretary of Culture was funding, including a 

few higher education music schools. It was in this context that the government invited the Santa 

Marcelina nuns to run the project. The order of nuns agreed to take only the polos in the Greater 

São Paulo Metropolitan area, leaving the other rural locations in the hands of the first group that 

they contracted in 2005, Amigos do Projeto Guri (APG).30 

At this point, Giuliana was not working for the Guri program anymore. She quit while the 

organization was still directly run by the government, because of an incident in which she was 

                                                 
29 Giuliana Frozoni (Guri Santa Marcelina Program Director), in discussion with the author, August 2015, 

“Eu estive no Guri como professora lá traz – eu já contei essa estória – em 2002, o começo de 2003. Depois houve 
uma grande reformulação do programa porque o que aconteceu com o Guri é que ele cresceu muito em pouco tempo, 
isto quando o programa nem era gerido pela organização social. Ele era diretamente gerido pelo governo, pela 
secretaria de cultura. Nesta época eu ainda trabalhava diretamente para a secretaria da cultura. Ai o que aconteceu é 
que o Guri cresceu muito e consequentemente a qualidade caiu. Eles abriam muitos polos no interior, e não havia uma 
preparação nem de professor, nem de estrutura, e tal.” 

30 For further information, here is their website: http://www.projetoguri.org.br/. 
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asked to double the number of students in her choir because it was election season and her 

supervisor in the Secretary of Culture’s office told her each child in the room counted as two votes. 

Giuliana said that she quit on the spot, refusing to use her music class for political means. However, 

Giuliana was called back to the Guri in 2007 following the reforms, to be the supervisor of the 

voice department. She recalls this time as surreal, as if she had won the lottery, which in a way she 

did—getting to sit at the roundtable with some of the city’s top music professionals, an idealistic 

twenty-seven-year old having real power in deciding the future of the massive, multi-million dollar 

project. 

Cultivating Musicians 

Giuliana explained that she and the rest of the team had three months before they reopened 

any polos to decide how things would be different in the Guri Santa Marcelina, as opposed to how 

they were under APG. Moving forward, Giuliana made clear that their primary goal was to increase 

dramatically the quality of the music instruction offered. 

The Guri had a very bad stigma. The stereotype was that it was ‘the non-profit of the out 
of tune brats’ where no one was really being educated. And actually, this was true. The 
student would spend seven or eight years playing an instrument without learning how to 
read sheet music, without developing literacy skills. This is something that was said and 
something that I go after.31 

This stigma goes well beyond the Guri. Some of the teachers at the Guri explained to me 

that there are still programs in the city that fall into this category. Those programs might have a 

group of kids who can sing or play their instruments decently, but students do not actually develop 

the skills necessary to be independent musicians. The underlying notion is that the students are not 

held to high standards because they are “at-risk” youth. 

                                                 
31 Giuliana Frozoni, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “…O Guri tinha um estigma muito ruim. 

Era assim, o projeto social dos moleques desafinados que não formam ninguém. Isto era uma realidade mesmo. O 
aluno passava 7 ou 8 anos tocando um instrumento sem ler a partitura, sem ser alfabetizado. Isto que a gente dizia e 
que é uma coisa que eu persigo.” 
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Giuliana further explained that, 

We can’t [let this go] because if the student wants to be a musician–well, no one says he 
will be–but at that point, it’s too late. An eighteen-year-old [student] that says, ‘I’ve been 
here for eight years already, but I never learned to read.’ I’m going to say to him, ‘I feel 
sorry, but there’s no more time for you to play violin here.’32 

As an eighteen-year-old graduating from the Guri, the student in this scenario does not 

have any more time to catch up regarding musical literacy with his peers applying to conservatories 

or seeking professional careers.33 The assumption Giuliana made in her argument was that the 

music student would be engaging in musical activity that requires one to read sheet music, though 

there certainly are plenty of popular styles that place little emphasis on written notation. Still, this 

is probably a safe assumption for her to make, considering the prominent place the violin has in 

the orchestra and the fact that conservatories in the West teach Western art music and its notation. 

Giuliana’s example speaks to the implicit value the Guri places on learning Western classical 

music as opposed to other kinds of music that place less emphasis on notation.  

Most of the activities I observed at the Guri figure quite well into the model of music 

education in North American schools. The choirs I observed at the Guri were learning a variety of 

Brazilian folk songs, classical songs and popular songs. Yet they all learned the songs with sheet 

music in their hands. There were very few instances where teachers would teach a song entirely 

by rote. The other ensembles I saw perform—wind bands and string orchestras—also performed 

pieces from the classical and folk repertoires. The only ensemble at the Guri that focuses on 

popular music is their choro ensemble, one of the ten, program-wide auditioned ensembles. In that 

                                                 
32 Ibid, “A gente não pode porque se ele quiser ser musico ninguém disse que ele vai ser. Mas não dá mais 

tempo. Um menino de 18 anos que fala eu estou aqui há 8 anos mas ainda não aprendi a ler. Eu vou falar sinto muito, 
mas não vai dar mais tempo de tocar violino.” 

33 Giuliana did make clear in our conversation that the Guri does not expect all of the students to become 
professional musicians. The goal is to provide students with strong education in music so that, should students desire 
to pursue music professionally, they could be successful. 
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group, the instructors explained to me that they spend a good deal of time working with students 

who can play their instruments well, to get into the style of the choro and improvise. 

To impact the kind of training students at the Guri get, Giuliana and the others who were 

making changes to the structure of the Guri program made music theory and choir classes 

mandatory for all students who enroll at the Guri Santa Marcelina: 

This was a significant difference because back then at the Guri, choir was an option. The 
student could choose to do choir or he could choose to do instrument lessons and choir. It 
was really hard as a teacher because we would see a ton of students and say, ‘Wow, it 
would be so good for his education if he sang. But I know he does not want to and he does 
not have to.’ Well, we said no. Everyone will sing not because they have to but because it 
will make them better musicians.34 

This decision was a significant change. Some social workers told me that it was difficult at 

first convincing returning students and parents that after the Santa Marcelina took over, they would 

also have to take theory and choir. Over time students got used to it and new students did not know 

any different. Still, as Giuliana recounted, the initial pushback they got was significant. 

We heard a lot, and not just a few times, even from the families, “What do you all want? 
This is a non-profit, at-risk youth project…Why music theory classes? Why choir?” Look 
at where their heads were, “Oh, this is just a pastime. Just leave the kid there and it is fine.” 
And then to explain to that family that, “Hold on. It is not possible to for you to offer a 
high quality education without the basics.”35 

                                                 
34 Giuliana Frozoni, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “Isto era uma diferença porque na época no 

Guri o coral era uma coisa optativa. O aluno podia fazer só coral, ou ele podia fazer aula de instrumento e coral. Era 
muito sofrido isto enquanto professor porque a gente via um monte de alunos que, puxa seria tão bom pra formação 
dele se ele cantasse mas sabe se ele não quer ele não precisa. A gente não, todo mundo vai cantar não porque é 
obrigado, é porque assim vai ser melhor pra formação. Então essa disciplina de apoio passaram a ser. Isto foi uma 
mudança significativa.” 

35 Ibid, “Ai a gente ouviu muitas, não foram poucas vezes, ate das famílias, ‘O que é que vocês querem? Isto 
aqui é um projeto social, não precisa…Para que aula de teoria? Para que aula de coral? Isso aqui é um projeto social.’ 
Olha a cabeça de quem esta, ‘Ha isso é só para passar o tempo mesmo. Deixa o menino ai, está tudo bem.’ Entendeu? 
Ai você explicar para essa família que, ‘Espera ai. Não é possível você oferecer uma educação de qualidade sem que 
a base seja bem fundamentada,’ e tal.” 
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The Guri Santa Marcelina was actively fighting this notion that quality did not matter 

because they were working with impoverished groups. This even affected them when at first they 

decided to invest in good instruments, as Giuliana explained. 

Everyone one was like, “Wow. For the price of one flute you could have purchased three!” 
Yes, three that would not be in tune and in two months would break. Also, we would be 
depriving their ears of a sound that could be better, of higher quality.36 

While it seems noble that Giuliana and the others would fight for higher quality education 

and better instruments, perhaps they were too idealistic. Purchasing more expensive flutes does 

also mean there are fewer to go around. Indeed Giuliana’s vision of a good music education comes 

from her own experiences and her thoughts of what a good music student should know, like how 

to sing in a group or read Western music notation. Still, in some circumstances, Giuliana 

acknowledged that they made changes according to community needs. 

At first, our dream was that the student would come every day. So when the Guri started, 
the student had choir one day, instrument lessons the next, theory class another day, 
ensemble rehearsal the next, and the final day he would come to practice. Marvelous on 
paper. Marvelous, except after the first year we looked and said, “Look the families are 
saying, ‘we cannot pay for transportation every day.’” And it is not as if all students live 
nearby.37 

After multiple requests, the Guri also added adult beginner music classes. They were aimed 

at the parents or older family members of the Guri’s youngest students. Before, those adults might 

just take their children there and sit around for the hour. In this new system, those adults could 

learn a thing or two themselves instead of waiting. Over more time, the schedule was adjusted to 

                                                 
36 Ibid, “Fica todo mundo, ‘Poxa com o preço que você compra uma flauta dava para comprar três.’ Sim. 

Mas três que não afinam e daqui a dois meses não funcionam. Então para que privar esse ouvido duma coisa que dum 
som que pode ser melhor, duma qualidade que pode ser melhor.” 

37 Ibid, “No começo por exemplo, nossa ideia né assim muito, nosso sonho era que o aluno viesse todos os 
dias. Então quando começou o guri o aluno tinha um dia aula de coral, um dia aula de teoria, um dia aula de 
instrumento, um dia de pratica de conjunto, e num dia ele vinha estudar. Ou seja a gente garantia que ele tinha contato 
com a música todos os dias. Maravilhoso no papel. Maravilhoso, só que depois de um ano, a gente olhou, falou, 
‘Escuta, né? A família dizendo assim: não da para pagar, não temo como ter transporte todo dia.’ Porque os alunos 
nem todos moram perto.” 
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accommodate the typical nine-to-five work schedule so those classes would happen early in the 

morning or late in the afternoon. 

Although Giuliana spoke to me mainly in the past tense, many of the changes she shared 

from their initial meetings are works in progress. Transportation is still an issue for students who 

do not live close to the polo where they study. Those students might still have trouble getting there 

twice a week. Some students still choose to skip choir and music theory, while they attend their 

instrument classes religiously. Social workers still have to explain to a lot of students and families 

the importance of supporting their education with music theory and choir. In an organization as 

big as the Guri Santa Marcelina located in a city as big as São Paulo there is a high level of 

diversity, meaning institutionalized change can take time.  

Social Work at a Cultural Institution 

A few feet away from Giuliana’s desk at the Guri Santa Marcelina headquarters, is the desk 

of the social work coordinator Marta Bruno. Their shared office space attests to the equal 

importance of their roles at the organization. Marta Bruno was invited to the Guri as a consultant 

for the program, during the planning stage that Giuliana described. Still, Giuliana said that when 

they invited Marta, they had no idea that the proposal she would construct would take off in the 

direction it did, as Marta herself confirmed. 

They wanted social work, but they do not know. They didn’t have any idea. So I 
constructed a model complementing what was already in place. It would be a work of 
attendance to and attention for both the students and families.38 

Marta told me that when she came, they had already thought of having a social worker at 

each polo. She did not want to have a team of social workers only, so eventually they agreed that 

                                                 
38 Marta Bruno (Social Work Coordinator), in discussion with the author, August 2015, “Porque eles queriam 

um trabalho social mas não sabem, não tinham nem uma ideia. Então eu construi um trabalho encima do que seria um 
trabalho de atendimento e de atenção tanto pros alunos quanto para as famílias.” 
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they would hire other professionals with a background in psychology or pedagogy or other 

humanities to work at their polos. Still, Marta was quick to discuss the immense benefit of having 

someone from the social work profession at each polo as well. 

The social worker is a professional that is manifold. He incorporates many different lenses. 
He does not look solely at the social environment in itself, but he has the breadth to do a 
deeper analysis [of both the individual and their social environment] and make the 
necessary referrals.39 

In most places, certainly Brazil, having social workers at a cultural institution is 

unprecedented; that fact is what makes the Guri stand out from its fellow arts organizations. 

However, social work at educational institutions is already well established. Although the Guri is 

a music education institution, the fact remains that education is their primary endeavor, and 

students and families still need the same support.  

The proposal Marta created involves checking in with the students and guiding them along 

in their time in the program.  

Beyond checking in on them, creating certain checks. ‘Oh, [the student] comes or doesn’t 
come.’ ‘He has many absences or not.’ That has to do with his being here. ‘Is he well? Is 
he happy? Does he like it?’ When he gets here and then wishes to leave, understand why 
he wants to leave. When he wishes to go somewhere else that we could actually help him. 
We will help him. And we understand that he does not have to stay. If he has any sort of 
difficulty—be it with family or any other group—and he wishes to stay here we will help 
him.40 

Nearly all the social workers I met explained that attendance is one of the main ways they 

keep track of the needs of the students. That was usually what they would talk about first when 

                                                 
39 Ibid, “E o assistente social é um profissional mais múltiplo, ele tem múltiplo olhar. Ele não olha só a 

questão do social em si, mas ele tem a condição de fazer uma leitura maior e fazer os encaminhamentos necessários.” 

40 Ibid, “…mais do que um controle, construir um controle: Ha ele vem o não vem, tem falta o não tem falta. 
Quer dizer como que ele esta aqui: esta bem? esta feliz? não gosta? Quando ele chega e quer sair, entender os motivos 
que ele quer sair. Quando ele quer pra ir para outro lugar que agente possa ate ajuda-lo, agente vai ajudar. E não 
entendemos que ele tem que ficar aqui. Eu não construo uma coisa pra ele estar. Agente constrói condições se ele quer 
ficar. Se ele tiver qualquer tipo de dificuldade, seja com a família ou qualquer outra ordem e quer ficar aqui nos vamos 
ajudar.” 
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explaining their role at the polo. If students miss too many consecutive classes, the social worker 

will reach out to them, calling to check on them and going as far as visiting their homes.  

At this point in the explanation, the social workers I met were all very careful to say that 

while they aim to spot students who are having difficulties, they do not offer any direct treatments 

to students and families. The social workers instead make some referrals to other resources in the 

area, which could involve connecting them with a psychologist, or leading them to job listings, or 

explaining how to access food stamps. 

The referrals above are by no means an exaggeration. The Guri understands that for the 

student to do well in the program, their whole lives have to be well. If a student is having problems 

at home or at school, there is no way they will be okay in the music classroom. By identifying and 

addressing the individual needs of the students—even if that does mean helping them find another 

program that better suits their needs—they can create the conditions necessary for the student to 

flourish. Marta stated, 

This is our mission: to create favorable conditions so that [the student] can with tranquility 
enjoy the knowledge that the program offers to him….These conditions go beyond their 
participation in the program. They have to do with [the student’s] life inside the polo, in 
the classroom, but also with his friends, at his regular school, in his family and in the 
community where he resides.41 

In addition to creating and maintaining the positive environment for students and their 

families, the social workers work to educate both students and families about their rights. As Marta 

explained, 

Here we do not have the perspective that music saves [lives], that music educates. The 
perspective that we defend, as much with the students and with families is the rights 

                                                 
41 Ibid, “Essa é a nossa missão criar um ambiente favorável para que ele esteja com tranquilidade usufruindo 

do conhecimento que o programa oferece para ele….E ambiente na verdade a gente fala ambiência ela extrapola o 
polo, quer saber dele e da vida dele no polo, dentro da sala de aula, mas com os amigos, na escola regular, na família, 
na comunidade em que ele reside.” 
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perspective. Any child, any teenager that wants to study music has the right to study music. 
Moreover, we are the ones that create the conditions.42 

The mission of the Guri Santa Marcelina is deeply rooted in a “rights” perspective. The 

Brazilian Statute of the Child and Adolescent is their guide, as it outlines all the relevant 

protections. Some social workers told me that in learning about their rights, some students 

discovered and were able to articulate violations of their rights that were happening in their lives. 

This is another big point that the social workers address: autonomy. Marta said, 

It does not matter if you say that you have rights. How do you access them? It does not 
matter if you know that there is an issue, or some problem, and you discuss it with them. 
What is their role? Their role in the world, or their role in that school, that family, in the 
program? What needs to happen is they participate and take responsibility in the world in 
which they live.

43 

Beyond knowing that they are protected under the law, the social workers at the Guri want 

students to feel empowered to take action in their lives. They need to know where and how they 

can get help, and they need to feel empowered enough to seek that, should it be necessary. I 

witnessed some group activities and discussions at the polos about these issues of one’s rights and 

responsibilities in the world. Some social workers even held weekly classes to cover these topics. 

My greatest interest at the Guri Santa Marcelina was seeing how these values permeate the 

institution.  

                                                 
42 Ibid, “Assim, aqui agente não tem a perspectiva de que a musica salva, a musica educa. A perspectiva 

sempre defendida por nos, tanto com os alunos tanto com as famílias, é a perspectiva do direito. Qualquer criança, 
qualquer adolescente que quer estudar musica tem o direito de estudar musica. E ai agente cria a condição.” 

43 Ibid, “…não basta dizer você tem o direitos: como você acessa?  Não basta você saber que esta existindo 
alguma questão, ou algum problema é discutir com eles, qual é o papel deles, o papel deles no mundo, o papel deles 
naquela escola, naquela família, no programa. E o que tem haver deles participarem se co-responsabilizarem, com o 
mundo que eles vivem.” 
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Teaching Investment 

I was most interested in seeing how the social justice mission presents itself in the teaching 

body. After all, the whole reason the institution exists is to provide a space for music educators 

and music students to interact. If the music teacher fully understands the values of the 

organization—making children socially conscious, self-advocates as Marta described—they can 

incorporate that in their lessons. Still it is not that simple. Giuliana explained that in 2007, when 

they were first reforming the program, music educators were viewed quite differently: 

What used to happen? The music educator was like this: A guy would complete his studies, 
thinking he would be a soloist. And then he did not make it as a soloist. So he became an 
orchestral player. If that did not even happen, what is left is to teach. This was the context 
of the music teacher in Brazil. And we still have some of that. If you are not a good 
instrumentalist, if you are not a good singer, then teach. If you are not a good teacher, then 
work with little children because then—well, you get it? It is a perverse and inverted logic 
because we know that for you to teach children you need to be even more of a specialist 
than you would otherwise.44 

Giuliana further enumerated the skills that the ideal teacher at the Guri Santa Marcelina must have: 

That they would have the sensibility necessary to work with children and adolescents, that 
they would have the sensibility to work with children and adolescents in situations of 
vulnerability, that they would have the physical disposition to move about in this city…and 
the sensibility for education, for social justice education.45 

Many music teachers at the Guri reside in a different social world than their students. Many 

grew up in a very different location in the city and nearly all of them were able to attend university. 

                                                 
44 Giuliana Frozoni, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “Porque o que acontecia? O professor de 

música é assim. O cara que fez a faculdade e ele achava que ia ser solista. Ai ele não foi solista. Ai ele virou musico 
distante de orquestra. Ai assim se nem isto aconteceu, sobrou pra ele dar aula. Esse era o contexto do professor de 
música no Brasil. E ainda nós temos um pouco disto. Se você não é bom instrumentista, se você não é bom cantor 
então vai dar aula de música. Se você não é um bom professor, então vai dar aula pra criança (porque ai é....Entendeu?) 
É uma lógica completamente perversa e invertida porque a gente sabe que pra você dar aula pra criança você precisa 
ser mais especialista do que qualquer outra coisa.” 

45  Ibid, “…que ele tivesse a sensibilidade de trabalhar com criança e adolescente, que ele tivesse a 
sensibilidade de trabalhar com criança e adolescente em situação de vulnerabilidade, que ele tivesse a disposição física 
para se deslocar nesta cidade que você sabe e tem experimentado que é uma loucura e a sensibilidade para a educação, 
para a pedagogia social.” 
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These teachers might not know a lot about where the students are from or their own social context. 

Giuliana shared this story about when she was a music teacher at the Guri: 

I see myself a lot like the teacher who goes to the classroom with the best of intentions, 
who knows a lot about music. In my case, I know how to conduct a choir. I liked to but, 
like, I did not have any idea…One of the first times I went to visit a polo [before it was 
part of the Guri Santa Marcelina] the guy called me, ‘Are you almost here?’ I said, ‘Yes. I 
am near the metro stop, Vila Matilde.’ He said, ‘No, you are not even halfway here.’ 
Because what did I know about São Paulo? To me, São Paulo ended where the metro 
ended.46 

She lived near the center of the city and studied at the university that was only a metro ride 

away. Giuliana also expressed some concerns about that university, one of the highly reputable 

public universities in the city. The focus is music, specifically Western European art music, and 

everything about it. Many excellent musicians graduate from there, but the concern is how they 

are being prepared to teach, especially how they might be prepared to teach students who have 

diverse backgrounds. 

One of the things that I noticed was that students there can get bachelor’s degrees in music 

performance or conducting, or they can work towards their teacher’s license. The separation of 

those two programs at the undergraduate level speaks volumes to the fact that students could 

graduate from the university knowing how to conduct but not how to deal with children, and 

especially not pressing social issues facing youth in the city. This is a concern that Giuliana shared. 

She has a friend who is studying there whom she described as a “fantastic musician, conductor.” 

She was very impressed by him yet conceded that if one were to place him in a classroom with 

students, they would swallow him whole. 

                                                 
46 Ibid, “Eu me vejo muito como esse professor que vai pra sala de aula, que tem super boa intenção, que 

sabe fazer música. No meu caso eu sabia reger coro. Eu gostava, mas assim...não tinha ideia né? Eu acho que contei 
para você a primeira vez que eu fui num polo. Não a primeira, numa das primeiras. Que o cara me ligou e diz “Está 
chegando?” Eu falei “To.. To aqui. Perto do Metro Vila Matilde” Era o polo Vereda. Ele falou “Não você não está 
nem na metade do caminho.” Porque, o que qui eu sabia da cidade de São Paulo? Pra mim São Paulo era onde acabava 
o metro.” 
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To try to affect the market for music educators in the city, Giuliana, and the new leadership, 

when they took over in 2007, made significant changes to impact the demand for music teachers 

in the city: 

In the time when things were directly managed by the Secretary, the teachers were 
independent contractors. So, there were no workers’ rights, nothing of the sort. After [the 
Guri program was privatized] the teachers formed a workers’ cooperative which was also 
a situation that was no longer adequate. This was also something the sisters suggested: 
look, we want to contract everyone through the CLT—which is the workers’ legislation in 
Brazil—so that they can have all their rights. This [change] already had a large impact.47 

By giving teachers access to healthcare plans and other benefits and granting them 

comprehensive workers’ rights, the new leadership legitimized the teachers’ work and elevated 

their status in the professional world. Beyond that, it took a huge burden off the teachers.  

Therefore, these changes, Giuliana explained, made the music teacher position at the Guri a lot 

more desirable.  

While the changes certainly had some impact, the music teachers outside the organization 

has largely remained the same. Inside the organization, Giuliana told me things are a lot different. 

This is because the leadership at the Guri Santa Marcelina places a huge emphasis on training their 

teachers. Paulo Bezulle, the current supervisor of singing and choir, made this his number one 

focus. Four of the six days a week he works for the Guri, he is out at a polo spending the whole 

day with a choir teacher, participating in their classes, listening to them, and offering them 

suggestions. Paulo explained why he felt this support is critical: 

When I am out in the polos with [the teachers] I help to clarify what is the vision of the 
program in our talks. You should have seen this. It is very common for me to say, ‘What 

                                                 
47 Ibid, “. Na época que era direto na secretaria a gente era contratado como autônomo. Então não tinha 

nenhum tipo de direito trabalhista, nada disto. Depois os professores (acho que nesta época eu já não trabalhava mais) 
mas acho que eles foram cooperativados. Eles trabalhavam via cooperativa que também era uma situação de trabalho 
que não era a mais adequada. Então isto também foi uma coisa que as irmãs disseram. Olha a gente assume mas a 
gente quer contratar todo mundo pela CLT – que é a legislação trabalhista do Brasil – para garantir todos os direitos 
e tal. Isto já é um grande impacto.” 
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you are saying here is baloney, forget that. It is not like that. No.’ Or, to others that I say, 
‘It is, it is exactly that.’ 48 

Going out to the individual polos and seeing the situations his teachers are in is incredibly 

important to giving the teachers a more global idea of what the Guri program is and is not. His 

prior experience as a teacher influenced his work as a supervisor greatly: 

Who I knew then [when I used to teach here] were the teachers that taught on the same 
days as me, my students, and the team that worked at my polo. I had an idea of how big 
this organization was. However, it was after I became supervisor that I understood that this 
was much bigger than I imagined. The quantity of students, the quantity of teachers, and 
the coverage of the polos…49 

Paulo said that this really changed his vision of the Guri program and influenced his 

decisions as a supervisor. Not only does he need to help them when he can; his greatest desire is 

to facilitate the exchange of knowledge between them. It was for this reason, he told me, that one 

of his first actions as supervisor was to establish regular contacts between the teachers. 

Professional Development 

Paulo wanted to establish a safe, non-judgmental environment for the teachers to talk about 

issues they were having and get help from their colleagues, 

Where they can exchange ideas with one another, where they can bring up their problems 
with their own colleagues and have their own colleagues collaborate with them positively. 
Not responding, “Oh man, you do not know what to do? Wow, this guy is such a drag.” 
No, [like this instead,] “Oh, man. You should do this and this.” 

To provide this space for discussion, during Paulo’s first year as supervisor, there were 

four teacher meetings (around one per month) in the first semester and four in the next semester. 

                                                 
48 Paulo Bezulle (Choral/Vocal Supervisor), in discussion with the author, August 2015, “Porque quando eu 

estou com eles nos polos eu ajudo clarear qual é a visão do programa nas conversas. Você deve ter visto. É muito 
comum eu falar isto daqui que você esta falando é bobagem, esquece isso dai. Não é assim. Não. Ou aqueles que eu 
falo assim: É, é isso dai.” 

49 Ibid, “Que eles troquem, que eles sugiram as coisas uns pros outros, que eles tragam os problemas que eles 
estão enfrentando pros próprios colegas e os próprios colegas colaborem de forma positiva. E não falando assim, “Ai 
caramba você não sabe o que é pra fazer? Ha não, que saco esse cara.” Não! “Meu, você faca assim, assim, etc.” 
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The following year in January, Paulo and the other leaders at the Guri Santa Marcelina decided 

that instead of having teachers planning for the upcoming semester separately, they would bring 

them together for an intensive two weeks of professional development. Paulo explained that it 

would work like this: 

During this period, [the teachers] come together, sing together, work together, and learn 
together. And then [afterwards] I started separating things out more to clarify the difference 
between meetings geared toward the teachers’ musical development and meetings to 
discuss pedagogical issues. We would work on both, but each would get its own moment. 
This is how the music clinics came to be. Sure, we talk about classroom issues during music 
clinics, but not just that. The focus is not just that. And our pedagogical meetings are for 
classroom issues. [For example,] ‘How will we resolve this?’ and ‘How can we improve 
that?’50 

I was able to attend these meetings myself in mid-July. During the first week, each group 

of teachers—string teachers, choir teachers, and so on—had their own music clinics. I participated 

in the choral/vocal clinics, which took place over four days at the fine arts building of the one of 

                                                 
50 Ibid, “…neste período eles veem e ficam juntos, cantam juntos, trabalham juntos, e aprendem juntos. E ai 

eu comecei a separar mais, a deixar mais claro a diferença entre a formação musical do professor e a parte pedagógica. 
Trabalhar as duas, mais um momento para uma coisa e o outro para outra coisa. Que ai o meio que ficou as clinicas 
musicais. Claro agente também discute coisas de sala de aula nas clinicas musicais, mas não é só. O foco é outro. E 
nos encontros pedagógicos é questões de sala de aula. Como nos vamos resolver isto; como nos vamos melhorar 
aquilo.” 

Figure 4 End of the professional development meetings in July 2015, Photograph by 
Guri Santa Marcelina staff 
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the local public universities. Paulo planned this clinic with Vitor Gabriel, the choral conducting 

professor at the university. The theme of the clinic was the adolescent voice change; so in addition 

to the teachers, a young boy choir made up of students from various polos attended the clinic and 

sang the soprano part in a German chorale the teachers had prepared. Vitor felt this repertoire was 

especially appropriate because that genre was intended specifically for boys and men. 

Additionally, the teachers prepared eleven other pieces from the Western European canon, 

including medieval chant, German chorales, English anthems, and one twentieth century Brazilian 

song, ending with an African-American spiritual. The schedule for the four days alternated 

between rehearsals of this music, lectures on musical context, and discussion of the voice change 

led by two guest speakers, Fabio Miguel and Mirian Megumi Utsunomiya. 

The following week there were pedagogical meetings, again separated by area, but this 

time focused on classroom issues. The choral meeting, led by Paulo, covered repertoire 

considerations such as adapting parts to suit adolescent students’ voices. In this meeting, teachers 

broke up into small groups, discussed their various strategies, and presented them to the group. 

Finally, every person who worked for the Guri—supervisors, social workers, polo staff, and 

teachers—met for two days to cover issues relevant to the whole organization. 

Even so, these meetings are only a part of the whole commitment the Guri Santa Marcelina 

makes to train their teachers. In their work contract with the São Paulo state government, they 

agree to devote 408 hours annually to different areas such as administration, violin, viola, 

saxophone, electric bass, ensemble rehearsal, and music theory, each area receiving twelve hours 

of training. Additionally, they provide 24 hours of general training to all members of the Guri and 

another twelve hours of pedagogical meetings annually. According to Giuliana, if you add all of 

these hours up, the Guri offers more training than a local post-graduate course. 
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Giuliana explained how fundamental these trainings are to their organization: 

Imagine a teacher who recently graduated or who is still studying and comes to work for 
us. If I cannot teach him, I do not know how to speak to him and explain which choices we 
made pedagogically.51 

During these trainings, Giuliana and the other leaders of the Guri and guest speakers articulate 

their vision for the program to those who are charged with carrying it out in the polos. Perhaps 

because many have tried to defend their various teaching philosophies or articulate their own views 

to their supervisors, Giuliana elaborated on the fact that there are certainly other ways to teach. 

Still, she made clear that the leaders at the Guri have specific values and have made particular 

choices which they communicate to those in the program through these meetings. 

One particular example, which came up at the general training meeting, concerned pending 

legislative decision to the lowering of the Brazil’s minimum age of criminal responsibility from 

eighteen to sixteen. Nearly all of the social workers I spoke with expressed their concern with this 

potential change to the law, as it would significantly impact their work with adolescents. 52 If the 

age were lowered, minors would be tried legally as adults, losing all of their protections under the 

Brazilian Statute of Children and Adolescents. 

This is a very polarizing issue in Brazil, as many feel it would lower the crime rate and 

make their communities safer. The thought is that if a sixteen-year-old is capable of committing 

violent crimes, then they should be charged as adults. There is a lot of anger about the oft-repeated 

narrative about youth who commit terrible crimes and get away with an easy sentence. There are 

                                                 
51 Giuliana Frozoni, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “Imagina um professor que recém formado 

ou que ainda está estudando que vem dar aula para nos. Se eu não tenho como forma-lo, não sei como conversar com 
ele, explicar quais são as nossas opções pedagógicas.” 

52 When I was in the country, the law passed in the committee and the Brazilian house of representatives and 
moved on to the Senate. 
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even some youth taking a stand for the law, saying that at sixteen years old an individual should 

know wrong from right.  

However, the Guri Santa Marcelina is against this change because as an organization that 

serves youth, they feel it is necessary to defend the youth’s rights and protections. Therefore, at 

the general training meeting, the leadership brought in two guest experts on this issue to explain 

why the change in the law would hurt youth, especially youth who come from low socio-economic 

backgrounds. The speakers made the point that the way to help these teenagers is not by making 

sentences even more intense. They spoke at length about the need for comprehensive criminal 

justice reform. 

The speakers also opened up the floor for questions and comments, which were very 

passionate as some teachers felt differently than the speakers and the Guri. One suggested that 

perhaps the Guri should have brought in speakers from either side of the argument to let everyone 

decide for themselves. Marta Bruno quickly jumped on the mic to explain that the Guri has a stance 

on this issue; therefore, those who work for the Guri need to understand the Guri’s position on the 

issues and accept it, at least professionally. 

In her conversation with me, Marta explained: 

Our general trainings are macro in a sense; our large general meetings always tend to focus 
on social issues and social pedagogy precisely to help fine tune [the teachers’] 
understanding. The technical issues they have are covered in their department groups and 
so on. However, this issue about policy, “Why do I need to know what is going on 
politically related to protection of children and adolescents?” [They need to know because 
as a teacher,] “I need to know because I am fulfilling my work responsibilities, attending 
to the needs of a child or an adolescent.”53 

                                                 
53 Marta Bruno, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “Então nossas jornadas é macro assim, nossas 

jornadas grandes, elas tem sempre muito mais um caráter social, pedagógico-social para justamente ajudar a afinar 
este entendimento. Porque as questões técnicas eles veem nos grupos deles de área e tal. Mas essa coisa da leitura 
porque que eu tenho saber o que esta rolando no campo politico com relação a proteção de crianças e adolescentes. 
Eu tenho obrigação porque eu estou atendendo meu objeto de trabalho e atenção é uma criança, um adolescente.” 
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Giuliana reiterated Marta’s points in her talk with me, suggesting that perhaps some of the 

teachers did not fully understand why they were going over this issue: 

[They might think,] “Well, what does this have to do with me? I am a music teacher, why 
do I have to discuss the minimum age of criminal responsibility? This has nothing to do 
with me.” Yet, actually [I would say,] “Listen. They are in your classroom. These boys, 
these girls are in your hands.”54 

Listening to the discussion that followed the guest speakers, Giuliana got the sense that 

some teachers had no idea that some students in their classes might be in the juvenile justice 

system. She felt the teachers do not need to know the specifics, but they need to be aware of the 

social issues affecting their students. 

Beyond the work that the leaders do at the Guri Santa Marcelina to articulate the 

organization’s values and socio-political stances, teachers and social workers have a good deal of 

autonomy in their individual practices. Marta attested to this, saying, 

If you know the discourse and work in reality, each polo is a reality, each group is a reality, 
each student is a reality. Therefore, the work needs to be made according to the local reality. 
Moreover, it is clear that we here make sure that things happen this way.55 

Each community, polo, and individual has their own needs, and each social worker has 

their own strengths and expertise, so to mandate a particular activity or way of doing things would 

be absurd. Certainly, there are times when they need to pause their regular activities to address 

important issues, such as the minimum age of criminal responsibility. Still, for the most part, the 

social workers are free to decide which issues they address and how they address them in the polos. 

                                                 
54 Giuliana Frozoni, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “‘Eu sou professora de música, que qui tenho 

que discutir a maior idade penal? Esse negocio eu não tenho nada haver com isto.’ Mas assim, ‘Escuta, está dentro da 
sua sala de aula isto. Esses meninos, essas meninas estão na sua mão.’” 

55 Marta Bruno, in discussion with the author, August 2015, “…se você tem um discurso e você trabalha em 
cima da realidade, cada polo é uma realidade, cada grupo é uma realidade, cada aluno é uma realidade. Então o trabalho 
tem que ser desenhado de acordo com a realidade local. E é claro que agente aqui vigia no sentido de garantir que as 
coisas aconteçam desta forma.” 
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In a similar way, the music teachers Paulo supervises also have a good deal of autonomy. 

When Paulo is at the polos with the different teachers, he encourages their experimentation in the 

classroom because, he thinks, there are many ways of having kids enjoy making music together. 

To him, the diversity of the teachers’ strategies in the classroom is something to be proud of. It is 

the reason he prioritized establishing a regular exchange of ideas between classroom teachers—so 

they could share their thoughts and ideas and solutions with one another. When the teachers 

collaborate, they grow, and the organization grows.  
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Chapter 4: Conclusions 

 The Guri Santa Marcelina provides an attractive model for music education. As an 

organization that employs both music teachers and social workers, the Guri Santa Marcelina is 

innovative. They are committed to offering students—especially those who are socially 

vulnerable—the opportunity to study music and they recognize that those students have real needs 

that cannot be met by music alone. By offering social support for the students and families, the 

Guri Santa Marcelina can actually include underserved communities in a way that other music 

education organizations with similar missions may not be able to. 

The social workers at the Guri do much more than serve students and families; their 

presence at the polo changes the whole environment. Music teachers have a support system in the 

sense that if they perceive problems in the classroom, or notice that a student might need extra 

help because they are facing difficulties at home or at school, they are not left alone to decide how 

to best help those students. After all, music teachers are music specialists, and most reside in 

different communities in Sao Paulo than the students they teach. The social worker, on the other 

hand, is a specialist regarding understanding the students and their social situations. In their 

interactions in this regard, the music teachers can learn from the social workers and continue to 

develop their understanding of how they can best serve their students in their communities and 

become more socially conscious in general. 

 Still, this music teacher/social worker dynamic is not the same at every polo. Some social 

workers I met felt that the music teachers were not very open to their ideas; while others teachers 

openly collaborate by programming music about social issues, for example. It bears repeating that 

the Guri, as a large organization in a city that is one of the biggest in the world, has a great deal of 

diversity. Changes that take hold in one polo might not catch on so quickly at another polo for any 
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number of reasons. Perhaps the thought I had most often when I was visiting different polos was: 

change takes time. Giuliana or Marta—or anyone for that matter—cannot simply decide how they 

want things to be in the Guri and snap their fingers and expect things to be different. This is why 

the teacher trainings and general meetings are so important, as are Paulo’s visits to the different 

polos to work with all of the teachers he supervises.  

The Guri program has only been under the direction of the Santa Marcelina order since 

2008. The changes they institutionalized then, such as making choir mandatory for all and 

employing social workers full time at the polos, are well established internally. The veteran 

teachers, the ones that have been there for many years, have grown accustomed to the teaching 

environment and know the values of the Guri. Many of them I observed seemed to be working to 

establish autonomy and independence in their students during their classes. However, the more 

recently hired teachers—who tend to be younger as it requires a great deal of physical vitality to 

meet the demands of teaching at the Guri—seemed like they were still trying to get the hang of 

things regarding keeping their students engaged. 

As Giuliana and I discussed, the labor market for music teachers in São Paulo has not 

changed all that much since the Guri program’s management changed. The universities are still 

focused on training highly qualified musicians, but Giuliana felt a lack of attention on salient social 

issues of students that would likely be in the classrooms of music major graduates. Those teachers 

who graduate and go on to teach at the Guri would certainly have to adjust to meet the demands 

of working with the students who live with unfavorable socioeconomic conditions. Paulo told me 

that he saw forthcoming changes in how the Guri introduces new teachers to the program. Perhaps 

in the future, there will be an added period of adjustment where teachers might spend some time 

with their supervisors before they get started in the classroom. I agreed, because after just one 
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week of attending multiple polos with Paulo, I felt like I could tell what he was trying to 

accomplish in the teaching body—actively involving students in their own learning, making them 

think critically, and freeing them up to experiment with the different vocal sounds they could 

produce. 

Paulo also told me that in the near future he believes that meetings will be held between 

the choir teachers to discuss how they incorporate the social justice values of the organization in 

their lessons. The idea of teaching teamwork and addressing social equality in the classroom is 

something that he saw as a more advanced, “level 7 of the videogame” goal, and maybe down the 

line it would be something one could observe in all of the Guri’s teachers. 

 The most recent topics covered in the teacher meetings which were held while I was at the 

Guri had to do with choosing repertoire and adapting songs to fit the students’ ability and 

developing voices. The repertoire I observed students learning in their choir classes consisted of 

predominantly Brazilian folk tunes and Brazilian popular music standards. Beyond that, I observed 

students learning songs based on indigenous tunes, African-American spirituals, English folk 

tunes, and more. In this respect, I noticed few differences between the Guri’s choral repertoire and 

the North American mainstream choral tradition I am from, at least regarding the use of local 

traditional music and folk tunes of the world. 

  I noticed even fewer differences between my education as a music teacher in North 

America and the education of the teachers in Brazil, especially during the choral music teacher 

clinics. The music programmed for the teachers to sing included Gregorian chant, music of the 

Renaissance, the Baroque period, romantic era, one twentieth century piece by a Brazilian 

composer, and ended with an African-American spiritual. Being in a different country, I 
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expected—perhaps subconsciously— a greater quantity of music by Brazilian composers that have 

a distinctly “Brazilian” sound, and was surprised to find such “standard” repertoire.  

 Still, I realize that the Americas have a shared musical heritage that stems from our colonial 

histories. The Guri—along with traditional North American music education—places a high value 

on that European heritage. Perhaps a reason I observed students singing mainly Brazilian folksongs 

and Brazilian popular music at the polos was that the students were beginners and would relate 

more to music they are more familiar with in their native tongue. As students advance in the Guri, 

they perform more and more in the classical tradition in other languages, and some might even go 

on to study at the major conservatories in Sao Paulo where they will learn even more about the 

classical musical practices. 

 The Guri Santa Marcelina is an institution that exists to promote sociocultural inclusion 

into the central, establishment culture which is classical. The inclusion they provide is for anyone, 

but mainly those who reside in the peripheral area. They accomplish this through the music 

education they offer and also in trips to the center to attend concerts at the main concert hall. In 

this way, the Guri sends a clear message that the central cultural institutions and traditions are for 

anyone and everyone; no longer does “high” culture belong to the elites. Nevertheless, the notion 

that this culture is exclusive is alive and well, even if only in the minds of the older members of 

the wealthy elite who give the Guri students disapproving glances when they show up to the opera. 

 While it is inclusive to grant greater access to central culture—by way of classical music—

I wonder how they might also validate non-central cultures. Even by naming their education, 

“music education,” without qualifying it as classical music education or traditional music 

education could reaffirm the centrality of that culture. Perhaps that is not needed; it is understood 
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given their connections with the state school of music.56 Still, by calling classical music simply 

music and calling other kinds of music using another name (i.e. world music or contemporary 

music), Western music education institutions contribute to the supremacy of that tradition. Even 

at universities in the United States, “Music History” is understood as the history of Western Art 

music, while “Jazz History” needs clarifying. One may pursue a degree in music or “commercial 

music.” This idea—this distinction between what is considered music at a school and what is 

considered music in society—is still deeply entrenched. 

 At the Guri Santa Marcelina, this notion could be problematic for potential music students, 

especially those who come from the periphery, who might not define music the same way the Guri 

does. In one particular instance, I observed a group of prospective students that were serving 

juvenile justice sentences that included participation in a non-profit organization like the Guri. 

When asked what their favorite genre of music was, the kids almost unanimously answered “funk,” 

a genre that arose on the streets of Rio de Janeiro that fits under the umbrella of hip-hop and 

features highly obscene lyrics. The teacher they were working with—a percussionist—used that 

knowledge to talk about how drums were featured in the music they liked. In this case, the 

percussion teacher did not admonish them for liking funk, but instead connected with the kids over 

their musical interests.  

Still, I could not imagine a scenario in which a teacher anywhere would encourage their 

students to perform or even listen to funk. For one, if a teacher did that it would not be taken lightly 

because of the intense sexual overtones of the music and the explicit content. Moreover, most 

teachers at the Guri are classically trained musicians. Some have other musical interests and 

                                                 
56 Along with management of the Guri, the Santa Marcelina order is in charge of a conservatory of music 

along with the state school of music. 
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expertise, but from my observations, most, if not all, of the choir teachers sing classically. In the 

case of other musical styles voice teachers might not so readily dismiss (like gospel) they might 

not feel qualified to teach it. As such, it might be difficult for students at the Guri to understand 

why they have to sing in choir and learn music theory if their interests are not in classical musical 

styles. Despite the institution’s social inclusion efforts, those students might not find a place at the 

Guri.  

 Still, the Guri could help those students find an organization that is more suited to their 

needs and interests. That is even part of the social workers responsibility: to help a student who 

wishes to study at the Guri do well there or, should they wish not to study there, help them find 

somewhere else. In Sao Paulo, there are other cultural organizations that teach a variety of non-

traditional music classes. One in particular that I visited had a “DJ class” where students were 

learning how to mix music using turntables. 

 Although I used the terms “traditional,” “central,” “mainstream,” to denote classical music 

styles, if we compare the numbers of fans of various genres, classical music is a lot less mainstream 

than say, pop. In my experience, I have had colleagues who have not joined choir because they 

want to sing in popular music groups. My students at the PACE Center for Girls in Tallahassee 

really like singing popular music with a gospel music sound. Traditional folk songs and classical 

music, on the other hand, feel foreign to them. Consequently, I feel that perhaps more and more 

students might not want the classical music education may not find a home at places like the Guri 

or other traditional music education institutions. 

 As an organization that is continuously changing in this regard, the Guri Santa Marcelina 

may progress in a number of ways, one of which could include increasing the value they place on 

highly diverse music and exploring the range of sounds and expressions the students can achieve 
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with their voices and instruments. Students could learn in an environment where no sound is 

superior to any other sound, learning that all sounds are useful in some context or another. Paulo 

was already alluding to this when he talked to the choir teacher who was trying to get her advanced 

singers to abandon their classical training and make brighter sounds for the indigenous songs they 

were rehearsing. If teachers are careful to distinguish value—bad sounds versus good sounds—

from the technique which is required to sing in different styles, they might more closely 

approximate a sound equality which more closely reflects social justice. 

 Certainly, it is no simple task for a teacher to teach music in this way as it requires them to 

balance nurturing a student’s interests while introducing them to new music. Yet, if a teacher does 

value learning new music and keeps an open mind, they may structure their class so that their 

students learn to appreciate discovering new styles, which could even translate to them being more 

open to trying new things. What happens inside the classroom does not stay inside the classroom; 

students pick up on a teacher’s values and become influenced by them. Teachers that are aware of 

this and aware of their own biases can impact their students to create positive social change. 
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