
ABSTRACT This article focuses on the development of the intervention built within the research of 
the People’s Health Movement ‘Civil Society Engagement for Health for All’, in a public school in Porto 
Alegre, southern Brazil. Through this experience, it was aimed at discussing the possibilities and difficul-
ties of the insertion of a social movement in the school environment, together with other actors in the 
health field, to stimulate social participation. This is an intervention directed at the youth, in the school 
environment, uniting several segments: school, Family Health Unit, health council, social movement and 
universities. Referenced on the proposal of the systematization of experiences as a method, the experience 
is described through the sequence of activities performed, based on the conception Buen Vivir, which 
cultivates belonging and respect for nature. The revitalization of the school’s abandoned forest was the 
guiding axis of the set of actions. This experience has shown, on the one hand, the difficulty of stimulat-
ing social participation linked to social control and of practicing actions with strong connection between 
school and health service. On the other hand, it made it possible to attempt non-institutionalized forms 
of participation, based on the constant exercise of citizenship and solidarity actions.

KEYWORDS Social participation. Health promotion. Environmental health. Family Health Strategy.

RESUMO O presente artigo tem como foco o desenvolvimento da intervenção construída no âmbito da pes-
quisa do Movimento pela Saúde dos Povos ‘Engajamento da Sociedade Civil para Saúde para Todos’, em uma 
escola estadual em Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul. Por meio da experiência apresentada, objetiva-se discutir 
sobre as possibilidades e as dificuldades da inserção de um movimento social no espaço escolar, juntamente 
com outros atores do campo da saúde, para estimular a participação social. Trata-se de uma intervenção 
direcionada à população jovem, no ambiente escolar, unindo vários segmentos: escola, Unidade de Saúde 
da Família, conselho de saúde, movimento social e universidades. Tendo a proposta da sistematização de 
experiências como método, a experiência é descrita por meio da sequência de atividades realizadas, baseadas 
na concepção de Bem Viver, que cultiva o pertencimento e o respeito à natureza. A revitalização da floresta 
abandonada da escola foi o eixo condutor das ações. A experiência demonstrou, por um lado, a dificuldade de 
estimular a participação social vinculada ao controle social e de praticar ações com forte interface entre escola 
e serviço de saúde. Por outro lado, possibilitou experimentar formas não institucionalizadas de participação, 
baseadas no exercício constante da cidadania e nas ações solidárias. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE Participação social. Promoção da saúde. Saúde ambiental. Estratégia Saúde da Família. 
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Introduction

The concept of social participation, forged 
during the political effervescence characteristic 
of the 1970s and 1990s in the Country, constitutes 
one of the structuring elements of the Unified 
Health System (SUS) and emerges in line with 
a set of devices that seek to enforce, in practice, 
the effective participation of society in public 
policies. In this sense, it refers to the right of citi-
zenship and the exercise of democracy, which, 
in the words of Escorel and Moreira, consists of,

[...] the exercise of democracy in daily life, 
which requires permanent reflection on its 
rules, limits and possibilities. It is, therefore, 
a learning process that is exercised respecting 
differences and in the expansion of spaces for 
coexistence and public debate1(1007).

In this context, social participation is linked 
to the democratic perspective that, from 
the beginning, inspired the construction of 
Brazilian public health policy. Health and de-
mocracy are, therefore, dimensions intrinsic to 
SUS itself. This was even the theme of the 8th 
National Health Conference (CNS)2, in 1986, 
considered a milestone in the history of the 
construction of health and SUS conferences.

The association between democracy and 
health has mobilized Brazilian society in 
defense of the expansion of the concept of 
health, elevating it to the condition of right and 
serving as a guiding idea for the construction 
of the bases of the social security chapter in 
the Citizen Constitution of 1988, giving legal 
materiality for ‘health as a right of all and duty 
of the State’. Thirty-three years later, in 2019, 
the 16th National Health Conference, which 
was called ‘8th + 8’, brought as its central 
theme ‘Democracy and Health: Health as a 
Right and Consolidation and Financing of the 
SUS’, seeking to rescue, update and reaffirm 
the propositions of the 8th CNS.

The more than three decades that separate 
the 8th from the 16th CNS point to the need 
to face old challenges that remain current: 

the effects of institutionalization, which end 
up restricting social participation in health to 
the spaces of councils and conferences, which 
are formally recognized as social control; little 
autonomy in relation to the executive power; 
the numerous issues related to the theme of 
representativeness, among others. Another 
challenge to be faced relates to the difficulty of 
renewing the participants in the instances of 
social control in health, since they are always 
the same ones who participate and, in the vast 
majority, they have been doing it for a long time. 
Since the 1990s, when conferences and coun-
cils gained their legal institutionality, society’s 
adherence has been made almost exclusively by 
the same subjects, historical heirs of a militancy 
that began even in the 1960s, with the basic 
social and ecclesial movements. The demoti-
vation of young people to participate in these 
spaces and the lack of expressiveness of actions 
directed specifically to this population segment 
also contribute to this.

At the same time that the need for renewal 
of representations is so clear, questions are 
asked about the elements that have contrib-
uted to this scenario. The lack of ‘community 
spirit’, increasingly striking today, contributes 
to the weakening of social ties, as well as to 
the increase of violence and the consequent 
retraction in the occupation of public spaces, 
be they the street, the square, the school or the 
city in general, ending up making it impossible 
for the subjects to establish bonds with each 
other, to get together around a common cause 
or project. It is worth mentioning an excerpt 
from Eymard Vasconcelos: “The increase in 
the consumption of goods, the agitation and 
alienation, resulting from the system, disperses 
the wills, fragments the dreams and accommo-
dates”3(99), which summarizes well the context 
of the need for (re)creation and aggregation of 
wills, which is so well applied today.

According to Gohn:

Social movements are sources and agencies 
of knowledge production. The school con-
text is an important space for participation 
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in education. School participation generates 
political learning for participation in society in 
general4(347).

The author emphasizes, furthermore, that 
the learning within a social movement is mul-
tiple, during and after a specific action, both 
for the group and for the individual subjects4. 
In this perspective, the idea arises of reconcil-
ing the autonomy and creativity of the social 
movement with the commitment and solidity 
of public policy, to work with the motivation of 
young people to exercise social participation 
in everyday life.

Thus, the objective of this article is to 
share the experiences of a research/exten-
sion project whose intention was to sensi-
tize and involve youth in spaces for social 
participation in health and to stimulate the 
formation of new political subjects from the 
integration with the actions of the School 
Health Program (PSE). Starting from a 
broader question – ‘How can civil society 
engagement be more effective in achieving 
health for all?’ – the intention is, through 
the experience described, to discuss the 
possibilities and difficulties arising from 
the insertion of a social movement in the 
school space, together with other actors in 
the health field, in order to encourage social 
participation.

Contextualization

The intervention that will be presented in 
this article was conceived in the context of 
an action research of the People’s Health 
Movement (PHM), a network of organiza-
tions and people committed to the real-
ization of the right to health in the world. 
Its foundation, in the year 2000, took 
place through the conjunction of popular 
movements from all over the world, con-
cerned with the distancing of the goal 
‘Health for All in the year 2000’, signed at 
the International Conference on Primary 

Health Care, in Alma-Ata, in 19785. The 
PHM, among other actions, is committed to 
the production and dissemination of knowl-
edge that contributes to an increasingly 
effective activism in the search for health 
for all. As part of this commitment, the re-
search program ‘Civil Society Engagement 
for Health for All’ was developed.

This program, with the objective of un-
derstanding how civil society can be more 
effective in its work to achieve health for 
all, in terms of mechanisms, processes 
and practices, involved six countries on 
four continents: Brazil, Colombia, Italy, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, South 
Africa and India. Each country, organized 
around its PHM circle, developed the re-
search locally, according to the character-
istics and needs of the context in which 
it operates. The research was carried out 
in two phases: the first, exploring and un-
derstanding the context of local activism 
(exploratory dimension); and the second, 
proposing actions to strengthen health ac-
tivism (participatory dimension).

In Brazil, three PHM regional circles 
participated (Maranhão, Southeast and 
Porto Alegre), each putting the research 
into practice according to its reality. In 
Porto Alegre, capital of Rio Grande do Sul, 
the research aimed at social participation 
in health as an expression of activism. In 
the first phase, investigating the context 
of social control, prior exploration with 
key actors highlighted the need to raise 
awareness and involve the young popula-
tion in spaces for social participation. Thus, 
the focus of the second phase was defined, 
which constituted the construction of an 
intervention in the school space, which 
will be presented in this article. The in-
tervention place was chosen according to 
the availability and interest of the people 
who would be involved, taking into account 
the relationships built with the research 
participants in the first phase. The project 
was initially presented to the team at one 



SAÚDE DEBATE   |  RIO DE JANEIRO, V. 44, N. ESPECIAL 1, P. 64-78, JAN 2020

The school as a space for social participation and citizenship promotion: the experience of building participation in a school environment 67

of the Family Health Units (FHU), who had 
expressed a special interest in participating. 
In conjunction with the FHU team, with 
the PSE as a base action, a state school in 
the territory was chosen, based on the as-
sessment that there was an affinity with the 
authors’ proposal to promote health and 
citizenship with collaborative activities and 
that would favor the active participation of 
the school community.

To develop the intervention, conceptual 
milestones were aligned with the ideals of the 
PHM as a whole, especially with the Latin 
American network of the Movement. The 
first one is Buen Vivir, or Sumak Kawsay6, 
an expression that comes from the ances-
tral peoples of Latin America, according to 
which ‘feeling good’ translates as a feeling of 
belonging and respect for nature, to Mother 
Earth, and to all life in an ecosystem where 
the human being is life within life. It is a 
citizen experience towards nature and, also, 
a civilizing project or a utopia in permanent 
recreation. In this conception, the relations 
between human beings and nature can be of 
respect and care, contradicting the hegemon-
ic practice of today, marked by utilitarianism, 
competition and greed.

The concept of permaculture, one of the 
main axes of the actions developed, is aligned 

with that of Buen Vivir. Created by Australians 
Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, in the 
1970s, it is a set of knowledge from traditional 
societies that brings innovative techniques, 
with the aim of creating a ‘permanent culture’, 
sustainable, based on cooperation between 
men and nature. One of the fundamental 
principles of permaculture is respect for the 
wisdom of nature, which guides the devel-
opment of a proper and adequate system for 
each place7,8. From the strategy of observing 
and copying nature, numerous techniques 
can emerge to plan the sustainability of green 
spaces, such as the small forest of the school 
where the work took place.

Methods

To subsidize the development of the construc-
tion and implementation of the intervention 
in the school, we chose the proposal for the 
systematization of experiences, elaborated 
by Jara9, whose main characteristics are pre-
sented in chart 1. All these characteristics 
could be, in some way, experienced in differ-
ent moments, considering the possibilities and 
difficulties imposed by the process, which is 
summarized in chart 1.

Characteristic Form of development in research

Knowledge production from 
experience

All activities that make up the intervention were designed according to the experi-
ences of all participants: PHM activists, school community, FHU team, local health 
council and universities. The new experiences produced with the activities, predomi-
nantly experiential, generated new knowledge about the topics addressed.

Historical reconstruction of the 
event, to interpret it and gain 
learning

As the activities were added, the facts became linked, together with the socio-polit-
ical contextual elements that permeated them, generating reflection and enabling a 
more comprehensive understanding of reality.

Valuing the knowledge of 
people who are the subjects of 
experiences

The collective and participatory dynamics adopted presupposes the valorization of 
the knowledge of the people involved, also welcoming the transformation of this 
knowledge from the living of the experiences.

Chart 1. Characteristics of the systematization of experiences according to Jara (2013)
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This work was developed with the inten-
tion of integrating the actions of the PSE, 
an intersectoral policy instituted in 2007 by 
the Ministries of Health and Education10. 
The PSE aims at contributing to the com-
prehensive education of students through 
actions of promotion, prevention and health 
care, in order to face the vulnerabilities 
that compromise the full development of 
children and young people in the public 
school system11. PSE actions in schools are 
carried out by family health teams in the 
corresponding territory. Thus, from the 
planning of the intervention, the interface 
with the Santo Alfredo FHU, located in the 
health district Partenon, was established. 
Next, university extension projects were 
created, involving professors and stu-
dents from two public universities: State 
University of Rio Grande do Sul (Uergs) 
and Federal University of Rio Grande do 
Sul (UFRGS). Both projects were approved 
by their respective Extension Chambers 
(codes: 899, at Uergs; and 36283, at UFRGS).

Next, activities carried out in a process 
that took place over two and a half years, 
from September 2016 to December 2018 are 
presented.

An intervention at school with the 
school

The school at issue, located in a region of 
high social vulnerability, covers elementary 
education, from the first to the ninth year. 
It has been in operation since 1985, has 260 
students and 24 employees. According to data 
from the 2017 Census, it has eight classrooms, 
an open sports court, a playground (out of 
order), bathrooms, kitchen, cafeteria, a room 
for teachers and management. Its facilities 
include a large external area, little explored, 
with a small forest, which the school com-
munity calls bush.

The work has been built to the extent 
that it was opportune to link knowledge and 
practices on citizenship, human rights, Buen 
Vivir, permaculture, healthy eating and the 

Chart 1. (cont.)

Characteristic Form of development in research

Identification of tensions be-
tween project and process

The plans and projects initially thought generated real processes, which constituted 
experiences for all participants. Any activity performed, considering the dynamics of 
the intervention, triggered a lively and dynamic process, which reflected what was 
about to come, bringing unforeseen events to the planned. In the process, several 
tensions could be identified, which were also a source of learning.

Learning identification and 
formulation

The activities, by valuing the knowledge of the subjects and the production of knowl-
edge from experience, had as consequence the generation of new learning, an aspect 
that can be especially highlighted in a school environment.

Documentation of experiences 
and preparation of communi-
cation materials and products 
useful to participants

The following were produced: filming, photographic material, written records, work-
shops with creation of artistic materials and other items, construction of a play per-
formance and elaboration (still unfinished) of a video.

Strengthening individual and 
group capacities

The dynamics of collective construction adopted could favor the strengthening of the 
capacities, however, the insufficient integration among the participants and the dif-
ficulties of other natures compromised this process.

Presence of the protagonism 
of the subjects involved in the 
experience also in its system-
atization

This characteristic was hampered by the difficulties faced in the process, mainly by 
the disaggregation between people and groups.

PHM: People’s Health Movement; FHU: Family Health Unit.
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promotion of a culture of peace. From there, 
the connections established could generate 
reflection on other possible ways of living in 
the current society, which encourages con-
sumerism and individualism12.

Conversation rounds with the teachers 
and the school management began in March 
2017. For three months, the possibilities 
for joint action were debated, considering 
the diversity of experiences that the pres-
ence of a social movement could add to the 
school space. The ‘Solidarity Day’, held at 
the school in May of that year, was the first 
meeting of the research/intervention group 
with the school community and the Local 
Health Council (CLS). Activities on that 
day included a task force for cleaning the 
yard and video recording of statements by 
parents, students, staff and teachers about 

their expectations and desires regarding 
greater collective participation in caring for 
the school. Based on that, the path for a first 
action was outlined: the revitalization of the 
school forest as a teaching/learning space.

The actions that made up the intervention 
focused on understanding that human health 
and the health of the planet are just one. In 
addition, we reinforced the interdisciplinary 
approach to knowledge, as well as awareness 
of the use of medicinal plants, permaculture 
and composting. Solidarity, cooperation in 
teamwork and valuing the consumption of 
healthy foods were elements present in all 
activities. Chart 2, in chronological order, 
shows the activities carried out, their objec-
tives and the actors involved. In another 
publication, a more detailed description of 
each activity can be found13.

Activity Period/length Participants Objective Actions developed

Researchers 
meeting with 
Santo Alfredo 
FHU

2nd semester of 
2016, for 2 hours

PHM, coordina-
tion and workers 
at Santo Alfredo 
FHU and univer-
sities

Share the initial research process 
and present the proposed interven-
tion project.

Choice of the school in the territory of the FHU, 
definition of actions for the beginning of activities 
and deals in relation to the integration of the project 
with the PSE.

Conversation 
rounds with the 
school com-
munity

1st semester 
of 2017, for 3 
months

PHM, teachers, 
school manage-
ment, FHU, CLS 
and universities

Present the project, its conceptual 
bases and analyze the possibilities 
of joint actions and involvement 
with the community.

Beginning of a conversation network between the 
school community, primary health care workers and 
PHM researchers through the PSE;
Presentation of the concept of Buen Vivir as a field of 
intercession between health and education for the 
construction of citizenship.

‘Solidarity Day’ May 2017, during 
a shift

PHM, school 
community and 
CLS

Approach and participate in an 
activity developed by the school 
community.

Video recording with statements from parents, stu-
dents, staff and teachers;
Design of the path for the first action: the revital-
ization of the school forest as a teaching/learning 
space.

Visit to a tradi-
tional commu-
nity vegetable 
garden

1st semester of 
2018, two visits 
of one shift each

PHM, 250 stu-
dents and teach-
ers, CLS and 
universities

Awaken young people’s sensitiv-
ity and interest in the production 
of agroecological foods based on 
learning from experience;
Approach the collective effort and 
the creation of a public space and 
its role in urban dynamics;
Provide a different perspective on 
nature, living beings, health and 
good living.

Dialogue on ultra-processed foods, problematizing 
and valuing the consumption of healthy and natural 
foods;
Knowledge and dissemination of the cultivation of 
Unconventional Food Plants (Pancs);
Production of new themes for classroom debates;
Discussion about the concept of solidarity and value 
of teamwork.

Chart 2. Activities developed at the school, detailing the period of performance, participants, objectives and actions



SAÚDE DEBATE   |  RIO DE JANEIRO, V. 44, N. ESPECIAL 1, P. 64-78, JAN 2020

Giugliani C, Cesar KT, Flores EMTL, Mello VR, Robinson PG70

Chart 2. (cont.) 

Activity Period/length Participants Objective Actions developed

Choice of mas-
cot and project 
name

1st semester of 
2018, during two 
shifts

PHM, teachers, 
students from all 
school years and 
universities

Creatively engage the school com-
munity in the project;
Encourage collective participation.

Exhibition of 43 artistic works made by children and 
young people;
Election of the most voted design and name;
Printing of the winning design on stickers, which 
were later glued on the composting buckets and on 
the compost heaps.

Forest revi-
talization and 
permaculture

1st semester 
2018, workshops 
and biweekly 
meetings

PHM, hired per-
maculturist, 3rd, 
6th and 9th grade 
students and 
teachers from the 
school, universi-
ties

Provide another opportunity to live 
with the abandoned forest;
Bring children and teachers closer 
to the invisible nature.

Cleaning and revitalization of the abandoned green 
area; construction of outdoor classroom and living 
spaces within the forest; practical exercises in the 
agriculture and cultivation of medicinal plants;
Cleaning of the small stream present in the school; 
Construction of a wooden bridge between the patio 
and the forest, facilitating the access.

‘The Little 
Buckets Revolu-
tion’20

1st semester of 
2018, continuous 
duration

MSP, students, 
Family members, 
cook and  school 
lunch ladies and 
universities

Involve families, in a cooperative 
learning process in the experience 
of transforming organic waste into 
fertilizer;
Promote understanding of the 
difference between garbage and 
organic waste, reinforcing the im-
portance of using it in the soil.

Confection of compost heaps; 
Practical cooperation activity, in which the children 
brought from home organic waste to dispose of in 
the compost heaps; 
Conversation rounds on the topic, in the outdoor 
classroom built in the forest;
Opportunity for significant learning on: permaculture, 
composting, final disposal of organic waste, environ-
mental health, water, healthy food and citizenship.

Qigong work-
shops and 
creativity with 
clay

1st semester of 
2018, two work-
shops with 50 
minutes each

PHM, two classes 
of students (2nd 
and 6th grades), 
teachers, guest 
fine artist

Stimulate creative processes in 
connection with the forest, through 
Qigong and clay workshops;
Promote Buen Vivir and care for 
the body, nutrition and the school 
environment.

Practices of Qigong, an ancient Chinese technique 
that seeks vital force through attention to breathing 
and synchronized movements;
Walks to the forest, in silence, where everyone 
turned their attention to listening and observing the 
forest;
Sitting in a circle, talking about perceptions and feel-
ings, collecting material found in the surroundings 
(leaves, branches, land) to introduce into the clay;
Workshops for the production of clay sculptures, 
inspired by the elements of nature, using natural pig-
ments in the forest;
Exhibition of works in the school cafeteria;
After the workshops, second-year students contin-
ued to use the forest to practice Qigong, guided by 
the school’s teacher.

Seasoned salt 
workshop

2nd semester of 
2018, during a 
shift

PHM, ‘Hiperdia’ 
Group* of the 
Santo Alfredo 
FHU, CLS, school 
director, teacher 
and employee

Work on health promotion issues 
bringing CLS, FHU and the School 
closer;
Address the risk factors associated 
with excessive consumption of salt 
and processed foods.

Workshop held by a group of users of the Santo 
Alfredo FHU, who shared the recipe and dried herbs 
for each student to prepare their own seasoning. The 
children took the seasoning home, with the function 
of arousing the interest of family members in the 
issues addressed;
Conversation about risk factors associated with 
excessive consumption of salt and processed foods, 
such as snacks;
Intergenerational meeting, which activated affections 
and promoted the rapprochement between children 
and the elderly.
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In order to implement the forest revitaliza-
tion actions, a geographer and permaculture 
expert was added to the team, who brought 
with him ten years of experience in public 
schools in the city. The act of rescuing the 
abandoned green area and transforming the 
school’s forest into a classroom has provided, 
in practice, the cultivation and use of medici-
nal plants, as well as the collective use of a 
contemplative and interaction space. Thus, 
contact with the forest was expanded, through 

diverse experiences, such as workshops of 
introduction to permaculture and agrofor-
estry, principles of sustainability, cultivation 
of Unconventional Food Plants (Pancs) and 
construction of compost heaps ( figures 1 
and 2). The theater workshops, based on the 
book ‘Don Quixote and the garbage-breathing 
Dragon’14, which addresses sustainability and 
respect for nature, reinforced the aspects 
worked in the forest.

Chart 2. (cont.) 

Activity Period/length Participants Objective Actions developed

Oral health and 
nutrition work-
shops 

1st semester of 
2018, 6 meetings

PHM, students 
and professor of 
Dentistry at PUC-
RS, dentist tutor 
from the FHU, 
teachers, students 
and school staff

Develop an educational project 
on oral health and healthy eating, 
integrating PHM, university, FHU 
and school;
Integrate undergraduate Dentistry 
students in the project.

Development of workshops on oral health promo-
tion, healthy eating and sustainability;
Creation of a panel demonstrating the amount of 
sugar contained in products consumed by students, 
which was displayed in the cafeteria for reflection 
and knowledge by teachers and students;
Construction of vertical garden, made with pallets 
and pet bottles, for the cultivation of vegetables by 
students;
Culinary workshop using herbs and salads planted in 
the vertical garden.

 ‘Dom Lixote’ 
Theater work-
shops

2nd semester of 
2018, 16 meet-
ings during 4 
months

PHM, 8th grade 
teachers and 
students;
guest artist/work-
shop

Exercise the collective experience, 
stimulating cooperation and youth 
protagonism; 
Promote reflections on environ-
mental issues and the sustainability 
of the planet.

Body expression and improvisation workshops for 
the development of creativity, communication, disin-
hibition and memorization;
Elaboration of a theatrical project (creation of script, 
scenography, costumes, etc.), which addressed the 
issues of consumer society, garbage, water privatiza-
tion, sustainability and respect for nature;
Encouraging students to be agents that multiply the 
environmental cause;
Staging and presentation to the school community.

Baghetinho 
clown at school

2nd semester of 
2018, during the 
last day of class

PHM, guest art-
ist, students and 
school teachers

Bring joy and awaken the culture of 
peace as a device of new affections 
and meetings at school.

Theatrical performance of clowning, a playful expe-
rience that brought irreverence and enchantment 
through ‘clowning’ as a cheerful and resistant way of 
acting (re-existing).

PHM: Peoples’ Health Movement; FHU: Family Health Unit; CLS: Local Health Council; PSE: School Health Program; PUC-RS: Pontifical Catholic University of Rio Grande do 
Sul. *Group of people with hypertension and diabetes who attend the FHU Santo Alfredo. 
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Reflections and learnings

The experience of developing this interven-
tion at school gave rise to many questions, 
especially: what calls people to be together 
today? What other ways of being together have 
we experienced? What are the threads that 
connect us to keep on living in community?

Given the above, it can be considered that 
the participatory process we intend to build 
has operated as a device for creating wishes 

and promoting health. The idea of creating 
wills mentioned here is related to the condi-
tions that made it possible, from the effort of 
a group of institutions (school, social move-
ment, universities and health services), to open 
spaces for new productions and learnings 
within a public school that, like the vast ma-
jority in Brazil, suffers the effects of the scrap-
ping of its physical structure, the shortage and 
devaluation of teachers, and the depreciation 
in the qualification of the teaching staff.

Figure 1. Cultivation of spices, herbs and vegetables at school. On the right, one of the compost heaps built by the students and 
the permaculturist can be observed

Source: Photo by Eliane Maria Teixeira Flores.

Figure 2. Mascot of the project elected in the vote

Source: Photo by Kátia Teresa Cesa.
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In the wake of the dismantling of public 
policies, objectively and subjectively, stu-
dents, parents, teachers, health workers and 
the school community as a whole are also 
affected. In the health-education interface, 
it is possible to notice that a large part of 
the demand for care that reaches the health 
service comes from school spaces. Issues 
such as violence, drug abuse, the childhood 
obesity epidemic, among others, point to the 
importance of joint action by health and edu-
cation to face these problems. Aware of this 
dynamic, the intervention sought to boost 
processes of invention, creation and daring 
in the relationship with the common space of 
the school, triggering a participatory process 
of construction, information, learning and 
growth. From the experience involving health 
and education in the space of a public school, 
the shared belonging around a common was 
plotting other meanings for what was expe-
rienced together.

It was a great surprise to realize, on the 
first visit, that at the chosen school there was 
a green area with abundant and alive nature 
within its walls, but that, being abandoned, it 
caused contempt and even fear. It was danger-
ous, perhaps forbidden, to enter the forest. 
However, what was seen, in the course of the 
work, was a sanctuary with enormous poten-
tial to shelter, in all its diversity, many teach-
ings, entertainment and recovery of ancestral 
culture. And then there was the possibility of 
an agroforestry, a green classroom, in short, a 
magical space for learning and experiences. 
From there, it was asked: could a cooperative 
work around nature be a learning device for 
social participation?

When reflecting on the guiding axis that 
would base the activities, it was concluded 
that the concept of Buen Vivir would allow 
exactly this: a new civilizing paradigm, 
where nature is not considered as some-
thing external or as a threat, but as part 
of the very dynamics of life and condition 
of future existence15. A counterpoint to 
the current model of development, where 

nothing – water, forests, food, life – escapes 
the circuits of capital.

The starting point was to awaken chil-
dren’s sensitivity and interest in the nature 
that surrounds them. There was an invest-
ment in the experience of taking the whole 
school to visit one of the most traditional 
and recognized community gardens in 
Porto Alegre, rescuing the ancestral wisdom 
present in the concept of Buen Vivir. This ac-
tivity enabled an interdisciplinary approach 
to knowledge, providing a different perspec-
tive on nature, living beings and health, and 
which, subsequently, allowed teachers to 
continue working in the classroom on the 
concepts brought by the experience, such 
as agroecology, healthy eating, medicinal 
herbs and other topics related to Buen Vivir.

The next step was to collectively plan the 
appropriation and belonging of the school 
community to the proposal that emerged. 
Thus, the activity of creating a name and 
a mascot for the project had 43 drawings 
registered and produced a creative and par-
ticipatory dynamics, where all students at 
the school exercised their vote and were 
actively involved. The name chosen by the 
students for the project was ‘Our greener 
world’, and the mascot design was a little 
bucket with gardening tools ( figure 2).

The contact with the forest was expand-
ed through workshops to introduce perma-
culture and agroforestry, clay sculpturing 
( figure 3), cultivation of Pancs, composting 
and construction of compost heaps, Qigong, 
among others. The rediscovery of such a 
rich microenvironment in the school space 
brought enthusiasm to students, teachers 
and researchers. Many students, for the 
first time, were able to touch the land. The 
joy of cultivating, pruning and cleaning the 
area was demonstrated by the willingness 
to participate in activities developed within 
the forest. An invitation was enough for 
many volunteers to appear to collaborate 
in a given activity, among the many that 
were carried out.
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The workshops opened space for the exer-
cise of participation and citizenship, which, 
in general, are still little experienced in the 
school environment. However, it is in this 
space, built together, that the young people’s 
sense of collective belonging could awaken, 
paving the way for joy, creativity and protago-
nism in social participation. Unprecedented 
experiences were given opportunity, awaken-
ing new senses in the subjects involved and 
nurturing the desire to be together.

The participation to which reference is 
made when analyzing this process goes far 
beyond simply being part of a collective ac-
tivity. Young people, when experiencing a 
collaborative process, constantly participate 
in situations in which everyone is encour-
aged to suggest, give an opinion, contribute. 
By having an active part and freedom in the 
activities carried out at school, they realize 
that their participation is of fundamental 
importance, but no less important than the 
participation of the other. They learn that 
the greater the collective commitment, the 
better and more rewarding the process as 
a whole16. The performance of the theater 
activity, for example, in addition to promoting 
cultural expansion and personal improve-
ment, stimulated the exchange of experi-
ences, the exercise of problem-solving, the 

celebration of diversity and the collaborative 
spirit among young people, fundamental in 
a healthy school community.

In a broader sense, the concept of youth 
can be understood as a unique moment of 
the life cycle, simultaneously with the spe-
cific social and cultural conditions in which 
the subject is inserted17. Much has been said 
about the weak engagement of young people 
in the social and political issues that affect 
them. Among the factors that may be con-
tributing to this situation, we can consider 
the inadequacy of traditional practices and 
spaces and their inability to dialogue with 
the real needs of this specific group, what 
calls us to consider other and new forms of 
communication, organization and mobiliza-
tion12. As holders of rights,

Adolescents and young people have the de-
sire to be heard and the need to be recognized 
for their abilities. [...] they need to be seen in a 
concrete way as citizens, capable of position-
ing themselves at the different levels of daily 
life in which they are immersed. A large num-
ber of young people have an ideal of trans-
forming society into something more human 
and fairer, but they have no idea how to make 
it happen, nor do they receive any incentive in 
this regard18(52).

Figure 3. Children working with clay and elements of nature 

Source: Photo by Eliane Maria Teixeira Flores.
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In this sense, Boghossian and Minayo17 
return to the concept forged by the educa-
tor and activist in the area of childhood and 
adolescence, Antonio Carlos G. da Costa. The 
authors say:

In its conception, protagonism presupposes 
the creation of spaces and mechanisms for 
listening and participation of young people 
in real situations at school, in the commu-
nity and in social life, with a view to both so-
cial transformation and their comprehensive 
education17(416).

The perspective of the protagonism or par-
ticipation of young people, therefore, consists 
in promoting with them the development of 
autonomy, self-esteem, assertiveness and life 
projects. In addition, youth participation is a 
powerful strategy for promoting health and 
preventing violence, drug abuse and sexually 
transmitted infections/Aids. 

Still, based on the characteristics of the 
systematization of experiences (chart 1)9, it 
can be said that the work carried out provided 
an opportunity for a better understanding of 
the practice, thereby generating openness to 
new experiences. It also provided an histori-
cal reconstruction of all activities carried out, 
along with a constant reflective exercise on 
how the processes took place, existing reasons 
and meanings, consequences and causes, con-
tradictions, coherences and inconsistencies, 
continuities and ruptures, bonds and absences. 
By ordering and recovering what happened 
in our particular experience, we are able to 
interpret and understand it in a historical 
and social context that embraces us, plung-
ing into the current political situation which 
involves social participation. This situation 
is characterized as a threat to democracy and 
people’s participation in decision-making 
spheres. An example is the publication by the 
Federal Government, in April 2019, of Decree 
nº 9.759, which extinguishes and limits the 
performance of councils that provide for the 
participation of civil society19.

The critical reflections provided through-
out the process generated learning, from the 
identification of problems, questions, tensions 
and contradictions. The filming and records 
of conversations in the form of a diary, the 
workshops, the construction of a play perfor-
mance, the elaboration (still unfinished) of a 
video, are rich materials that can be used in 
other experiences. In this sense, there is both 
the prospect of continuing to work in the same 
school, as well as developing a new proposal 
in another public school. 

Participants, including students, teachers, 
school principal, PHM activists, FHU profes-
sionals, health counselors, university students 
and the community in general, they grew up 
and got stronger with the process, where 
each one’s contributions were articulated 
and added up to produce something relevant 
for all people. This characterizes collective 
and participatory action. As an example, 
the construction of compost heaps and the 
use of the little buckets involved, in addi-
tion to students, their families, school staff, 
among other people, generating knowledge 
and practice beyond what had been initially 
planned. We believe in examples like this, 
where community participation operates as 
an agent for transformation, where the search 
for a more supportive and cooperative way of 
life can trigger change. Seeking to mobilize 
youth protagonism in the construction and 
promotion of social participation in health, 
this intervention was built, inspiring the 
educational focus of social movements. In 
addition to being present in the proposed 
activities, the involvement of PHM activists 
brought enthusiasm to practice new forms 
of learning, constituting a multiplying peda-
gogical effect. In this sense, the experience 
of university extension comes to the fore, 
another potent element of this experience:

University extension is the freest space for the 
creation of new pedagogical practices against 
hegemonic ones. It is the place for the social 
movement within the university. The new is 
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not generated only from the reflection of great 
scholars. On the contrary, it is mainly the re-
sult of social movements3(102).

Thus, it is evident the richness of aggregat-
ing different ways of producing knowledge 
from the experiences of different subjects, 
who, in their diversity, converged on this 
project, in building knowledge within and 
for the collective. The school and its com-
munity, the university, the health unit, the 
health council, the social movement, all of 
these groups and spaces can benefit from 
what was produced by them. The richness of 
networking also makes it possible to resize 
local action in global thinking and articulation. 
This bridge between local and global finds, 
in partnership with social movements and 
universities, a huge power.

According to Gohn4, learning from social 
movements can be of various orders: practical 
(how to organize, how to participate, how to 
join, which axes to choose), politics (knowing 
what your rights are), cultural (knowing which 
elements build the identity of the group), re-
flective (about their practices, generator of 
knowledge) and ethics (based on the experi-
ence or observation of the other, centered on 
values such as the common good, solidarity 
and sharing), among others. By experiencing 
the know-how reported here, it was possible 
to operate directly with these learnings.

However, there were many difficulties 
faced. In the development of activities, 
in practice, the PHM and the universities 
ended up assuming a very central role, since 
the other groups were not so proactive, and 
the execution of the actions was dependent 
on the availability of the former. The desire 
was for the FHU and the school to become 
more autonomous for the development of the 
work, but that did not happen. The overload 
of FHU professionals, who were unable to 
leave the unit to participate in school activities, 
was notable due to the health care demands 
within the service. This reflects a difficult 
reality for FHU teams, which compromises 

their involvement in collective and community 
activities, including the PSE. In this specific 
experience, there was receptivity and enthu-
siasm from the health team, but they were 
unable to carry out the work planned.

It is also noteworthy that not all the people 
involved participated in its systematization, 
which represents an immense challenge in the 
scenario in which this intervention is inserted. 
But, precisely, it is also a symptom of the lack of 
wills and the disaggregation encountered when 
arriving at school, and that also needs time to 
become the desired collective protagonism. 
At the school in question, at the beginning of 
the work, the examples of participation were 
reduced to isolated actions by parents of stu-
dents, usually with the objective of overcoming 
the lack of infrastructure and economic defi-
ciencies of the school. However, the concept 
proposed in the school-community relationship 
broadened the spectrum of subjects in action, 
as it presupposed the involvement of parents, 
teachers, managers, employees, representa-
tives of neighborhood associations and social 
movements. However, this involvement still 
proved to be incipient and very dependent 
on the presence of the PHM and universities. 
Furthermore, the school context, characterized 
by long inactive periods – vacations, strikes – 
and change of the administration, in addition to 
the aforementioned scrapping, did not favor the 
subjects’ involvement in a more perennial way.

With regard to social participation, in this 
experience, the connection between the school 
and the institutionalized spaces of social par-
ticipation did not happen, which led to the 
reflection on other forms of participation 
arising from the protagonism of the subjects 
involved in the collective actions of everyday 
life, and from the experimentation of non-
institutionalized forms of participation based 
on the constant exercise of citizenship and 
solidarity actions. In this sense, the insertion of 
the social movement in the school has opened 
space for creativity, has presented new airs and 
possibilities, expanding the understanding of 
the concepts of health and participation.
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Final considerations

The set of actions carried out within the scope of 
the PHM research ‘Civil Society Engagement for 
Health for All’ at a public school in Porto Alegre 
has demonstrated that the school can be a signifi-
cant place for exercising and encouraging social 
participation, through collective activities that 
provided solidary experiences and the exercise 
of citizenship. Still, based on this experience, it 
was observed that social participation is a way 
of acting that is learned/experienced in different 
areas of life and that requires time to be culti-
vated. The challenge of fostering processes of 
citizenship, participation and democracy capable 
of educating active citizens does not arise over-
night, but involves, as in working with nature, a 
time of planting and harvesting, which requires 
dedication, effort and collective care.

Finally, the idea arises that social participa-
tion fits into the concept of health connected 
with the conceptions of Buen Vivir. Thus, it 
is possible to understand participation from 
collective actions in daily life, giving greater 
emphasis to the exercise of permanent citizen-
ship, detaching it exclusively from instances 
of social control, a space still very marked by 
institutionalized ways of acting. We believe 
that, through actions in the school’s micro 
space, it is possible to germinate the political 
performance of young people regardless of the 
spaces they may occupy in society.
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