Bahia Street Facts

Bahia Street’s Ripple Effect

Seattle- and Brazil-based non-profit takes students from illiteracy to university

Bahia Street’s mission is to break cycles of poverty, violence, and inequality through supporting impoverished young women and girls in Northeastern Brazil from illiteracy to university.

What is Bahia Street?

Bahia Street is a Seattle- and Brazil-based non-profit that educates girls and young women living in the shantytowns of Salvador, a city of three million people in northeastern Brazil. The program was developed by African-Brazilians who live in shantytowns in Salvador. It is organized as an international partnership that combines the knowledge and dedication of a grassroots organization with international fiscal accountability.

How was Bahia Street begun?

In the early-1990’s, anthropologist Margaret Willson was doing research in Salvador and met Rita Concieção, a sociologist born and raised in one of Salvador’s shantytowns. The two of them held meetings in 1996 with shantytown residents to find out what kind of a project they thought would best address the problems of poverty. The residents suggested they provide quality education for girls. Education, because it is not available to the poor and everyone knew it was their only way out of poverty. Girls, because they have fewer opportunities than boys and are more likely to use their education to help their families and neighbors.

Willson returned to the United States and launched Bahia Street, a 501(c)3 non-profit organization to provide support for the Brazilian program. Concieção selected five bright, studious girls and arranged for them to take the entrance exam at a quality private school.

Only one girl, Juliana, passed the exam. Concieção hired a tutor to work with all five. With Juliana in private school, the other four attended public school for a half day, the usual school day in Brazil, and worked with the tutor for a half day. At the end of the year, all were accepted into the private school, the youngest even skipping a grade.

The impressive success of the tutoring program led to its expansion over the next nine years and the phasing out of the private school component. The Bahia Street Center now offers an education equivalent to the best private schools in Salvador. The students attend the Center for a half day and public school for the other half.

What is the Bahia Street Center?

In 2003, Bahia Street bought and renovated an 18th-century building in Salvador. The building’s central location means that girls can take just one bus into town, rather than having to transfer buses in dangerous neighborhoods. The Center has classrooms, a kitchen and dining room, an outdoor play space, administrative offices, and bathrooms where the girls shower each day. Most do not have showers at home.

The program provides all books and school materials. Girls also receive a backpack, school uniforms, and shoes. They eat one hot meal and two snacks at school every day.

What is the Bahia Street curriculum?

The Bahia Street Center has fourteen full and part-time staff who come from the shantytowns or rural Bahia. They have developed a curriculum, which includes reading, writing, math, science, history, and English, that is designed to make schoolwork relevant to the lives of shantytown residents.

The curriculum addresses issues of race, class and gender, helping the students to develop healthy self-esteem and consider themselves equals.

Art, music, and theater therapy are provided to help students deal with violence and conditions at home and encourage creativity and curiosity. Bahia Street staff also provide mentoring and counseling to the students.

The city of Salvador has one excellent public high school that is free to anyone admitted. The catch is that the entrance exam, given after the eighth grade, is so rigorous that only privately educated students are admitted.

Every Bahia Street student who has taken the high school exam has passed. After graduation from high school, the next hurdle is passing the grueling vestibular, the college entrance exam. Three of Bahia Street’s early students are currently attending universities in Salvador. One received a scholarship to a private university, another was accepted to an elite free university, and the third has returned to the Bahia Street Center as a mentor and Portuguese teacher.

How many students are enrolled?

Bahia Street currently has 50 girls enrolled in grades one through eight.

What is life like in a Salvador shantytown?

Salvador is a city of about three million people. Eighty percent are African-Brazilians, nearly all living in shantytowns, self-constructed shacks along open sewers, infested with rats and cockroaches, where tuberculosis and other diseases are endemic. Drugs and small arms sales are major economies. Brazil has one of the highest homicide rates by non-military gunfire in the world.

African-Brazilians stay in school an average of two and a half years, with only 13.6% of African-Brazilians completing elementary school and only 2.1% completing high school. Of those who are able to attend school, they are 50% more likely than white Brazilians to leave without learning to read.

For a girl in the shantytowns without an education, prostitution or domestic service are the only options. A maid position usually means living in someone’s house, on call almost 24 hours a day, for extremely low wages and with little chance of escape.

Unable to pay for child care, maids are forced to leave their children alone or on the streets. The girls often become pregnant at eleven or twelve years of age. These children, trapped in a closed cycle, form the next generation of Brazil’s poor.

What makes Bahia Street unusual?

Bahia Street’s support keeps families in the shantytowns together and allows them to improve their lives and their neighborhoods. The Bahia Street Center offers family counseling, business training, and emergency small loans to the students’ parents and caregivers.

Although the project started small, it has had a large ripple effect. Since the girls are at the top of their classes in the public schools, they serve as leaders there, inspiring and encouraging the other students as well as the teachers. Several of the Center staff have begun their own neighborhood educational projects.

Bahia Street staff have led several study trips to Salvador, allowing people from the U.S., Britain, and Australia to learn first-hand about the impacts of poverty and inequality and ways to address it.

For more information, please contact:

Bahia Street

1005 NE Boat Street

Seattle, WA 98105

(206) 633-1724

Margaret “Meps” Schulte, Public Affairs Manager

meps@bahiastreet.org
Nancy Bacon, Program Director

nancy@bahiastreet.org
Dr. Margaret Willson, International Director

margaret@bahiastreet.org
For information about contacting the Bahia Street Center in Brazil, please call the Seattle office.
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