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ABSTRACT
This article presents the results of a master’s degree research project conducted at a public High School in the Federal 
District, with the participation of eight third-year students. Using the theoretical framework of Cultural Psychology, 
qualitative research was conducted to investigate students’ perspectives about the role of school in the construction 
of gender, racial, and sexual identities. Focus groups and workshops were held in which participants analyzed and 
created images representing their perceptions about the topics. The results indicated that schools often condone the 
reproduction of prejudice and discrimination against women, Black people, and those with sexual orientations other 
than heterosexuality. For the participants, schools promote equality when they disseminate knowledge, but they 
could address issues of gender, race, and sexuality as a way to contribute to transforming schools into democratic 
spaces that include all.
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La escuela y la construcción de las identidades: la perspectiva de estudiantes
RESUMEN

El presente artículo presenta los resultados de una investigación de maestría realizada en una escuela pública de 
enseñanza secundaria del Distrito Federal, con la participación de ocho estudiantes del 3º curso. A partir del referencial 
teórico de la Psicología Cultural, se realizó una investigación cualitativa con el objetivo de investigar la perspectiva de 
los/las estudiantes sobre el papel de la escuela en la construcción de las identidades de género, de raza y sexuales. Se 
realizaron grupos focales y talleres en los cuales los/las participantes analizaron imágenes y construyeron imágenes 
representando sus percepciones sobre los temas. Los resultados indicaron que la escuela es, frecuentemente, 
connivente con la reproducción de prejuicios y discriminaciones en contra mujeres, personas negras y con orientaciones 
sexuales distintas de la heterosexualidad. Para los/las participantes, la escuela promueve igualdad cuando disemina 
conocimientos, pero podría trabajar las cuestiones de género, de raza y de sexualidad como forma de contribuir para 
transformar la escuela en un espacio democrático que incluya todos/as.

Palabras clave: identidades sociales; escuela; prejuicio; psicología cultural

A escola e a construção das identidades: a perspectiva de estudantes
RESUMO

O presente artigo apresenta os resultados de uma pesquisa de mestrado realizada em uma escola pública de Ensino 
Médio do Distrito Federal, com a participação de oito estudantes do 3º ano. A partir do referencial teórico da Psicologia 
Cultural, foi realizada uma pesquisa qualitativa com o objetivo de investigar a perspectiva dos/as estudantes sobre o 
papel da escola na construção das identidades de gênero, de raça e sexuais. Foram realizados grupos focais e oficinas 
nos quais os/as participantes analisaram imagens e construíram imagens representando suas percepções sobre os 
temas. Os resultados indicaram que a escola é, frequentemente, conivente com a reprodução de preconceitos e 
discriminações contra mulheres, pessoas negras e com orientações sexuais diferentes da heterossexualidade. Para os/
as participantes, a escola promove igualdade quando dissemina conhecimentos, mas poderia trabalhar as questões 
de gênero, de raça e de sexualidade como forma de contribuir para transformar a escola em um espaço democrático 
que inclua todos/as.

Palavras-chave: identidades sociais; escola; preconceito; psicologia cultural
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INTRODUCTION

So, it [prejudice] really exists, guys. It is not only a 
matter of homophobia, racism, or bullying [...] We 
have to keep in mind that we are all human beings 
and we are all going to the same place when we 
die. There in the casket, flesh is gone, all is gone. 
There is only white bone dust. Got it? And that is it. 
(Testimony by Alice, high school student at a public 
school in the Federal  District).

Schools are not institutions that are “disconnected” 
from their social contexts. Just like any other institution, 
schools are made up of people, they are situated in 
specific historical moments and marked by particularities 
of the cultural context of which they are part. That is 
the reason why at school we can find the prejudice, the 
discrimination, and the violence that we can see outside 
the schools.

In the testimony that starts this article, student 
Alice1 explains that at school, there are all kinds of prejudice 
and discriminatory practices that reveal how individuals 
exclude and get excluded. She argues that we have to 
keep in mind that human beings, despite all differences, 
have their great equalizer: death.

How can school contribute to raise students’ 
awareness that people have the right to be respected 
in their specificities? Is it a responsibility of schools to 
confront prejudiced attitudes discriminatory practices 
regarding groups and individuals that are historically 
discriminated? 

Several authors nowadays defend that schools are 
privileged spaces for the promotion of a culture of 
appreciation of diversity and of overcoming stereotyping, 
prejudice, and discrimination (Franco & Cicillini, 
2015; Gusmão, 2003; Louro, 2003; Madureira, 2007; 
Madureira & Branco, 2012, 2015; Madureira, Barreto, 
Silva, & Bastianello, 2021; Marques & Castanho, 2011; 
Moreira & Câmara, 2008, and so on). Due to their plural 
composition, schools are places where different people 
get together. They are fertile ground for the construction 
of bonds of solidarity and for learning how to exercise 
democracy.

However, in certain sectors of our society, we have 
observed resistance to the idea that schools must work 
on the deconstruction of inequality in ethnic-racial, 
gender, and sexual-orientation terms (Madureira, Paula, 
& Barreto, 2018). For instance, we can mention the 
“Escola Sem Partido” Movement, which has influenced 
the creation of several law projects with the purpose 
to change Law no. 9.394, from December 20th, 1996 
(Brasil, 1996), the Law of Educational Directives and 
Bases (LDB), to prevent educators from realizing what 
the Movement defines as “ideological indoctrination”: 

1 In order to protect personal identities, all participants’ 
names are fictitious.

the use of classroom space to promote their ideological, 
religious, moral, and political “preferences” as well as 
their opinions and conceptions of the world. Among 
the “forbidden themes”, the movement in question pays 
special attention to matters of gender and sexuality. 
Initiatives such as this one invariably deprive students of 
their right to an education that is based in knowledge, on 
debate, on dialogue, and on the respectful confrontation 
of opinions (Madureira, Paula, & Barreto, 2018).2 

The present article corresponds to an excerpt 
from a research that was realized at a public school 
in the Federal District, in which the first author, under 
orientation by the second author, investigated the 
perceptions, the feelings, and the beliefs of high school 
students regarding the role played by school in the 
construction of social identities, with a focus on gender, 
race, and sexual identities.

The results of the aforementioned research 
constitute the Mastering Dissertation entitled “School 
and its role in the construction of social identities” 
(Mastering Program in Psychology, Line of Research: 
Psychology and Education, Centro Universitário de 
Brasília – UniCEUB). With the intention to present a 
scientific article format (more synthetic in comparison 
with the mastering dissertation process), we decided 
to select some of the most significant results that were 
obtained in the research, while analyzing some of the 
meanings that were attributed by the students to the 
way school approaches matters of gender, race, and 
sexual orientation. 

The study was based on important concepts and 
assumptions of Cultural Psychology in its semiotic 
aspect. This theoretical perspective emphasizes the 
fundamental, structural role played by culture in human 
psyche, with a highlight on the processes of cultural 
channeling of ways of being, acting, thinking, and feeling 
that different individuals display in society (Madureira, 
2016, 2018; Valsiner, 2012). Because of their capacity 
to create and use signals, human beings are constantly 
involved with processes of signification. That is, they are 
always attributing meanings to their experiences, always 
immersed in the irreversible flow of time (Madureira, 
2018; Valsiner, 2012). In a more specific way, according 
to Branco (2021, p. 70),

To cultural psychology, culture is the central 
and essential factor for the development of 
human beings in all its aspects and dimensions. 

2 Decision by the Supreme Federal Court - STF (year: 2020): 
“The law projects for the Escola Livre movement [laws that 
were inspired by the Escola Sem Partido movement] and the 
prohibition of the teaching of sexuality is unconstitutional 
According to the rapporteur, minister Luís Roberto Barroso, the 
freedom to teach and the pluralism of ideas are cornerstones 
of the Brazilian educational system”. For further information, 
access: https://portal.stf.jus.br/noticias/verNoticiaDetalhe.
asp?idConteudo=450392&ori=1

https://portal.stf.jus.br/noticias/verNoticiaDetalhe.asp?idConteudo=450392&ori=1
https://portal.stf.jus.br/noticias/verNoticiaDetalhe.asp?idConteudo=450392&ori=1
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[...] Adopting sociogenesis and the constructive 
character of human beings as fundamental, it 
is possible to affirm that the most important 
characteristic of cultural psychology is the fact 
that it is constituted by a systemic and dialogical 
perspective, which establishes the centrality of 
the mutual constitution between individuals and 
culture [...]. 

It is important to explain that considering that culture 
drives the ways of being in the world does not mean 
believing that it determines the forms of subjectivation 
that are experienced by concrete people. The reason for 
that is that human beings are always attributing their 
own meanings to messages from their cultural contexts, 
contributing in different ways for cultures, as complex 
systems, to be always in movement (Valsiner, 2012).

More specifically, based on Cultural Psychology in its 
semiotic aspect, researchers tried to understand, from 
the high-school students’ perspective, the way school 
acts in the construction of identities, with the practices 
it disseminates, the contents it transmits, the values and 
beliefs it promotes, and also with its silence...

It is important to emphasize that several authors in 
contemporary times have highlighted how much silence 
on the themes, which are often considered polemic, 
contributes to the maintenance or even the strengthe-
ning  of inequality among blacks and whites, men and 
women, and among heterosexuals and people with non-
-hegemonic sexual orientations (such as Borrillo, 2009; 
Lionço & Diniz, 2009; Louro, 2003; Madureira, Holanda, 
Paula, & Fonseca, 2021; Madureira, Barreto, Silva, & 
Bastianello, 2021; Obando, 2021).

It is important to emphasize that identity processes 
involve the always culturally contextualized construction 
of distinct social identities (in terms of gender, sexual 
orientation, social class, ethnic-social affiliation...). The 
construction of social identities involves a feeling of 
affiliation in individuals regarding distinct groups that 
constitute societies, by means of the symbolic marking 
of differences (Madureira, 2007, 2018; Madureira & 
Barreto, 2018; Woodward, 2000).

However, when the symbolic marking of difference 
results in the construction of rigid, hierarchic, and sym-
bolic frontiers that disqualify certain social groups, there 
is prejudice such as sexism, homophobia, elitism, and 
racism (Madureira, 2007, 2018; Madureira & Branco, 
2012, 2015). Therefore, there is a profound connection 
between prejudice and identity processes, as complex 
psychosocial phenomena. School psychology, as a field 
of investigation and of professional intervention, must 
seriously consider such connections towards the deline-
ation of actions that target the prevention of violence 
and the construction of a peace culture, in alignment 
with the appreciation of the diversity that constitutes 
us as humans (Madureira, 2013).

Therefore, it is necessary to pay attention to these 

aspects of the education process because sexism, racism, 
homophobia, ethnocentrism, and other discriminatory 
practices are frequently reinforced in everyday-life acti-
vities at schools. So, it is fundamental to ask ourselves: 
what are the values that are stimulated, even uninten-
tionally by schools? (Branco, 2018).

In addition, it is necessary to promote dialogue and 
promote the construction of spaces for exchange and 
for effective participation by students in the classroom 
(Fernandes, 2010; hooks, 2013; Lionço & Diniz 2009; 
Louro, 2003; Madureira & Branco, 2015; Madureira & 
Barreto, 2018). To hooks (2013), dialogue is the condi-
tion for learning. In a classroom where everyone can 
express themselves, students commit to the creation of 
an effective space for learning and for listening to each 
other, while recognizing differences and respect them 
(Madureira & Barreto, 2018).

However, school is often unprepared to listen to 
students and promote their active participation (Gomes, 
Padovani, Dazzani, & Ristum, 2014; Marques & Casta-
nho, 2011; Mendes, 2015). In this sense, the research 
presented here was based on the comprehension that 
students can offer significant contributions to the way 
schools have acted on the construction of gender, ethno-
-racial, and sexual identities. In addition, students might 
provide us with clues as to how schools can take action 
to change and become a place that makes sense to them, 
a space where they can be respected and appreciated 
in their differences.

Seriously considering the voices of the students is 
in agreement with the overcoming of the traditional 
individualistic model of practice in the area of school 
psychology (“clinical model”), towards the consolidation 
of an institutional, preventive, and relational model for 
professional practice in the area of school psychology 
(CFP, 2019; Madureira, 2013; Marinho-Araujo & Almeida, 
2008; Neves, 2011). According to the technical referen-
ces presented by the Federal Psychology Council (FPC, 
2019) regarding the practice by school psychologists:

For an intervention in the area, the first question 
professionals can ask themselves is: what is the 
social function of the school? [...] The objective of 
school is to socialize content and the instruments 
that are necessary to have access to knowledge. 
[...] Thus, psychologists understand that their 
action can lead to the transformation or the 
maintenance of society that way it is organized 
(CFP, 2019, pp. 42-43).

The general objective of the research was to 
analyze, from the students’ perspective, the way 
schools contribute to the construction of different 
social identities (the analysis focuses on the following 
social markers: gender, sexuality, and race). Concerning 
the specific objectives of the research: (a) by means 
of meetings with focal groups, researchers attempted 
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to identify the conceptions, beliefs, and feelings of a 
group  of adolescent students at a public high school in 
the Federal District (Brazil) regarding the role played by 
school in the construction of social identities of gender, 
race, and sexuality: and (b) by means of workshops, 
researchers attempted to promote the debate and the 
exchange of experiences among the participants on 
themes that emerged in the focal groups and that are 
associated with the discussion on the construction of the 
social identities that were approached in the research.

METHOD
The research involved the use of a qualitative 

methodology of investigation, which is more in 
accordance with the important assumptions and 
principles of the theoretical perspective that was 
adopted in the research: cultural psychology (Valsiner, 
2012). Specifically, the research included the realization 
of two focal group sessions and four workshops with 
high school students at a public school in the Federal 
District to work the themes of social identity, race, 
gender, and sexuality by means of the use of images as 
methodological tools (Madureira, 2016). The images 
were used as tools for accessing the conceptions, beliefs, 
and feelings of the students on the researched themes. 
In order to do it, we created a collective space of trust 
and active participation that was very important for the 
realization of the research. 

Participants
The research had the participation of eight students 

from a public high school in the Federal District: five girls 
and three boys who were enrolled in the 3rd year. The 
students have been given fictitious names: Alice, 19 anos; 
Cláudio, 17 anos; Érica, 17 anos; João, 19 anos; Juliana, 17 
anos; Lílian; 17 anos; Pedro, 17 anos and Sílvia, 17 anos.

The school is situated in one of the administrative 
regions of the Federal District, in the outskirts of Brasília 
and it is exclusively attended by high school students. 
Just like in other peripheral administrative regions 
of the Federal District, its origin is in the settlements 
that sheltered workers and their families during the 
construction of Brasília.

During a visit to the school, specifically to the 3rd year 
classes, the objectives of the research were presented 
and, in general terms, the activities that were to be 
developed with the participants. Ten vacancies were 
offered and a deadline was established for those who 
were interested to fill in the application forms, which 
were available at the pedagogical coordination of the 
school.

The eight participants who chose to participate in 
the research demonstrated genuine interest, which 
contributed to their engagement in the activities that 
were developed during the research.

Information construction procedures
Initially, the research project was submitted to the 

Research Ethics Committee of Centro Universitário 
de Brasilia (CAAE 44732315.2.0000.0023). Later, the 
research project was approved and the field research 
could then be realized. The commitment with the 
production of scientific knowledge that might somehow 
contribute to the improvement of the lives of people 
in their everyday-life context led us into the use of 
methodological strategies that contemplated the 
communicative processes among the participants 
and also with the researcher, in conformity with 
the discussion that was developed by González Rey 
(2015). Thus, we intended to create a space for trust 
and collaboration where students could freely express 
their opinions, their beliefs, and their feelings on the 
researched themes.

More specifically, the methodological strategies that 
were used during the meetings with the participants 
were the following:

•	 Focal Groups:  the first two meetings with the 
participants of the research were realized by 
means of focal groups, with a duration of appro-
ximately one hour and thirty minutes each. In 
the first focal group, the students received infor-
mation on the research, introduced themselves 
and explained their interest to participate in the 
research. In the second focal group, using diver-
se printed internet images, the students were 
asked to explore some ideas about the themes 
of the research. There were 20 printed images 
each one on an A4-size sheet. The images sug-
gested reflections on themes such as: identity, 
school, relation with students, subjectivity, vio-
lence, dialogue, diversity, freedom etc. These 
two initial moments were important for the 
construction of the communication processes 
between the research and the participants (Gon-
zález Rey, 2015).

•	 Workshops: four workshops were realized, and 
each one lasted one hour and forty minutes, 
approximately. By working with workshops as a 
methodological strategy for the construction of 
information on the themes that were approa-
ched by the research, it was possible to crea-
te an environment that was different from the 
classroom. The realization of workshops contri-
buted to the active participation of the students 
because there was a different proposal at each 
meeting and there was encouragement for stu-
dents to creatively reveal their ideas and feelings 
on the themes that were approached by the re-
search.

We agree that the use of images in qualitative 
researches has proven a fruitful methodological tool in 
the construction of relevant information on the meanings 
that the participants attribute to everyday-life situations 
and experiences (Madureira, 2012, 2016). In addition to 
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the use of internet images as a means to promote debate 
among the participants, we requested the teenagers in 
the workshops to produce their own images, generally 
after a previous discussion on the selected theme for 
that day. Now we will present a brief summary of the 
four realized workshops. 

Gender workshop: the students produce 30 
photographs at the school, displaying scenes, episodes, 
events, and objects that revealed some information 
about the way gender relations constitute themselves in 
that environment. In the gender workshop, the printed 
photographs were presented to the participants so that 
they could discuss their choices of photographs and the 
gender theme.

Race workshop: we started the meeting with a 
debate on the differences between racial discrimination 
in Brazil and in the USA and with the exhibition of a short 
video approaching the racism issue.3 After that, the 
participants were asked to produce, in pairs, a collage 
that represented their opinions in the way the school 
handles the theme of racial inequality.

Sexuality Workshop: in order to start this workshop, the 
students read a selected excerpt from a report in the Nova 
Escola4 magazine. It was the testimony of a student who 
had gone through serious difficulty due to discrimination at 
school. The reason was her non-heterosexual orientation. 
After the students presented their opinions on this 
student’s experience, they were asked to produce an image 
in clay as an answer to the following question: “How does the 
school handle the sexuality theme (or how should it be 
handled?5).

Conclusion Workshop:  in this last workshop, we 
remembered the themes that were approached during the two 

3 In the video Racism Test for Children, two dolls are 
shown to the participating kids: a black one and a 
white one. The children answered questions such as 
the following ones: Which doll is the pretty one? Which 
one is ugly? Which doll is a bad doll? The children (all 
black) associate the white doll to characteristics that 
are socially regarded as positive (pretty, good) and 
the black doll is associated to characteristics that are 
socially regarded as negative (ugly, bad). The researcher 
also asks the children which doll they believe they 
physically resemble the most. Available at: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=CPf0eDe8HVo
4 The February 2015 edition of the Nova Escola 
magazine approached the issue of “the way schools 
are prejudiced against those who challenge the gender 
rules for males and females”. The testimony used in 
this workshop and other excerpts of the report can be 
accessed at: http://revistaescola.abril.com.br/edicoes-
impressas/revista-nova-escola-indice-fevereiro-2015- 
834500.shtml
5 The participants were asked to produce an image that 
expressed “the way school handles the sexuality theme”. 
However, one of the participants asked if she could produce an 
image that expressed “how school should handle the theme”. 
The suggestion was immediately accepted.

focal group sessions and the four realized workshops. Later, the 
students talked about how they felt about participating 
in the research.

Analysis procedures
The audio recordings of the six meetings were made 

with the students’ authorization and the researchers 
listened to the recordings right after each meeting. We 
aimed at registering relevant aspects in the dialogues 
and several parts were fully transcribed. A field diary 
was also produced and the information that seemed 
most relevant was registered after each meeting. After 
that, all images that were produced by the participants 
(photographs, drawings, collages and clay figures) be-
came a valuable material in the process of analysis of 
the information that was obtained in the field research.

Based on a preliminary analysis of the set of 
information pieces produced in the six meetings, 
theme analysis categories were created to guide the 
interpretative work, while facilitating the identification 
of the points of convergence and divergence (Madureira, 
2007). Specifically, the theme analysis categories were: 
The role played by school; (2) Identity issues; (3) Gender 
issues; (4) Racial issues; and (5) Sexuality issues. In the 
next section, the most meaningful results that were 
obtained in the realized research will be presented and 
discussed. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The participants expressed diverse opinions on the 

role played by school in the promotion of discussions 
on matters of gender, identity, race and sexuality with 
students, as we can see in the following examples. It is 
important to remember that all names are fictitious.

I think it is important to discuss social identity at 
school. But the primary function of school is to 
provide education.

[...] R egarding social identity I think there should 
be more connection between families and the 
school. (João). 

But there must be assistance. It is fundamental 
[...]. Many students do not have the space for such 
conversations at home with their parents. T hey do 
not have the freedom to go up to their parents and 
talk about it. So I believe that, yes, school can be 
very helpful. (Érica)

In the first testimony, we observed that participant 
João considers that the primary role of the school is to 
teach basic content and that when teachers teach, for 
example, Portuguese, math, and history, they do not 
express their personal opinions on most diverse themes 
such as the ones related to gender, race, and sexuality. 
However, it is important to mention that all scientific 
productions and pedagogical practices are based on 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CPf0eDe8HVo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CPf0eDe8HVo
http://revistaescola.abril.com.br/edicoes-impressas/revista-nova-escola-indice-fevereiro-2015-
http://revistaescola.abril.com.br/edicoes-impressas/revista-nova-escola-indice-fevereiro-2015-
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specific world conceptions and connect to determined 
science, education, and society projects in a broader 
sense (Madureira, Paula, & Barreto, 2018). It is naïve to 
ignore these relations. It might hinder dialogue among 
differing opinions.

The testimonies by students João and Érica also 
lead us to reflect on the delicate and necessary relation 
between family and school. Despite their differences, 
both institutions take on the task of preparing the new 
generations for life in society and, when they establish 
a respectful relationship that is committed to dialogue 
and mutual recognition, everyone benefits in the 
school community (Szymanski, 2007). As participant 
Érica argues, school can help students comprehend 
their experiences in the construction of their identities, 
especially when families have difficulty to explore 
matters that are, many times, regarded as delicate with 
their sons and daughters.

It is sad to observe that, frequently, schools fail to 
become spaces for acceptance of differences and that it 
acts in the direction of the homogenization of the diverse 
characteristics of their students. To Candau (2008), 
these homogenizing practices end up making students 
suffer because the education provided by school seems 
distant from their socio-cultural experiences. Such 
disconnection from the students’ personal experiences 
often contributes to their discomfort at school, in 
addition to promoting evasion and school failure.

It is of fundamental importance, therefore, that School 
Psychology in contemporaneity aims at contributing to 
the delineation and the implementation of intervention 
strategies that target the deconstruction of prejudice 
such as homophobia and transphobia at educational 
institutions. After all, according to Negreiros, Pereira 
Neto and Araújo (2023, p. 33), 

Historically, the LGBTQIA+ community has been 
the victim of many types of violence. During the 
school years, these situations can be disguised 
as innocent jokes or bullying. However, they can 
affect one’s whole existence [...]. Thus, the critical, 
cooperative and socially referenced practice of 
school psychologists is indispensable considering 
their theoretical assumptions in a joint action 
with the school community in order to promote 
education, respect, and constant struggle for the 
LGBTQIA+ population’s right to education.

Several present-time authors draw our attention 
to the suffering experienced by students who go 
through discrimination at school because of their non-
hegemonic social identities (such as Franco & Cicillini, 
2015; Junqueira, 2009, 2010; Madureira & Branco, 
2015; Madureira, Holanda, Paula, & Fonseca, 2021) or 
simply because of their ethnic-racial affiliations (Gomes, 
2002; Madureira, Barreto, Silva, & Bastianello, 2021; 
Silva, 2014). The participants of the research also reported 

discrimination situations that happened inside the school, 
sometimes encouraged by their teachers.

Every class is the same, he talks about sex and 
criticizes women. Every single class. And then he 
was like: “both my wife and I have jobs, so when 
we get home, there is housework to do. But what 
can I do? I don’t know how to do things around the 
house. I don’t know how to do it, so what is the 
point helping her? It would be a waste of time”. And 
then the boys say: “yeah, housework is for women. 
Women shouldn’t be dating around.” (Alice)

Participant Alice reported that, in the classroom, 
there was a male teacher who was constantly making 
sexist, disrespectful remarks about women. Other 
participants confirmed that this teacher usually made 
such remarks. 

Teachers should use their privileged position, as 
authority figures in the classroom, to help students 
be able to recognize prejudiced attitudes, which are 
the basis of discriminatory practices against women 
(Madureira & Branco, 2012). Unfortunately, this teacher 
who was mentioned by the participants seems to be on 
the opposite direction, that is, in the reproduction of 
archaic gender stereotypes that end up contributing to 
the maintenance of inequalities among men and women. 
After all, the reproduction of gender stereotypes plays a 
strategic role in the maintenance of sexism in everyday 
cultural practices.

In the school context, it is common for matters of 
gender, race, and sexuality to be approached this way: by 
means of practices that reproduce the nefarious effects 
of racism, sexism, and homophobia. On the other hand, 
the participants also drew attention to another mechanism 
of reproduction of discriminatory practices: silence.

Illustration 01 - The school hides the problem.

Note: clay figure, created by student Pedro, in the sexuality 
workshop. “How does the school handle the sexuality theme 
(or how should it do it?)

In the sexuality workshop, for example, some 
participants talked about the inexistence of pedagogical 
activities that focused on the debate over sexuality 
matters. In the following image, which reproduces 
the clay figure created by student Pedro, he expresses 
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his opinion on the school’s refusal to see, recognize, 
problematize and confront prejudice against people with 
non-heterosexual orientation. Homophobic practices 
exist within the school context but they are neglected or 
muted, which ends up contributing to the perpetuation 
of such practices.

The similar figures represent the different 
individuals at school. The school regards them as 
equal, as having the same weight, but in fact, what 
really exists is a big problem [the clay ball] that 
they try to hide. But it does not work. The small 
cloth hides the problem. The school merely tries 
to keep up appearances. The problem is prejudice 
and rejection (Pedro).

This silence does not happen only in relation 
to homophobia, but also to racism. In this sense, 
it is important to mention the research realized by 
Silva (2014), which aimed at analyzing the possible 
implications of racism and sexism in the education 
process of women to reported themselves as black. 
According to the author, schools are normally complacent 
regarding discriminatory racist practices that black 
children go through in the school environment and this 
omission provokes significant suffering in black children, 
in addition to contributing to the construction of a 
deteriorated self-image. 

During the racism workshop, a pair of participants 
represented their feelings regarding the existence, 
nowadays of situations that place black people in 
situations of disadvantage regarding white people. The 
collage produced by one of the pairs of participants 
displays the image of a black man with a facial expression 
that shows irritation or apathy and, above this image, the 
words: “we are talking about racism!” According to the 
perception of the pair of participants, it is unacceptable 
that people are still judged by the color of their skin. That 
is the reason why we need to recognize and confront 
the overt and covert ways racism exists in everyday life.

Illustration 02  The school needs to talk about racism

Note: Collage by one of the pairs in the racism workshop: 
How does the school handle the racial inequality issue?

The same collage displays the image of a fist that 
represents the fight, the commitment to discuss the 
theme in all contexts, including at school. In addition, 
there is very significant image selected by the pair 
of participants in order to demonstrate the things all 
humans have in common. The image of two skeletons, 
and one of them is giving the other a flower, reminds us 
of the importance of us recognizing the reality to which 
Alice’s testimony at the beginning of this article draws 
our attention: “... we are all human beings and we are 
all going to the same place: death. Ther in the casket, 
flesh is gone, there only white bone dust. Got it?” (Alice).

Although they recognize that school is, many times, 
complacent in situations of discrimination that take 
place within its walls, the participants believe that 
school contributes to the reduction of gender, race 
and sexual orientation discrimination. School does 
it by disseminating knowledge and putting together 
different people in classrooms and provides them with 
an education without privilege.

The following image is an example of this opinion. It 
was produced by another pair of students in the racism 
workshop. As we have mentioned before, in this activity, 
the participants should produce a collage as an answer to 
the following questions: “how does our school handle the 
racial inequality issue? How is the race theme handled 
in our school?”

Illustration 03 - What is the color of success?

Note: Collage by one of the pairs in the racism workshop: 
How does the school handle the racial inequality theme?

The collage contemplates images of three people 
of different ethnic-racial identities (a black person, a 
white, and an indigenous person). They are displayed 
side by side and share the same starting and finish line, 
represented by several symbols of “success”, according 
to the point of view of the students who produced the 
collage: rights, freedom, education, and money. In this 
same image, there is the question: “What is the color 
of success?”. In the opinion of the pair of students, 
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school treats everyone with equality and, by means 
of school education, students can have “success” in 
life. This opinion was confirmed by other participants, 
as in the discussion on sexuality in which the student 
created a clay figure (reproduced below) that represents 
the teacher teaching content to homosexual and 
heterosexual students, no difference.

Illustration 04 - School and equality

Note: clay figure, created by student Cláudio, in the 
sexuality workshop.:“How does the school handle the 
sexuality theme (or how should it do it?).

This was a significant aspect that was observed during 
the field work. While participants reported situations 
of homophobia, sexism and racism within the school, 
defended that it should approach these themes, which it 
was not doing, and also believed that school was already 
somehow contributing to the reduction of racial, sexual, 
and gender inequality.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

There are certain themes that correspond to 
recurrent demands at school. For example: 
preventing and confronting bullying, promotion 
of inclusion at school and the construction of 
a peace culture. Such demands are fertile soil 
for research and for interventions in the field of 
school psychology. [...] After all, it is fundamental 
that we keep in mind the possible implications 
of our research works and, on the other hand, 
remember the theoretical foundations that sustain 
the adopted intervention strategies (Madureira, 
2013, p. 64).

This article aimed at presenting a part of a research 
that was realized at a public high school in the Federal 
District (Brazil) and at understanding how students 
perceive the role played by school in the construction 
of different social identities. The starting point was the 
notion that school, as a significant social institution 
in the realm of literate contemporary societies, plays 
a relevant role in the construction of the students’ 
identities (Moreira & Câmara, 2008). Despite the fact that 
its plural formation contributes to its configuration as a 
privileged space for the appreciation of difference and 
for the construction of democratic values, schools often 

fall into the reproduction of stereotypes and prejudices 
that are part of the context in which they are inserted.

The students who participated in the research believe 
that there is prejudice and discrimination at school. 
They also believe that there is a lack of discussions on 
gender, race, and sexual orientation inequalities. They 
demonstrated a lot of interest to talk on these themes 
and listen to different opinions. Most of them believe 
that schools must promote this type of discussion and 
encourage students to reflect on their own identity. In 
addition, they argue that, by disseminating knowledge, 
school is already helping to reduce inequality. 

This perception might indicate that they fail to notice 
that the knowledge that is disseminated at school (the 
way they are produced, the way they are shared by the 
teachers, the content that composes the curricula, and 
so on) can also contribute the reproduction or even 
the strengthening of stereotypes and prejudice. Such 
perception, demands, therefore, a critical education. 
That is, everyday pedagogical practices that target the 
development of critical thinking, and the promotion of 
respectful, empathic dialogue, which is fundamental in 
the exercise of citizenship in the context of democratic 
societies. Something that schools can certainly provide. 
School psychologists can, therefore, provide important 
contributions in this direction, that is, in agreement with 
a relational, preventive, and institutional professional 
practice, according to the present article.

The results of the research indicate the relevance 
of promoting, in the school space, critical reflection 
and dialogue on gender, race, and sexuality issues, not 
only with students but also with teachers and other 
professionals who are involved with the school. In this 
sense, the use of images, as cultural artefacts, might 
benefit a more significant approximation, in subjective 
terms, which appreciates emotional aspects that 
are involved in the discussion of these themes. In a 
nutshell, the images can be useful educational tools for 
professional practice by school psychologists. 

The research also indicated the importance of 
appreciating the active participation of the students 
in the construction of a more inclusive and democratic 
school that makes sense to them. In order to do it, we 
think it is fundamental to amplify research works in 
the field of school psychology that involve the active 
participation of students.
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