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Abstract 
 
In the spirit of the second United Nations Millennium Development Goal, Achieve Universal 

Primary Education, our goal was to find universal factors that promote or prevent a good 

education all over the world and by visiting schools in the Ann Arbor area. Brazil relies on 

financial incentive and consideration of social factors to improve education. Sweden has a strong 

educational system because of cultural importance placed on education and policies such as the 

Swedish Education Act of 2011 and appropriate GDP funding is designated to education.  In 

recent years, China has worked towards unification of primary schools to increase proper 

distribution of resources and funding, which has led to a significant increase in primary-school 

enrollment rate. We visited Mitchell and Bach Elementary Schools in Ann Arbor, Michigan for 

the action part of our project. During our visits, we were each assigned to help a group of 

students with class work. In our observations, we realized that Mitchell Elementary School had 

fewer learning resources for its students, perhaps because of the lack of financial support from 

the government. Despite good quality of teaching in both schools, Mitchell had a higher teacher-

student ratio, which could hamper students’ learning due to the lack of attention. For time and 

budget reasons, we were only able to visit two schools. Based on our evaluations, we identified 

this and low learning resources as factors that can prevent a good education. However, due to the 

small sample size, these should not be considered the only factors. 

Introduction 
 
 Among the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, we chose the second one, 

Achieve Universal Primary Education, to work with because we think this goal is important to 



the achievement of others such as Improve Maternal Health and Promote Gender Equality and 

Empower Women. Our initial question was “What are the costs that prevent people from 

receiving primary education in countries around the world?” and in order to answer this question 

we researched the educational circumstances in Brazil, Sweden, China. In our research we were 

looking for universal factors that promote or prevent a good education, considering the social, 

cultural, economical and political peculiarities of each country.  

 For the action part of our project, we visited schools in Ann Arbor, Michigan, looking for 

the universal factors we identified by interviewing teachers, staff and parents. 

Literature Review 
 
 During our literature review, each CG member researched a different country, focusing 

on the government policies, economics, and social and cultural factors that are responsible for 

the educational circumstances we can observe. We noticed that despite the differences, common 

factors influence education all over the world.  

 According to the Law 9394 (December 20, 1996) from the Brazilian Constitution, it is 

mandatory for Brazilian children to go to school for a total period of 11 years (from the age of 

six to the age of seventeen) and the schools are public and managed by the government. In 2011, 

95.3% of the children were enrolled in the primary education system (UNESCO, 2011). Taking 

into consideration The Economist Intelligence Unit data from 2005, these numbers are due to the 

efforts of the government to make primary education a priority in Brazil because educational 

indicators were below those of many Latin American countries on the same level of 

development, such as Argentina, Chile and Uruguay. The president Fernando Henrique Cardoso 

governed from 1995 to 2002 and made some positive changes, such as an increase in the number 

of children attending primary school (from 86% in 1991 to 91% in 1996) and a decrease in 



dropout, illiteracy rates and grade repetition. These changes are due to better management of the 

funding resources, for instance the law from 1996 requiring that 15% of the state and municipal’s 

gains (60% from what is destined to education) was spent with primary education, raising the 

number of schools and teachers. The Bolsa Escola program was launched in 2001 and aimed to 

provide financial assistance to poor families so they could afford to keep their children at school. 

The Bolsa Escola program is extremely important, considering that Kimball’s work 

shows that in order to understand the reasons that contribute to the situation regarding primary 

education in Brazil, it is necessary to evaluate the social and cultural conditions of this country. 

In the rural regions, many families avoid sending their children to school so they can help take 

care of their land. Most of the teachers are women and since the quantity of teachers is not 

enough, in some states one-fifth of the school teachers take four months annual leave for 

pregnancy.  Moreover, individual factors in the background of the child, for example parents that 

were not educated, can lead to a decrease in school performance that is hard to reverse. The 

system is based on grades that determine whether the child will be able to progress the education 

system or not, which prevents the lower-class children to progress in this system.  

Sweden is a Scandinavian country in Northern Europe with a known great educational 

system. Sweden has an 81.5% employment rate for all levels of educations, second amongst all 

countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (only behind 

Iceland). Additionally, Sweden spends about 11,400 USD per student from primary to tertiary 

education, more than the OECD average of 9,249 USD. Sweden invests nearly 6.3% of their 

GDP on education while the OECD average is 5.7%. Only 6 other countries in the world invest a 

higher percentage than Sweden. Finally, about 10% of 15-29 year olds in Sweden are neither in 

education or employed - one of the smallest percentages in the OECD. Schooling in Sweden is 



free except for nursery schools and higher education.  

The Swedish Education Act of 2011 contains basic principles and provisions for 

compulsory and further education. For example, the Swedish Education Act states all children 

and young people have equal access to education, regardless of gender, living situation, or any 

socioeconomic factors.  Finally, it also states that school is required for all children through year 

9 (starting at age 7). The culture in Sweden promotes higher education as 96% of school children 

say that they have access to a computer and Internet at school.  

Traditionally, China has been considered one of the most illiterate countries in the world. 

With the implementation of the one-child family policy in 1979, which put increasing pressure 

on rural peasant children to stay out of school to support their families, and the lack of school 

funding, which made education virtually unaffordable to peasant parents, the problem was not 

looking any better. 

 In response, the Chinese government started to bring about a series of reforms in the mid 

1980’s, which began with the implementation of the nine-year compulsory education law in 

1986. To reduce inequality among students from different parts of the country, it has allowed 

children of migrant workers to attend schools in districts where their parents work and live. 

Secondly, the central government has pushed for consolidation of primary schools to provide for 

better allocation of equipment and facilities.  

As a result of these changes, 98.7 percent of primary school-aged children were enrolled 

in primary schools; of those who enrolled, 95 percent went on to junior middle schools, 

according to official statistics from the Ministry of Education, in 2003. Such figures are very 

close to those of developed countries. However, problems still persist in rural areas as many of 

the parents are unable to afford school fees due to the lack of tax revenues to subsidize them. 



Consequently, the Chinese government announced that it had budgeted money to abolish school 

fees for 150 million of its poorest rural residents. The effects of such measure have yet to be 

seen. 

Method 
 

We decided to visit two schools in Ann Arbor, Michigan, Mitchell Elementary School 

and Bach Elementary School. During our visits, we made observations on the diversity of the 

classrooms, accessibility of resources for students and teachers, gender inclusion, and the 

curriculum. 

We also tried to identify factors, which include financial assistance from the government, 

access to technological resources, safe learning environment etc., that can improve an 

educational system.  

Results 
 

Mitchell Elementary School in Ann Arbor  
Visited by Mayumi and Janice  

 
Janice’s observations: Mitchell Elementary school looked somewhat bare, without many 

fancy decorations hanging in the hallways of the school. In the library, books filled every 

corner of the vast room.  The kindergarten class we were in was cluttered with a lot of 

materials, from blocks, to toys, papers, and shelves. However, upon closer look, these 

materials could be said to require little financial investment. There was little technology 

available in the classroom and the only computer was the teacher’s MacBook laptop. The 

main medium students used was paper, and almost all of the activities that occurred while 

we there was using paper.  

Among the students, there was quite a large racial diversity, with a lot of 



Hispanics, African Americans, a few Asians and Caucasians. Some students brought their 

own breakfasts to school, and were munching on it during class. However, the 

‘breakfasts’ were unhealthy snacks. There also seemed to be a stretch in the ratio of 

student to teacher. There were only two teachers in the classroom of almost thirty 

students. It was hard for them to keep tabs on every student, and they relied on us college 

volunteers to each watch over small groups of students.  

From the appearance of the school and the materials in it, I gathered that this 

school has enough funding for a large amount of resources, but not enough for 

technological resources. 

Also, the limited amount of teachers and kind of snacks the students had showed a 

restricted amount of financial access. So it can be said that Mitchell Elementary was a 

school of more lower-middle class status.  

Mayumi’s observations: On a first sight, Mitchell Elementary looked like a school that 

one would assume has very low economic resources. They had a playground with a 

couple of metal swings and a slide, but half of the swings were missing and there were no 

fences to keep the students from going into the parking lot. But once we went inside the 

classrooms, we noticed that even though the need for financial support regarding the 

condition of the building facilities is noticeable, the classrooms did not lack books or 

learning supplies.  

As volunteers, we were assigned a kindergarten classroom with two teachers in 

charge. They were both very encouraging, patient and attentive to the students. The 

teaching was based more in “doing” rather than “hearing”. There were stations in each 

corner of the classroom (art, math, language) and the students were split in three groups 



to work through the three stations at different times. I noticed that creativity was highly 

encouraged and developed with the activities. Every day there was a kid chosen to decide 

where each one in the classroom would start their activity. Even in math, the children 

were asked to draw the things they were counting and the objects they chose to count 

with (paperclips or cubes). But even though the teachers were very well qualified, we did 

notice that there were a couple of kids that wouldn’t be helped because of the size of the 

class. There was a big difference of literacy between some of the kids. But because there 

were so many students, the teachers did not really notice that a couple of students could 

only spell their name but nothing else.  

We spoke to the K-grams representatives after our volunteering experience and 

learned that the conditions in the Ann Arbor public schools is a lot better than that of 

Detroit. They told us that the teachers are at the same teaching level but that in Detroit the 

schools don’t have money for writing supplies or books. 

Bach Elementary School, Ann Arbor, Michigan 

We visited Bach Elementary School in Ann Arbor as part of the BookMARK 

Program. This program’s main goal is to promote the interaction between college and 

primary students; anyone can participate by attending to any of 11 different classrooms to 

volunteer. The volunteers have the chance to help the students and the teachers with their 

daily activities. 

The school has an ethnically and racially diverse student population, composed by 

61% Caucasian, 6% African-American, 10% Asian, 13% Multiethnic, 5% American 

Indian, 1% Middle East, 8% Latino Hispanic and 5% of other ethnicities. The class we 

visited seemed to reflect this diversity, reflecting an inclusive environment.   



As volunteers, we engaged in helping the students with both English and Math 

works. The school seems to have a high budget, with many resources, such as MacBooks 

in which the kids can use programs that help them solve their homework. The classes had 

a reasonable number of students, around 25, so the teacher could give each of the 

students some exclusive attention. One of the students that we were designed to give 

special attention was considered “a challenge” by the teacher, because he had a hard time 

trying to focus and accepting help to do his homework.  

From general observations, the school seemed to be filled with bright students. 

We observed a 4th grade classroom. The teacher was intelligent and engaging, and the 

students liked her. Part of the class was spent working on developing sentences using 

figurative language. This included sentences with examples of similes, metaphors, 

personification, and onomatopoeia, which shows that the school stimulates the students to 

be creative. We spent our time helping a student developing these sentences. He seemed 

to struggle a bit and was a bit shy, but he was getting positive encouragement from his 

friend and fellow student. For the last half of the session, I tutored a kid in math. He was 

smart and struggled with a few concepts, but only needed a hint or two to get moving in 

the right direction.  

Overall, the experience was a positive one. Bach Elementary School seemed to be 

filled with bright students coming from middle and upper class families. There seems to 

be a good access to resources as there were computers, books,  (and even a bathroom) in 

the room.  The teacher was engaging and the entire classroom environment was safe. 

There is not much that can be said about the school’s financial resources, as we do not 

have access to that information.  



Discussion 

The limitations of our action were the low number of schools that we visited, the lack of 

financial information about them and the small amount of time we had.  Since we wanted to 

identify the barriers preventing people from receiving a good primary education, we should 

probably have collected data from as many schools as possible and visited schools with diverse 

backgrounds. However, for time and budget reasons, we were limited to the Ann Arbor area and 

to the schools that were part of the BookMARK program, as an easy way to have access to the 

students. 

The financial information of the schools was not available, which impairs our knowledge 

about government incentives and budget. The financial information present in this review was 

inferred merely from our observation of the space. Moreover, since each member of the group 

had different schedules, it was hard to find a common day and time that at least two members 

could get together and attend the classes. The time in class was also limited and filled with 

activities, which did not leave a lot of time for questioning the teacher.  

When observing the 2011-2012 annual reports of Mitchell and Bach Elementary Schools, 

we saw that the children did well above the state average in every category of the report.  For 

example, the percent of students who were proficient in English in third grade was 84.4% and 

81.7%, respectively.  According to our visit observations, we saw that the two had plentiful 

resources and that the kids were from relatively high-income households.  Bach, especially, had 

technology and devices used as supplementary tools for learning.   

When we compared these two Ann Arbor schools to the schools in Detroit, we noticed a 

stark contrast in setting and teaching. The schools were in low-income neighborhoods and lacked 

the resources that the Ann Arbor schools possessed.  The percent of students who were proficient 



in English in third grade was 19% for Wayne Elementary School and 20.4% for Neinas 

Elementary School.  From our observations, we deduced that the discrepancies in the two 

district’s schools were due to the differences in distribution public/private funding and 

socioeconomic statuses of the students.  The two factors combined make educational 

improvements difficult for the Detroit students, whose families cannot afford supplementary 

education beyond the very basic standards of the Detroit schools. 

Implications 
 

Our main goal was to determine whether we can apply what we learned with our research in our 

community to show that achieving universal primary education should be a responsibility for 

each one of us, because despite differences between the countries, the educational process is 

universal. We hope that our results can help educate not only our group but our peers and other 

GSP members of the varying differences of education received for many people around the 

world and the different factors that contribute to this huge gap.  

Conclusion 

Comparing what we saw in our elementary school visits and our research on Brazil, 

Sweden and China, we found out that there is a pattern of things that are affecting and promoting 

education worldwide. A key thing for universal primary education to be achieved is a high 

enrollment rate. We saw that countries that had high enrollment rates usually gave financial 

assistance and put education as a priority. These countries also kept political and social issues 

from influencing the implementation of education policies. Education is extremely important in 

determining the long-run development of a country. Since primary education enrollment rates are 

relatively low in developing countries, we should direct our efforts to help them achieve the goal 

of universal primary education. 
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