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HELENA ANTIPOFF (1892-1974):
A Synthesis of Swiss and Soviet Psychology in the

Context of Brazilian Education

Regina Helena de Freitas Campos
Federal University of Minas Gerais

Helena Antipoff played an important role in the development of a sociocultural
perspective in educational psychology in Brazil. Drawing on her previous training
in Paris, Geneva, and Petrograd, she proposed an original explanation for the high
rates of school failure in the public system, from 1929 onward, when she became
chairwoman of one of the first laboratories of psychology established in the country.
This article focuses on her work, divided into 3 periods: the experience in Europe
(1909-1929), the critique of the public educational system in Brazil (1929-1945),
and the proposal of alternatives (1945-1974). Her contribution to the analysis of the
development of intellectual skills in children, based on cultural and environmental
factors, is related to the influence of Genevan interactionists and of Soviet cultural-
historical theory, within the context of a critical view of the Brazilian educational
system.

High rates of school failure were observed in Brazilian schools, with the
establishment of a mass education system in the country, in the beginning of the
20th century. The purpose of adapting a large cohort of students coming from
lower social strata to a system designed for middle- and upper-class students
produced a sharp division within schools, with neat differences between the
educational experience provided for children coming from either social level.
Following the social Darwinist standpoint, some of the first psychologists who
tried to interpret the phenomenon adopted the usual explanation based on bio-
logical and genetic factors. While translating and adapting to the local population
the available intelligence and maturity tests then used in Europe or in the United
States, aiming at the organization of homogeneous classrooms—that is, class-
rooms in which children were grouped according to levels of mental develop-
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ment—those pioneers tended to assign to nature the responsibility for the defini-
tion of children's learning skills.

From 1970 onward a critical literature has been exploring the contribution of
early applied psychology, especially of psychological testing, to the selective
character then assumed by the educational system, based on the biological fatality
explanation (Antunes, 1999; Bock, 1999; Campos, 1989, 1999; Massimi, 1990;
Patto, 1990). A similar role for applied psychology has been documented in North
America, where the need to include a growing number of immigrants in existing
schools, coupled with the ideology of success based on innate mental capacities,
contributed to the early discrimination of minority groups and to a growing
controversy over the use of mental tests in schools, which has been extensively
examined within the literature (Block & Dworkin, 1976; Chapman, 1979; Cron-
bach, 1975; Gould, 1981; Kamin, 1974; Sokal, 1983; Tyack, 1974).

The controversy surrounding the interpretation of mental test results triggered
several debates among psychologists. Although the social Darwinist perspective
tended to prevail, other explanations for the same phenomena were developed that
drew on environmentalist and cultural views. An example of an alternative view
on the relation between intellectual capacities and school success was proposed
also in Brazil, at the Belo Horizonte Teachers Training College. In contrast with
the prevailing view, Helena Antipoff, a Russian psychologist who was chair of the
college's Laboratory of Psychology from 1929 to 1945, considered that most of
the learning difficulties of primary-school students could be explained by the
impact of social environment and of teaching practices on shaping their cognitive
capacities. This view on the development of intelligence, informed by Soviet and
Swiss scholars with whose work she became acquainted in previous years, was
later known as "the Belo Horizonte school of educational psychology" (Louren9o
Filho, 1971), which had a lasting influence on the development of a sociocultural
approach to scientific psychology in Brazil (Antunes, 1999; Campos, 1989, 1996).

This study of the life and work of Helena Antipoff illustrates, through her
biography, how the nature-nurture debate was framed in the specific situation of
Brazilian education around the 1930s. It can be seen as a case study of the
controversy regarding the role of environment in shaping cognitive development
in children, and it aims at exemplifying how an environmentalist, sociocultural
approach to mental development was stated in an era when the view based on
hereditary factors was dominant. The context of the study is provided by the
situation of Brazilian public education.

Antipoff's work may be divided into three periods. The first is the experience
in Europe (1909-1929), when she participated actively in laboratory and practical
applications of psychology in Paris, Geneva, and Petrograd, with a deep involve-
ment in the making of the interactionist and the social interactionist approaches to
human development. During this period, scientists involved in the development of
the new science of psychology provided the first attempts of its application to
education, both in Europe and in America. The second period may be labeled the
critique of the public educational system in Brazil (1929—1945), a period during
which, while participating in the diffusion of the Escola Nova movement—that is,
the Brazilian version of the progressive education movement—she became con-
scious of the social and cultural consequences of the application of psychological
techniques within mass education systems. During the third period of her life
Antipoff dedicated herself to the proposal of alternatives (1945-1974), both in
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psychology and in education. This is the period when her original contribution can
be best observed.

Throughout her life, Antipoff kept her faith in science as a means to help
solving social problems, a pragmatic perspective she shared with most early
20th-century intellectuals. This perspective, however, took different directions
according to ideological options of its defenders. Some individuals proposed the
use of science to adapt individuals to society: the technocratic approach. Others—
including Antipoff—put more emphasis on changing society for the sake of
individual well-being. The tension between these different approaches to the
relation between individual and society runs through much of the social-psycho-
logical literature produced during the 20th century.

In the history of science, biographical studies are important because they
"enable the historian of science to combine fruitfully the internalist and the
externalist approaches to their discipline" (Sokal, 1980, p. 272). Studying Scrip-
ture's life and work as a psychologist, Sokal (1980) also observed that "the
examination of a radical view of a topic throws light on the whole range of
opinions on the subject. Scientific popularizers, by the very nature of their work,
often find themselves embroiled in controversies and take extreme views" (p.
271). Actors, in science, are men and women working in specific historical
situations, trying to make sense of what they observe (Brozek & Guerra, 1996).
In this article, in my examination of Antipoff's work I describe the making of a
sociocultural approach to the development of cognition, different in many aspects
from mainstream psychological thought and literature at the time as well as the
theoretical sources for this view.

First Period: The Experience in Europe (1909-1929)

Helena Antipoff (1892-1974) was bom in Grodno, Russia. Her father was a
colonel in the Russian army, and her mother was descended from a Russian
aristocratic family. Antipoff lived in St. Petersburg until 1909 and was educated
in the traditional aristocratic style, learning to play the piano and to speak
German, English, and French. While attending the normal school, she was
encouraged to pursue scientific studies by a teacher who was a former student of
Pavlov. At the same time, the burgeoning cultural life of the city called her
attention. She became acquainted with the work of Russian realists, such as Gorki
and Chaliapine, who were "part of the common people, and attempted to awake
the masses from ignorance and submission" (D. Antipoff, 1975, p. 23).' At the
same time Antipoff s interest in literature and drama led her to have contact with
the growing social movement against the Russian political regime of the early
20th century.

An atmosphere of insecurity and the signs that a revolutionary movement was
about to occur in Russia led Antipoff's family to move to Paris in 1909, following
a trend observed in most Russian families in the period, who looked for better
opportunities of study for their offspring in western Europe. Antipoff's father
stayed in St. Petersburg while her mother took their three daughters to France.
While her mother taught Russian to small groups of French students at home,
Antipoff decided to pursue her studies at the University of Paris. After attending

1 Unless otherwise noted, all Antipoff citations refer to Helena Antipoff.
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conferences by Pierre Janet and Henri Bergson at the College de France, she
decided to study psychology.

From Paris to Geneva: The Making of a Scientific View (1909-1915)

Antipoff acknowledged the influence the College de France seminars had on
her line of thought. Among the French philosophers and psychologists, she
distinguished particularly Bergson (1859-1941), for his phenomenological ap-
proach to human consciousness, and Pierre Janet (1859-1947), for his functional
approach to human behavior. In the early 20th century Bergson influenced
psychologists in two ways. First, he criticized both associationism and structur-
alism for reducing human consciousness to discrete units. For him, consciousness
had to be apprehended as a totality (much in the way William James understood
the "stream of consciousness" as a continuing and enduring experience). Second,
Bergson refused to reduce the basic structures of the human mind to concepts
deriving from the study of animal psychology. For him, instincts were not to be
searched for in human beings. The apprehension of the stream of consciousness
was possible only through intuition, which corresponded to the inner experience
of being conscious. Bergson was one of the founders of phenomenology as a
school of thought in philosophy and psychology. Pierre Janet was a psychopa-
thologist who had studied with Charcot at La Salpetriere. Like Sigmund Freud,
Janet interpreted mental diseases as disorders in consciousness generated at an
unconscious level (Roudinesco, 1986; Zusne, 1975).

In 1911-1912, Antipoff worked with T. Simon at the Laboratory of Psychol-
ogy, previously founded by Alfred Binet, and attended the meetings of the Societe
pour 1'Etude de 1'Enfant, also founded by Binet before his death in 1911. Binet's
laboratory at the Sorbonne was founded in 1889. Until 1900, the laboratory
carried out experiments on human perception in the German tradition. After
publishing, in 1902, L'etude experimental de I'intelligence (Binet, 1902), Binet
was appointed by the Ministry of Public Instruction for a committee whose task
was to study the problem and make recommendations concerning the education of
retarded children in Paris. For this purpose, the first Binet-Simon intelligence
scale was constructed in 1905. The scale was revised in 1908, and the tests were
arranged according to the different ages at which they were to be passed by
normal children. In 1911, Binet's last revision was published, in which the
concept of mental age was included for the first time (Binet, 1911/1920; Gould,
1981).

At the laboratory, Antipoff participated in the studies of the mental develop-
ment of children enrolled in Paris public schools, aimed at verifying the accuracy
of the Binet—Simon intelligence scale in measuring the mental development of
primary-school children. During her apprenticeship she became acquainted with
the techniques used to validate mental tests, the analysis of different items of the
scale, and the study of the relation between verbal development and motor skills.
The Sorbonne laboratory attracted researchers from several parts of the world who
were interested in studies of intelligence. There Antipoff was introduced to
Edouard Claparede, a professor at the University of Geneva, who was organizing
in Switzerland the Institut des Sciences de 1'Education (Institut Jean-Jacques
Rousseau) for the purpose of "introducing students to scientific methods required
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for the advancement of child psychology and instructional techniques" (Clapa-
rede, 1931, p. 267).

Since 1899, Geneva had been the headquarters of the Bureau International des
Ecoles Nouvelles, organized by the Swiss educator Adolphe Ferriere to gather
information regarding the movement of school renewal in Europe. Ferriere
became one of the main disseminators of the doctrine of the Ecole Active—the
school whose purpose was to develop children's autonomy and whose teaching
methods relied on children's interests. According to Claparede, the expression
"Ecole Active" was first used by Pierre Bovet, first director of the Rousseau
Institute, to refer to the approach they were developing in Geneva (Claparede,
1931, p. 195; Hameline, Jornod, & Belkai'd, 1995). The "New School" movement,
in the European tradition, includes several proposals related to the organization of
schooling and learning in mass education systems and corresponds roughly to the
"progressive education movement" in the North American tradition. The "Active
School" movement refers to the specific approach developed in Geneva, which
emphasizes mainly the autonomy and creativity of children in their process of
learning basic skills.

Claparede went to Paris to recruit researchers to work at the Rousseau
Institute, and Antipoff was invited to join the Swiss group (D. Antipoff, 1975, p.
42). The contact with Claparede was crucial for the development of Antipoff's
view on intelligence and education. At the institute, she would acquire a more
complete knowledge of the functional approach to the psychology of intelligence
and of the Active School methods. Claparede approached the study of intelligence
as an active process, in the tradition of functional studies already being developed
by John Dewey and William James in the United States (Claparede, 1941, p. 152).
This approach was opposed both to the aprioristic concept of intelligence, as a
"system of faculties of the mind that considers intelligence as a primordial faculty,
unique and impossible to analyze," and to the associationist assumption that
considered intelligence as a "game of acquired associations" (Claparede, 1931,
pp. 138-139). Claparede, on the contrary, emphasized intelligence as an active
instrument of adaptation to new situations. This approach, known as interaction-
ist—or, more recently, constructivist—assumes that the development of intelli-
gence results from the individual's active exploration of possible solutions to a
new problem. Therefore, intelligence derives from the individual's action on the
environment, and it is the structure of the action that, once internalized, constitutes
the structure of intelligent thought.

Claparede began to develop his theory of intelligence in 1913. His hypothesis
relied on theories contending that learning was a trial-and-error process, following
Jennings and Thorndike. Differently from Thorndike, however, he did not sub-
scribe to the associationist hypothesis that held that there were no higher mental
processes involved, and he did not think that trial-and-error behavior was exter-
nally controlled. Claparede contended that human beings involved in trial-and-
error problem-solving processes presented purposive behaviors, not mere reac-
tions to any given environmental structure, and also a consciousness of the
process of research leading to the solution of the problem. This position, which
Piaget assimilated into his psychological work (Piaget, 1936/1975, pp. 357-359),
was fully stated in 1933, in the article "La Genese de I'hypothese," published in
the Archives de Psychologic and dedicated to Antipoff, who had collaborated in
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the data collecting and analysis while working as Claparede's assistant in Geneva
(Claparede, 1933).

The principles of functional education derived from this view, stating that the
educational process might rely on children's interests as the basis for their
activities at school. In this approach, the purpose of education became the
development of intelligence. It was assumed that intelligence would be developed
to the extent that students were given opportunities to manipulate their environ-
ment and to actively search for solutions to problems posed to them at school
(Claparede, 1931). Claparede (1931) reported having proposed, in 1911, the
following definition for functional education:

education which proposes to develop mental processes considered not in them-
selves, but in their biological meaning, their role, their usefulness for present or
future actions. Functional education takes the child's need, his interest in attaining
an end as a lever of the activity we want to awake, (p. 7)

For Claparede, functional education should be based on children's interests
and on their most genuine problem-solving activities. In this approach, education,
rather than depending on children's given mental abilities, was the process of
making these abilities. For this reason it is called a constructivist approach.

Functional education was supposed to provide the basis for the planning of
Active School methods that were developed at the Maison des Petits, an exper-
imental school linked to the Rousseau Institute with the following purposes: "to
do research, to experiment, to evidence psychological truths relative to the
development of the child" and "to expose a team of educators to these truths"
(Audemars & Lafendel, 1950, p. 10). The Maison des Petits was founded in
November 1913 and was incorporated by the Swiss public school system in 1922.
Claparede (1926) reported that, in the beginning, the Maison des Petits was
inspired by Montessori's instructional methods. Soon after, the Rousseau Institute
staff began to consider Montessori's system too artificial, relying on behavior
conditioning and control rather than on children's autonomous creativity. For
Claparede,

Montessori's system does not recognize that children develop, in fact, alone, and
that it is important to provide them as soon as possible with an environment
adapted to their interests, their needs out of curiosity and movement, an environ-
ment placing problems of action and thought to their small intelligence as far as
possible. (1926, pp. 39-40)

Also, Audemars and Lafendel (1950), first directors of the Maison des Petits
stated that

first the child adapts things to himself, later he adapts himself and conforms to
objects' requirements. It is only after his personal experiences with this or that
object, this or that game, that he can submit himself to the way traced by someone
else's experience, (pp. 14-15)

In these passages one can see that the Swiss Active School theorists were
primarily committed to the development of individual intelligence. In their writ-
ings (and differently from Dewey, in the United States, or Vygotski, in Russia),
the development of social skills was not emphasized.

Antipoff did her apprenticeship as a researcher at the Rousseau Institute
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between 1912 and 1916. While in Geneva, she attended the Rousseau Institute
seminars and taught at the Maison des Petits, where she was the first school-
teacher, under Claparede's supervision (Hameline, 1996, p. 23). In 1916, how-
ever, she had to leave Geneva and go to Russia, to take care of her father, who had
been severely wounded in the war.

In Russia (1916-1924): How Science Could Help the Reconstruction
of Society

From 1916 until 1924, Antipoff stayed in Russia. During the years 1916-
1917, while looking after her father, she witnessed the effects not only of war but
also of a popular rebellion. Her father, a colonel of the czar's army, had been
wounded in a battle against the common people at Smolensk. As an official of the
regime, he could not be treated in a public hospital, where the rebels could still try
to kill him. She arranged for him to be treated by distant relatives in Crimea, and
returned to Petrograd (formerly St. Petersburg), where she worked in a shelter for
abandoned children. These children, she reported, had lost their families in the
process of disorganization of the country due both to the war and to the coming
revolution, and they lived in the city streets, frightening the population. With the
permission of the local police, the center was organized for the purpose of
sheltering some children as well as conducting others toward institutions provid-
ing further support. After the revolution, following a period of uncertainty and
crisis, Antipoff resumed her work, sponsored by the Petrograd educational dis-
trict, where she was known as the French educator—"I'educatrice francaise"
(Antipoff, 1931; D. Antipoff, 1975, pp. 65-66).

Antipoff s task was to examine children sheltered at the orphanage and to plan
their re-education. To examine children, she used psychological tests with which
she was already familiar, such as the Binet-Simon intelligence scale and Alex-
ander Lazurski's technique for studying children's personality. Lazurski was one
of the first Russian specialists in mental testing, having worked at the Psycho-
neurological Institute of St. Petersburg, directed by Vladimir Bekhterev. Lazur-
ski's technique, called natural experimentation, included the observation of
children in their natural environment, with the purpose of avoiding the artificial
situation of the laboratory or of tests (Antipoff, 1926).

After the revolution, scientific studies were highly valued in the Soviet Union.
Revolutionary leaders believed that science should help solve the social and
economic problems of the country. They expected, as well, that the concepts of
dialectical materialism would be better developed and explored by social scien-
tists. This agenda was embraced by a group of Soviet psychologists dedicated to
research on educational psychology and mental retardation—the area of pedology,
well developed after the revolution. Van der Veer and Valsiner (1996) reported
that the general interest in pedology was enhanced by the educational experiments
promoted by the new government, aimed at expanding educational opportunities
and shaping human nature for socialist purposes.

One of the leaders of the group of pedologists, Vygotski—one of the first
Soviet psychologists to apply the concepts of dialectic materialism to psy-
chology—had already been working on pedology since 1917. For Vygotski and
his group, the concept of mental retardation was not biologically based but
involved the consideration that higher mental processes are determined by socio-
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cultural experiences, suggesting the mechanisms through which cultural experi-
ences help shape human cognitive abilities.

This approach was opposed to theories of cognition considering that intellec-
tual abilities are a result of the process of biological maturation, thus stating that
human cognitive development is a result of the interplay between culture and the
individual, made possible through the individual's action on the environment
using work instruments or language. To the extent that this approach emphasized
the shaping of human mental processes by the internalization of action on
environment, it can be considered constructivist.

However, for Vygotski and his colleagues, the concept of environment
differed from that developed at the Genevan school. In Vygotski's theory of
mental development, environment was always a sociocultural, historical environ-
ment. For him, mental development is a result both of the impact of society and
culture on the individual, through the mediation of language, and the individual's
own action on the environment, through the mediation of instruments of work and
of communication. Therefore, the development of higher mental processes is
socially and culturally determined. As a consequence, schooling, rather than
relying on the individual's already given mental capacities, provided a means to
develop these capacities (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1996; Vygotski, 1995).

Antipoff s work in Russia seems to have been influenced by the historical-
cultural approach. While submitting children to psychological examinations, she
observed that abandoned children's performance on the Binet-Simon scale was
poor but that they could not be considered feeble minded; on the contrary, they
would reveal "an amazing ability to deal with concrete problems of life." Their
troubles could be better explained by their lack of a regular family life and
schooling, that is, by their sociocultural background (Antipoff, 1931, p. 134). It is
therefore probable that, during her stay in Petrograd, she became acquainted with
the directions taken by Soviet psychology under the influence of the historical-
cultural approach.

While in Petrograd, Antipoff met the journalist and writer Viktor Iretzky,
whom she married (informally) in 1918. Their son, Daniel, was born in 1919,
when Iretzky was in prison because, although he was not a political activist, his
ideas were considered undesirable by the political police, then called Czech, and
later the KGB. As a writer, Iretzky defended the right of the artist to freedom of
expression, a position not accepted by the Communists, who wanted all profes-
sionals to direct their efforts toward the development of historical materialism. In
the arts, this position meant to be a realist, to describe the common people's lives
and the success of the revolution. After being prosecuted, Iretzky was exiled to
Berlin, in 1922, where he wrote his most famous novel (She), dedicated to his
homeland, Russia (D. Antipoff, 1975, 1997).

In 1924 Antipoff published two articles in Petrograd: "Plan and Techniques
for the Psychological Examination of Children" and "The Mental Development of
Pre-School Children" in the Journal Trondovaia Schkola and in the Journal of
Pedology (Antipoff, 1924, as cited in Murchison, 1929, p. 541, Antipoff, 1992).
Both articles focused on the results of Antipoff s investigation of children's
mental capacities. The articles were criticized by Soviet authorities, because they
seemed to demonstrate that upper-class children did better in standardized tests
than working-class ones, although Antipoff's interpretation of these results aimed
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at showing that the test's scope was limited to the cultural universe of the upper
classes.

Probably because of these problems, and to her husband's exile in Berlin,
Antipoff left Russia in the end of 1924, with an authorization signed by Nechaev,
professor of pedagogical psychology at the Petrograd (then renamed Leningrad)
university. On leaving Russia, she and her son, Daniel, also lost their Soviet
citizenship. However, during the troubled years of the revolution, she added to her
intellectual training that unique experience with a sociocultural approach to
psychology that would profoundly influence her work in Brazil.

From the Exile in Geneva to the Adventure in Brazil (1925-1929)

Back in Europe, Antipoff lived for a year in Berlin, but in January 1926 she
decided to leave her husband and return to Geneva to work as Claparede's
assistant at the Rousseau Institute. During her stay in Geneva, from 1926 until
1929, her research was centered on the development of intelligence in children,
the relation between higher mental processes and motor skills, and the develop-
ment of moral judgments. At that time, her articles, published in the Archives de
Psychologic and in the Intermediaire des Educateurs, were characterized by a
concern for the study of children in their natural environment and directed at the
study of children's process of knowing and of reacting to their environment. One
of the articles deals with the application of Lazurski's natural experimentation
method in schools. The technique consisted of allowing children to freely explore
different activities at school. It was supposed that the child would stop exploring
when he or she found an activity more attuned to his or her natural interests.
During the exploratory period, the child was observed, and several dimensions of
his or her personality were evaluated. In the same year, Antipoff published an
article on the development of motor aptitudes (Antipoff, 1926, 1927a, 1927b,
1927c, 1928a, 1928b, 1928c).2

It is interesting to observe the similarities between the work developed at the
Rousseau Institute and the "battle for consciousness" then being carried out in
Russia. As Leontiev (1991, pp. 422-423) put it, the task of the psychologist, at
that time, was that of freeing oneself, on the one hand, from "vulgar" behaviorism,
and, on the other, "from the subjective approach to mental phenomena as exclu-
sively inner subjective conditions which can only be investigated introspectively."
"Vulgar" behaviorism would lead ultimately to the abandonment of the study of
consciousness for the study of habits, that is, of mechanical behavioral patterns
that were assumed to be conditioned independently of the subject's active will.
The subjective approach, on the other side, claimed that the objective study of
human consciousness was impossible. Vygotski's group, in Russia, opted for a
third position, in which mental phenomena were considered observable through

2 A complete list of Antipoff s published works, until 1929, as well as her academic biography,
can be found in The Psychological Register II, by Murchison (1929). The Register lists approxi-
mately 1,300 psychologists active at the time, all over the world. It includes all full members of the
American Psychological Association, those with PhDs in psychology, and nominees from other
countries indicated by the editorial board (F. Bartlett of England, Karl Buhler of Austria, H. Pieron
of France, S. De Sanctis of Italy, and four other members, representing Poland, Sweden, Japan, and
the Soviet Union). The nominees represent probably the large majority of researchers in psychology
around the world at the time.
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the observation of the individual's action on the environment in problem-solving
situations. The Genevan school arrived at the same conclusion. For this reason,
both groups emphasized research on problem-solving processes as well as on the
relation between mental and motor processes. These latter were considered
observable expressions of the individual's ways of reasoning (Claparede, 1933;
Vygotski, 1991a, p. 7).

This position, combined with a developmental approach to cognition, led to
the issue of whether cognitive structures were innate or acquired. The observation
of the development of problem-solving processes in children could ultimately
answer the question of whether reasoning and intelligence were innate or whether
they were the result of the internalization of problem-solving strategies acquired
through the manipulation of concrete objects. Both the Soviet group of researchers
and those working at the Rousseau Institute interpreted the development of
intelligence as an interactive process in which both the individuals' spontaneous
activity and environment played a role. Thus, both groups dismissed the purely
apriorist hypothesis.

By the end of the 1920s the Institut Jean Jacques Rousseau attracted educators
from all over the world. Claparede's work had been translated into several
languages, and Geneva was established as a widely known center of studies on
child psychology and Active School methods.3 For this reason, when the Minas
Gerais state government decided to establish a Teachers Training College des-
tined for the training of educational specialists and managers in Belo Horizonte,
capital of the state, a mission was sent to Geneva, as well as to Paris and to
Columbia University in New York, to invite foreign specialists to prepare Bra-
zilian teachers at the newly established institution.

Antipoff accepted the offer for a 1-year contract in 1929 and left Geneva once
again. Before Antipoff, other European researchers had been in Belo Horizonte:
Leon Walther, from Geneva, in 1928, and T. Simon, from Paris, in 1929.
Claparede was invited in 1930 for a series of conferences. After several renewals
of her 1 -year 1929 contract, Antipoff decided to stay in Brazil for good.

Second Period: The Critique of the Public Educational System
in Brazil (1929-1945)

By the end of the 1920s, Minas Gerais, together with Sao Paulo and Rio de
Janeiro, was one of the most important states in the Brazilian federation, in terms
of economic as well as political issues. Situated in the highlands next to the
coastal state of Rio de Janeiro, where the federal district was located, Minas
Gerais occupied an area similar in size to France. In 1920, nearly 11% of the
state's 5,888,000 inhabitants lived in cities; most of the population lived in the
countryside. From the 1920s onward, cities with populations over 10,000 grew
rapidly, and so did state-supported primary and secondary schools. From 1926

3 The Rousseau Institute received nearly 200 foreign students in 1926. Claparede's Psychologic
de Venfant et pedagogie experimental had been translated into Rumanian (1911), Italian (1912),
English (1911), Hungarian (1915), Polish (1918), and Czech (1925); L'ecole et la psychologie ex-
perimentale (1916) was translated into German, Spanish, Armenian, Polish, and Portuguese.
L'orientation professionnelle (1922) was translated into English, Spanish, Polish, Rumanian, and
Russian. Comment diagnostiquer les aptitudes chez les ecoliers (1924) was translated into Spanish
and Russian.
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until 1930, primary-school enrollments grew an average of 17.4% per year. By
1930, primary schools were receiving 20.7% of the school-age population.

During the 1920s, several educational reforms were promoted in Brazilian
states. In 1924, a group of progressive educators founded the Brazilian Education
Association and initiated a campaign aimed both at expanding the number of
available opportunities for schooling and to rationalize school administration. The
contribution of psychologists to these reforms was highly valued. Having had
access to the literature on the progressive education movement in Europe and in
the United States, the early leaders of the Escola Nova (New School) movement
recommended the introduction of IQ tests for the purpose of evaluating the
possibilities of the many children looking for a place within the educational
system. Besides this, they reinforced the importance of training the new genera-
tion in the academic and civic skills required for a society in a process of
modernization and urbanization (O'Neill, 1975, Wirth, 1977).

In Minas Gerais, the 1927 school reform, among other initiatives, proposed
the establishment of the Teachers Training College, where educators would be
prepared to apply the new methods proposed by the escolanovistas, the leaders of
the New School movement. Educational psychology was introduced as a regular
course at normal schools and, at the Teachers College, the study of educational
psychology aimed at further developing knowledge of local children, through
research and standardization of IQ tests (Peixoto, 1981).

In August 1929 Antipoff began teaching classes at the Belo Horizonte
Teachers Training College. Her students were, for the most part, normal school
graduates already working as school principals or supervisors in the public school
system. A few students came from other states to attend the full-time, 2-year
program. At the Teachers Training College Laboratory of Psychology, she started
a program of research for the purpose of studying the mental development, ideals,
and interests of local children.

Culture and Cognition in Children's Development

In 1930 the first report was published, with the results of an inquiry into fourth
graders' ideals and interests. Antipoff's purpose in this study was to "orient
myself, as soon as possible, as to the psychology of small Brazilians, and to
understand their general psychic character" (Antipoff, 1930a, p. 5). The influence
of the Geneva Active School, as well of Soviet historical-cultural approach, can
be observed in this research: Antipoff aimed at investigating the kind of children
to which Brazilian schools should be adapted. The idea that local children's
interests and ideals deserved closer attention evidenced her concern over cultural
differences in mental processes, suggested by Soviet psychologists. Although
recognizing the limitations of the chosen instrument of inquiry—"the human soul
is too complex for such a rude instrument as the survey to be able to apprehend
its delicate mechanism" (Antipoff, 1930a, p. 6)—Antipoff designed a question-
naire to be answered by a sample of fourth graders, dealing with preferred tasks
at home and at school, preferred toys and books, adult models, and plans for the
future.

The results were compared with those obtained by Lobsien, Stern, Scheiffler,
and Schultz in Germany; Crosswell, Monroe, and Barnes in the United States;
Meumann and Varendock in Switzerland; and Bogdanoff in Moscow and revealed
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the action of social environment in shaping children's inner trends. Brazilian
children's ideals and interests were more limited and less diversified than those of
their foreign counterparts. Antipoff interpreted these results as coming, for the
most part, from a modest social milieu, in which family life was still the
predominant experience in children's lives. She also observed the influence of
schooling in these results: Brazilian children had fewer daily hours of classes than
Europeans or North Americans.

Stating that "there is a constant interaction between children's nature and the
environment in which they live" (Antipoff, 1930a, p. 40), Antipoff pointed to a
contradiction in Active School principles, according to which educative work
should be organized according to children's spontaneous interests. If these inter-
ests were so limited, how would school enrich and diversify students' experi-
ences? In her view, children's intimate nature could develop adequately only in a
sufficiently diversified environment, in which "several kinds of children will find
an adequate destiny for their nature" (Antipoff, 1930a, p. 42). These basic
assumptions would guide her later work in Brazil: on the one hand, the concern
over the impact of social environment on shaping human cognitive features; on
the other hand, the idea that schools could successfully help to develop children's
capacities. The research results were also published in Geneva, in the Archives de
Psychologic (Antipoff, 1930b), and were quoted by Claparede (1931) in L'edu-
cation fonctionnelle:

Madame H. Antipoff correctly demonstrated, comparing children's interests in
Europe and Brazil, that those interests depend partly on the environment, and it is
very difficult to know which ones are really "natural," corresponding to a need of
growth at a certain age. (p. 253)

Continuing her research on local children, Antipoff published a second report
in 1931 on "The Mental Development of Belo Horizonte School Children"
(Antipoff, 1931). In it Antipoff reported results obtained in the application of
three kinds of mental tests to a sample of schoolchildren, whose ages ranged from
6 to 17 years. The Goodenough test, based on the analysis of children's drawings
of a human figure, was applied to 900 seven- to eleven-year-old students in six
elementary schools. The Dearborn test, a series of games and picture puzzles that
can be solved both by literate and illiterate children, was applied to the same
sample of 7- to 11 -year-old students already examined, and to this sample was
added a group of 54 6-year-old children from one of the few public kindergartens
existing in the city and a group of 490 11- to 16-year-old girls enrolled in the first
and second cycles of a local normal school. The third instrument used—Ballard's
A Hundred Questions Intelligence Test—was applied to a sample of 1,381 seven-
to seventeen-year-old students from elementary and normal schools.

The purposes of the study were (a) to investigate the mental development of
local schoolchildren by age group, (b) to compare their mental development with
that of school-age children in other countries, and (c) to investigate how mental
development varies according to social background. In this research, Antipoff
(1931) provided a deeper examination of the impact of society and culture on the
development of cognitive skills, a theme that would increasingly influence her
work in Brazil. She had the unique opportunity to observe the action of social and
cultural aspects on intelligence and to reveal their weight, a demonstration needed
by those who discussed the purely hereditarian views of social Darwinists.
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Antipoff's Concept of Civilized Intelligence

On the basis of Claparede's and Binet's definitions of intelligence as a
"capacity for solving, through thought, new problems" (Claparede, 1933, p. 3),
Antipoff observed that intelligence tests only imperfectly relied on abilities of
comprehension and invention implied in such a definition. In her view, the results
of mental tests should be considered more modestly as an evaluation of what
could be called the level of mental development of a given population. This would
include, rather than a pure capacity for invention, the abilities for concentrating
attention, for observation, logical reasoning, a general "fluidity of thought."
However, this was only part of the problem. The other important question that
should be asked was whether intelligence could be considered natural, that is,
depending only on children's innate disposition and age for its development.
Innate dispositions referred to children's genetic endowment, age referred to
levels of maturation; both concepts were part of the general theory of intelligence
accepted at the time. However, for Antipoff, intelligence was

a more complex product, shaped by the action of several agents, among which we
distinguish, besides innate intellectual dispositions and biological growth, the
combination of character and social environment—including life conditions and
culture—in which a child grows up, as well as the pedagogical action, education
and instruction to which a child is submitted both at home and at school. (Antipoff,
1931, pp. 131-132)

Following this reasoning, Antipoff provided her own definition for the ca-
pacities measured by intelligence tests:

Intelligence as revealed by tests is less a natural intelligence (as Binet would
argue) than a civilized intelligence; . . . tests are designed to evaluate an individ-
ual's mental nature polished by the action of society where he lives, intelligence
developing as a function of experience acquired through time. (Antipoff, 1931, pp.
131-132)

Antipoff said she developed her view of intelligence measured by mental tests
as "civilized intelligence" after her experience with the examination of Soviet
abandoned children. Those children, although they received low scores when
administered the Binet-Simon scale, were not feeble minded. According to
Antipoff (1931),

what they lacked was the capacity to concentrate voluntary attention, on the one
hand, and, on the other, to attain a certain abstraction leading to conceptual
thought. When they were in a purely concrete domain, when they were stimulated
by instinct, interest or spontaneous attention, those children could be sure to
succeed; otherwise, faced with more abstract thinking, they could present true
intellectual gaps. This deficiency was translated, according to IQ tests, into an
average of two or three years of retardation in comparison with children of the
same age who lived in ideal, ordinary conditions. Isolated from family, from
school, from society with its laws and rules, those children were raised, in a word,
apart from civilized life. Not lacking natural intelligence, they did not have the
type of intelligence due to and disciplined through contact with rules and require-
ments imposed by conventional family life or schools; this is what constitutes the
civilized intelligence we investigate through our tests presumed to measure general
intelligence, (p. 134)
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Similar observations had already been reported by Binet, when he observed
that children from wealthier Parisian families did better on intelligence tests; this
was also the case for children living in urban centers as compared to those raised
in the countryside (Binet, 1911/1920, p. 138). However, Binet continued to pursue
the design of an instrument to measure a purely natural intelligence, and those
findings were not incorporated into his theory of intelligence. The same was true
for Claparede, who also failed to see a relation between the development of
intelligence and social environment. His functional definition of intelligence
included the idea that it is "an instrument of adaptation playing a role where other
instruments of adaptation—like instincts or habits—are missing" (Claparede,
1931, p. 141-142). In 1930, Claparede's quotation of Antipoff's study on chil-
dren's ideals and interests in Belo Horizonte, in which she called attention to the
influence of social environment, shows that her view contradicted his expectations
of a theory of intelligence entirely based on spontaneous maturation.

Antipoff was also familiar with the work done by Terman in the United
States, and she criticized the excessive emphasis placed by American psychom-
etrists on comparisons between Blacks' and Whites' performances on IQ tests:

When American psychologists gladly publicize comparative norms on the intel-
ligence of black and white populations, . . . these results do not clearly elucidate
the issue. The social and economic conditions of black and white peoples are as
different as day and night. White men had, and still have in the United States,
social advantages not offered to blacks. Give both groups, and for centuries, the
same conditions, and only then differences in intelligence test results will be
scientifically interesting. (Antipoff, 1931, p. 162)

Antipoff's concept of intelligence is closer to the Soviet historical-cultural
theory. Vygotski (1995) contended that the development of higher mental pro-
cesses is socially determined and culturally transmitted, being mediated by
language and work instruments. This suggests that the directions taken by Soviet
psychology after the revolution influenced Antipoff's thought.

The distinction Antipoff introduced between concrete and abstract thinking as
two different directions taken by children's intellectual development according to
their social background testifies to the similarities between her view and that of
the Soviet group of historical-cultural researchers. In the early 1930s Alexander
R. Luria, a close collaborator of Vygotski, tested in central Asia the idea that the
process of concept formation varies with the level of cultural development of a
population. Luria's studies aimed at the examination of differences in perception,
and the abilities to generalize and to think abstractly, to make deductions and
inferences, and to reason and solve problems, in traditional rural and recently
urbanized adult populations. Luria observed that the thought of uneducated
individuals, differently from that of educated ones, was governed by concrete
relations observed in practice, and concluded that differences in perception and
problem-solving strategies could be due to cultural differences and to schooling
(Luria, 1976).

Genevan researchers also made the distinction between concrete and logical-
operative thinking. Piaget used the distinction to refer to different and succeeding
phases in the development of children's intellectual capacities. Although stating
that both types of reasoning were based on the internalization of children's action
on the environment, Piaget did not incorporate social and cultural variables into
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his theory of intelligence. Therefore, it seems that most of Antipoff's assumptions
concerning the concept of civilized intelligence stemmed from her experience in
Russia.

In her article on the development of Belo Horizonte schoolchildren, Antipoff
(1931) quoted Piaget, Binet, Claparede, and Terman. No Soviet authors were
quoted, probably because of her fear of being considered a communist. The Belo
Horizonte Teachers Training College had faced opposition, since its founding,
from traditionalist groups and the Catholic Church. The reform of schools was
seen as based on lay ideals. Moreover, Belo Horizonte's upper classes were
extremely conservative regarding the education of women. Some influential
leaders argued that women's studies at the college would harm their moral
development. In this climate, "even the fact that a Russian professor was in charge
of the laboratory of psychology was a focus of suspicion" (Peixoto, 1981, p. 177).

A Social-Psychological Approach to School Learning

The investigation of the mental development of Belo Horizonte schoolchil-
dren verified empirically the accuracy of Antipoff's concept of civilized intelli-
gence. Test results showed, on average, inferior performance by local children
compared to European or North American ones. The results suggested also an
association between socioeconomic status and test scores. To confirm this corre-
lation, the mean IQ scores for each school were compared, leading Antipoff
(1931) to conclude that "the ranking of each school corresponds roughly to the
level of economic and social welfare of the neighborhood where each school is
located" (p. 191).

Another way to test the association was the relation between fathers' occu-
pations and test results. Again, a high level of association was found, with lower
test scores corresponding to lower positions in the social hierarchy. This led
Antipoff (1931) to conclude that "the high rates of correlation between environ-
ment and intelligence seem to support our argument that general intelligence tests
measure precisely a civilized intelligence, not a natural one" (p. 193).

Besides verifying the relation between socioeconomic status and test results,
Antipoff also tried to evaluate the mental development of local children by age,
and compared their results with those obtained by European children. The
comparison seemed difficult, for the curves found in the data of the Belo
Horizonte children were too irregular. Antipoff then decided to consider only
results obtained by regular schoolchildren and to eliminate all results obtained by
repeating children. This procedure did provide the normal distribution needed for
comparison. However, it also eliminated the results obtained by nearly half of the
students, because of the high repetition rates of the school system. Therefore, as
Antipoff warned, a child needed to attain higher results—as compared to the local
population—to be considered a normal child. The test norms thus built were to be
used only with regular schoolchildren. As Antipoff (1931) put it:

Our norm, although real and not theoretical, since it is based on real results
obtained by children, cannot be applied to the whole Belo Horizonte population,
but only to children who are normal from the point of view of schooling, (p. 160)

As a conclusion, she observed that IQ tests were to be used carefully in the
evaluation of children's general level of mental development but that they could
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be considered a reasonable instrument to assess the levels of social and economic
welfare of the social group.

In 1931 Antipoff conducted another inquiry into the mental development of
local schoolchildren, using an adaptation of the Binet-Simon intelligence scale
she referred to as the Test Prime. She examined three groups: a group of 6- to
8-year-old illiterate children; a group of 11- to 12-year-old fourth graders; and a
group of adult, illiterate girls working as domestic servants. According to the
results, illiterate adults presented a performance similar to that of illiterate
children, whereas fourth graders presented the best performance. In a line of
argument close to the sociohistorical approach in Soviet psychology, Antipoff
(Antipoff & Cunha, 1932) claimed that those results revealed that culture trans-
mitted by schools was a powerful means of developing "civilized" intelligence. In
Russia, during the 1930s, Vygotski had extensively developed this idea that
formal instruction produces cognitive transformations (Van der Veer & Valsiner,
1996, p. 363).

The great influence of social environment on children's mental development
led Antipoff to propose that five factors should be taken into consideration in the
interpretation of IQ tests: experience, culture, social environment, individual
aptitudes, and emotions. Experience referred to the children's opportunities to
deal with different life situations; culture referred to the children's exposure to
different artifacts that characterize a school environment, such as paper, pencil,
and so on. Social environment referred to the socioeconomic level of the family
in which the child was raised. Individual aptitudes were individual natural
abilities, and emotions referred to the children's reaction to the situation of the
examination. For instance, younger children would be more influenced by their
individual aptitudes, social environment, and their more or less extended exposure
to formal education (culture, in Antipoff s word). Older children, on the other
hand, would be more influenced by emotions and experience, although all other
factors also would play a role in shaping test performance. Poor results obtained
by adult illiterate women in Test Prime would be explained by their lack of formal
education and by their shyness and embarrassment during the examination (An-
tipoff & Cunha, 1932).

Several other studies concerning children's mental development and the
organization of learning activities in Belo Horizonte public schools were per-
formed at the Teachers Training College Laboratory of Psychology during the
1930s. These studies were a result of the practical research training provided by
Antipoff in her courses on educational psychology. According to Antipoff
(1930c), "our studies are essentially practical. In our courses, theory is given only
as an introduction required for research in psychology applied to education"
(p. 77).

Psychology at the Teachers Training College included a 2-year program of
studies. During the first year, theories and methods of experimental and child
psychology were explored. During the second year, research training was empha-
sized. Research was performed both at the laboratory, with demonstration exper-
iments, and at local schools, where observation of classrooms and the application
of mental tests were performed (Antipoff, 1930c, p. 227).

Observation exercises were performed following the guidelines of Lazurski's
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method of natural experimentation (Antipoff, 1927/1980).4 Lazurski proposed
that children be observed in their natural environment, in different situations, so
that their reactions to different kinds of stimulation, as well as their individual
tendencies, could be examined. The observation of children in a natural environ-
ment was considered to lead to a more concrete investigation of their real
personality characteristics than that performed in the controlled environment of a
laboratory. From this point of view, children's behavior was considered to be the
concrete result of a variety of influences that had to be studied in a real situation:
methods of instruction, teachers' abilities, learning materials, school facilities, the
social background of students, their health conditions, their individual abilities,
and so on.

How to Deal With School Failure From a Cultural Perspective

This environmentalist approach directed attention to the milieu where chil-
dren were raised instead of focusing on their inherited capacities. For Antipoff,
several environmental factors influenced children's development, and the infor-
mation provided by standardized intelligence tests could be considered a measure
of the quality of the education they were receiving rather than an evaluation of
their natural capacities. Therefore, she also contended that children's mental
abilities could be successfully improved through formal education. According to
her,

The idea that a natural intelligence exists is a confusing, artificial and fanciful
concept, except in cases of children exceptionally gifted or severely retarded. We
have already demonstrated elsewhere that the capacity to solve the majority of test
questions intended to measure intelligence is due less to a natural than to a
civilized intelligence. . . . Presently, general intelligence test results differentiate
children predominantly in terms of influences of a social order—environment and
education—to which they have been submitted since birth, during their pre-school
life. (1934a, p. 27)

Antipoff noticed the contradiction between the use of IQ tests—with results
predominantly based on previous socialization in families differentially distrib-
uted in the social hierarchy—and the idea of a common school for all children. For
her the danger of a premature reproduction of the social hierarchy in schools
could, however, be dismissed, for two reasons. First, the association between test
scores and social status was a truth for the group, not for the individual. Second,
differences in mental abilities due to social and economic reasons became, in her
opinion, gradually smaller through the children's progress across school grades.
Therefore, homogeneous grouping would not harm the ideal of mixing children
coming from different social classes in common schools. Classification based on
IQ tests should be considered only as a preliminary procedure, being followed by
a careful observation of students by their teachers and through individualized
instruction aimed at meeting each child's particular needs. For Antipoff,

4 Lazurski is one of the few Russian psychologists quoted by Antipoff in her Brazilian research,
for political reasons (she avoided being identified as a communist in Brazil, during a period when
right-wing authoritarians predominated in the country's political elites). He wrote a handbook
(Vygotski, 1925/199!b) on experimental and general psychology that was re-edited in 1925, with a
foreword by Vygotski.
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The low level reached in intelligence tests by children from a lower social
environment, raised outside the school setting, does not absolutely predict future
retardation in learning. At that age the organism is still plastic and the brain is
capable of assimilating with high speed the products of intellectual culture.
(Antipoff & Cunha, 1932, pp. 16-17)

Children attaining low scores in IQ tests were predominantly those who were
repeating the first grade for the first, second, or even third time. Researchers at the
Laboratory of Psychology first attempted procedures of homogeneous grouping
for public school first graders. Schools usually separated children by age, as a first
attempt to make classrooms more homogeneous (repeating children were, in
general, older). However, among repeaters, Antipoff distinguished three groups:
(a) children presenting educational retardation; (b) children who, besides present-
ing educational retardation, also presented intellectual or social retardation; and
(c) abnormal children, presenting severe physical or psychological deficiencies.
To distinguish these three groups, two criteria should be used: school achievement
and mental age. In practice, the three groups could be identified through their
mental age as measured by IQ tests standardized by the Laboratory of Psychology
for the local population (Antipoff, 1932, pp. 54-55).

The comparison between IQ test results observed in February 1931 for first
graders and results obtained in achievement tests at the end of the school year
showed that a minimum of 8 years of mental age were required for children to be
successfully promoted to the second grade. This meant that, on average, children
should be a year ahead of their chronological age, at the beginning of schooling,
to be successful, because compulsory schooling started at the age of 7.

Antipoff explained this fact, in itself demonstrating that high levels of failure
were to be regularly expected, in several ways. Some of the reasons, such as the
mental development of children or irregular school attendance, were considered
external to schools. Others seemed to be the schools' responsibility:

An exceedingly heavy program of studies to be accomplished in only three or four
daily hours of school work; the heterogeneity of classrooms, preventing teachers
from giving their students what they needed to progress in their studies; teachers'
sometimes insufficient competence; frequent and long leaves taken by teachers,
which triggered the disorganization of learning activities in the hands of unskilled
apprentices. (Antipoff, 1932, pp. 42-43).5

The combination of these factors contributed to the maintenance of high rates
of grade retention in the schools, a phenomenon that was observed in the school
systems of several other Brazilian states. In 1931, 52% of children enrolled in the
first grade were repeaters (Antipoff, 1932, p. 43). However, the Laboratory of
Psychology was required to face only the issue of heterogeneous classrooms.
Homogeneous grouping, in Antipoff's view, would help to reduce the problem of
grade repetition, at least by allowing teachers to provide more individualized

5 The differences in daily hours of schooling were due to the fact that, for lack of school
buildings, some public schools operated in two shifts (morning and afternoon, 4 daily hr each),
whereas others, especially those located in poorer neighborhoods and in the city's outskirts, operated
in three shifts (morning, late morning-early afternoon, and late afternoon, 3 daily hr each). The
programs of schooling had been adapted from the French programs (a model devised for 8 hr of
daily work) and enforced by law (Antipoff, 1932, p. 46).
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instruction to their students. This was the ideal of the ecole sur mesure (tailor-
made school) proposed by Claparede.

Third Period: Proposal of Alternatives (1945-1974)

The investigations of the Laboratory of Psychology on the mental develop-
ment of schoolchildren in Belo Horizonte had revealed that a large number of
"abnormal" children were enrolled in public schools. Their "abnormality" was
verified as being predominantly determined by the social conditions of their lives.
From this time on, Antipoff began to classify such children as "exceptional"
instead of "abnormal," aiming at minimizing the effects of a negative label on
their futures.

The state primary-school regulations issued in 1927 already had ordered
schools to organize special classes for educationally retarded children (again
following the French regulations stemming from Binet's recommendations in the
early 20th century). These classes were destined for "children bearing innate
or acquired defects that make it impossible for them to compete with children of
the same age in ordinary classes."6

Children who repeated the same grade three or more times, as well as those
who presented "visible physical disabilities, perceptual defects, short attention
span or mental or emotional instability" were to be considered educationally
retarded. The state regulations recommended that, for the purpose of classifica-
tion, children should be submitted to IQ tests and a medical examination. Special
classes should accept no more than 15 students each. Special programs of study
should be proposed for these classes, including instruction in basic reading and
writing skills and mathematics and "mental orthopedic exercises as recommended
by Binet."7 The Teachers Training College was expected to provide special
courses for the training of teachers in charge of classes for retarded and abnormal
children.8

In fact, from 1930 onward the Teachers Training College started to maintain
special classes for the experimentation and demonstration of mental orthopedic
exercises to be used in primary schools. This launched the training of teachers in
special methods to be applied in classes for children considered "abnormal."

In 1934 Antipoff and her student Naytres Rezende published a study on
"mental orthopedics" for special classes, based on the works of Alfred Binet, in
Paris, and of Alice Descoeudres, at the Rousseau Institute in Geneva. Antipoff and
Rezende (1934) suggested that activities in special classrooms should rely on
Active School methods: The education of special children should raise their
natural interests, use concrete subjects, introduce the training of basic skills, and
be individualized.9

Starting in 1932, Antipoff had been involved in other initiatives aimed at

6 Regulamento do Ensino Primdrio (Primary School Regulations), Belo Horizonte: Imprensa
Oficial, 1927, Article 377, pp. 1243-1244.

7 Regulamento do Ensino Primdrio, Articles 377-8-9 and 380, p. 1244.
8 Regulamento do Ensino Primdrio, Article 38, p. 1245.
9 Alice Descoeudres's L'education des Enfants Arrierex (1931) was translated into Portuguese

by one of Antipoffs students some years later. Descoeudres changed the title of the book from
enfants anormaux to enfants arrieres to reduce harmful effects of the label on disadvantaged
children. This change prompted Antipoff to refer to "abnormal" children as "exceptional."
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helping to solve the problems of abnormal children. Together with a group of
Catholic priests, intellectuals, and philanthropists, she founded the Belo Horizonte
Pestalozzi Society, an organization named after the famous Swiss educator,
designed to help "exceptional" and socially disadvantaged children.

In 1933 the Pestalozzi Society established a medical-pedagogical station for
the examination and guidance of those children. Soon after, the station became the
Pestalozzi Institute, receiving children "bearing any mental deficiency or disorder
such as feeblemindedness, mental retardation, nervousness, language or writing
disorders, deaf-mutes, enuretics, or bearers of defects of a social or moral
character" (Sociedade Pestalozzi, 1934, p. 129).

The treatment of children's troubles was to be performed in the special classes
established at the institute, where they would be divided into groups according to
their IQs. Special classes at the Pestalozzi Institute were assigned to teachers
trained at the Teachers Training College in the education of "abnormals" and
included (a) classes for children 7-10 years old whose mental development
corresponded to that presented by preschool children and (b) classes for children
10-14 years of age, in which professional training in manual tasks was initiated.
The institute also planned to offer special training courses for teachers, to promote
research on mental abnormality and to become a "center of eugenics advertising"
as well as a "center for professional guidance of abnormal and disabled children"
(Sociedade Pestalozzi, 1934, p. 129).

The founders of the Pestalozzi Society formed a heterogeneous group. Priests
like the Rev. Alvaro Negromonte considered it a charitable work, designed to
prevent social conflicts. Psychiatrists from the medical school saw it as an
opportunity to put into practice eugenic methods in dealing with mental abnor-
mality, proposing the sterilization of families in which "abnormals" had been
born. In one of the first issues of the Pestalozzi Society's periodical, Infancia
Excepcional, the psychiatrist Fernando de Magalhaes Gomes defended the ster-
ilization and segregation of "abnormals" to prevent rising delinquency and crim-
inality. The editor, Antipoff, included a note to explain that the Pestalozzi Society
did not support the author's position.10 The emphasis on supporting socially
disadvantaged children, found in the society's publications, was Antipoff's
contribution.

The definition of the concept of abnormality (or exceptionality, the term
preferred by Antipoff) by the Pestalozzi Society reflected its contradictory
sources. For some it included only organic, inherited troubles with severe psy-
chological consequences. For others, following Antipoff, it included, in addition
to organic troubles found in a minority of school-age children, also the abnor-
mality socially produced by a school system whose requirements were beyond
common children's possibilities. Above all, Antipoff did not consider abnormality
a definitive, irremediable defect. For her, the majority of children presenting some
mental abnormality were educable and could be helped to succeed (Antipoff,
1946).

Moreover, for Antipoff the concept of mental abnormality included disorders
other than limited intelligence. Children presenting lower results in IQ tests could
also present personality troubles that were due to their primary socialization. She

'"The article referred to is Gomes (1934).
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was aware that families living below the poverty line were far from offering the
ideal conditions for their children's healthy development. Pestalozzi Society
researchers found a high incidence of alcoholism, violence, and other problems in
lower class families whose children were examined at their medical-pedagogical
station (Sociedade Pestalozzi, 1934). In most cases, IQ test results could be
considered a symptom of an entire complex of social and family problems
experienced by "abnormal" children. Her proposals at the Pestalozzi Society—
echoing her experience in Russia after the Revolution—aimed at providing
support for children bearing a variety of social, domestic, and psychological
troubles, from physical disabilities to tendencies toward early delinquency. For
this reason, her concept of "exceptionality" was somewhat confusing, including
within the same category several types of disorders.

By the end of the 1930s Antipoff was rather discouraged by the directions
taken by public schools in dealing with their diverse and problematic population.
In a talk given at the opening of classes at the Teachers Training College in 1939
she criticized the exaggerated attention paid to "new scientific methods, new work
materials." She felt that those were probably preventing educators from facing
their role as true social reformers. Brazilian schools did not seem to have become
more adapted to the kind of children they were receiving (Antipoff, 1939).

Moreover, with the 1937 coup d'etat named Estado Novo (New State), the
federal government assumed a more fascist character, and many progressive
educators were removed from office. The government of the state of Minas Gerais
denied to Antipoff a renewal of her contract at the Teachers Training College in
the early 1940s. The college itself was discontinued some years later and trans-
formed into a school for educational administrators, losing its role as a center for
educational research and for the diffusion of new experiments in education.

Antipoff, however, did not want to return to Europe, because of the menace
of a new world war. In 1937 she went to France to attend the First International
Congress of Psychology. There she convinced her son Daniel, then living with his
grandmother and preparing for university studies in Paris, to move to Brazil to live
with her. Daniel, who was born in Russia in 1919, was considered a refugee in
France. Along with his mother, he had lost Soviet citizenship in 1924, when they
left the country. These were the reasons why Antipoff returned to Brazil and
decided to settle there permanently. Daniel left France in October 1938, a few
months before the beginning of World War II. In the early 1950s both became
naturalized Brazilians.

In the early 1940s, having decided to stay in Brazil, Antipoff promoted the
establishment of a model school for retarded and abandoned children, sponsored
by the Pestalozzi Society, in the countryside next to Ibirite, a small town near Belo
Horizonte. In her view, this school would be the site for the demonstration of
practical ways of dealing with exceptional children. The school was established
on a farm in 1940. Following guidelines issued by the Bureau International des
Ecoles Nouvelles in 1919, the Fazenda do Rosario Farm-School was created for
the purpose of applying Active School methods for the education of exceptional
children in an appropriate rural environment (Antipoff, 1946, 1952, 1956, 1966).

The Farm-School can be considered Antipoff's major creation. At Rosario
she attempted to provide the ideal environment for the education of all exceptional
children. The school became a living experiment, during the 1950s and 1960s,
including among its activities those related to the education of teachers for rural
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schools. In Antipoff s view, because the majority of Brazilians lived in the
countryside (from where came most of the exceptional children who failed in
urban schools), the civilization provided by educational institutions should be
taken to rural areas. This would enable the common people to stay in the
countryside, making their living out of the earth. Staying in the countryside, they
would stop migrating to large cities and settling in urban squatters, a permanent
focus of poverty and unrest.

For these reasons, Antipoff saw the education of common people as an end in
itself. Differently from some of the most influential political leaders in the
country, for whom Brazilian educational institutions should play the role of
selective agencies for the elite, she considered schooling a source of democrati-
zation. Her reactions to children's poor living conditions stemmed mostly from
her concern with their rights, quoting the Genevan Declaration of Children's
Rights issued by the League of Nations in 1924. In her view, schools were not
supposed to provide a limited citizenship consciousness. On the contrary, citi-
zenship was seen as the consequence of a steady support for the development of
children's capacities (Antipoff, 1934b, 1944).

However, dissatisfied with her experience with war and revolution in Europe,
Antipoff strove for harmony, not for struggle. In her view, social harmony would
be attained if each individual were given the opportunity to develop his or her own
calling. In this development, education had a central role. Believing in education
as a scientifically based process, Antipoff followed her master Claparede: The
science of education would, little by little, accumulate knowledge to help chil-
dren's development in a harmonious, free, and cooperative environment (Guerra,
n.d.). From her experience in Russia, Antipoff kept this faith in science, as well
as the view that individuals become useful to society to the extent that they are
allowed and helped to develop their vocations. In this sense, a school system
would be democratic to the extent that students were supported and encouraged to
develop their capacities. Mental tests could be useful instruments to be used when
a deeper knowledge of children's possibilities was required. But these tests were
just a beginning, a first step for schools in the planning of children's development.
Students' success in education was, therefore, the responsibility of schools, not of
individuals, as held by social Darwinists. A variety of methods of instruction,
stemming from Active School proposals, should be put into practice to allow
schools to accomplish their civilizing role.

This way of viewing the relation between education and society shows how
Antipoff expressed the contradictions pervading the Brazilian mass education
system, taking the standpoint of the individuals situated at the bottom of social
hierarchy. In her research on the mental development of schoolchildren she
observed the diversity of sociocultural backgrounds presented by the school
population. In her writings, and following the guidelines of her previous experi-
ence in Europe, she translated this diversity into psychological terms. In her
practice as a researcher and educator she managed to develop several means to
deal with this diversity, proposing the design of a school system tailored to fit
different children's needs.

Her suggestions, however, were not attuned to a system whose main purpose
was to conceive schools as selective agencies, destined to select a ruling elite for
the country. Her proposals—in which schools were seen as agencies of democ-
ratization—were never fully implemented by the country's school system. Her
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synthesis of the directions suggested by Genevan and Soviet psychologists, in the
context of Brazilian education, remains as a reminder, a living experiment of how
democracy could have flourished in the country through schools.
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