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Gertrude Stein once said, „Everybody gets so much information all day long that they 
lose their common sense. “  That is a quote I have tried to live by, especially in my 
profession as a teacher where we are bombarded by research studies, curricula fads 
and a myriad of “how- to’s.”  Over the years my radar has been sensitized to sniff 
out the fluff but I never, ever grow tired of coming across an idea that makes so 
much basic sense it almost knocks my socks off – you know, the kind of thing that 

makes you wonder why on earth it hadn’t been thought of before! 

I recently came across one such idea and have become completely enthralled with 
both the project and the no-nonsense woman who dreamed it up!  Over a cup of 
coffee at her kitchen table she spoke of her personal experience growing up in Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil and attending school at the foot of Rio’s largest favela, or slum.  
She went on to show me articles about the conditions there; the pervasive drug 
trade that begets enough violence to keep children at home rather than risk walking 
to school and the obvious disadvantages of growing up on the wrong side of town.  
She spoke of government efforts to clean up the favelas, quell the gangs, support 
education through initiatives and address the problem of unemployment among the 
poorest.  She recognized that it would take years of concerted effort to turn things 
around.  In one sense, it made absolutely no sense to think one could even put a 
dent in such poverty. 

And yet…the niggling childhood memories of the discrepancy between her lot in life 
and those just ‘up the hill’ remained and a plan began to take shape.  Why not 
extend her accumulated experience as an educator to those less privileged?  After 
ten years of running a successful English language school for children in Therwil, this 

woman decided to explore the possibilities. 

She contacted old friends in Rio de Janeiro, read up on the political and educational 
situation of favela residents and gathered statistics on one of Rio’s main industries, 
tourism. Social scientists know that the key to moving young adults out of poverty 
and into sustainable employment is directly linked to education.  Could learning 
English enhance a young person’s chance of finding work?   

And so A Step Ahead  (www.asastepahead.org) or ASA, which translates as “wing” 
in Portuguese, was formed in Oberwil.  Its mission is to improve education for under-
privileged children, in partnership with local NGOs, by providing quality English 
language instruction free of charge to children living in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro.   

A small but no-nonsense, common sense approach. 

One might ask:  Why teach favela children English when they have so many other 
basic needs?   Research supports the concept that learning another language actually 
helps children perform better across all school subjects and improves cognitive skills, 
regardless of economic status.  Because English is the global language of tourism 

http://www.asastepahead.org/


and business, children growing up in Rio, where tourism is a major industry, could 
improve their future employment prospects through English proficiency. 

The first step was to find an established, local nonprofit with a demonstrated history 
of success.   União de Mulheres Pró-Melhoramentos da Roupa Suja 
(UMPMRS) – which translates roughly to the Union of Women for the 
Improvement of Roupa Suja  (http://www.umpmrs.org.br) seemed ideal.  The 
Roupa Suja Project is located in the Rocinha favela in Rio – the largest slum in 
Brazil.   The project already provides tutoring, training, medical and family support 
for the most vulnerable members of the community. 

After meeting with the directors, it was decided that ASA would offer extra curricular 
English instruction 2 days per week for children ages 3-11 at the UMPMRS daycare 
and after-school program.  ASA would provide funding for a teacher, materials, 
training, educational supplies and support to insure quality instruction.   

The long-term goal is to prepare students for the internationally recognized 
Cambridge Exam of English Proficiency, a proven, valuable stepping stone for 
success in education and future employment.  Providing children with language 
instruction and the experience of taking exams will give them an additional boost to 
complete their education.  When they graduate from school they will indeed be “A 
Step Ahead” in securing sustainable employment if - in addition to their diploma - 
they also have a certificate of English proficiency.   

There is no single solution to eliminating poverty.  Community based solutions to 
local problems are key.  This program is small but focused: a concrete “Step Ahead” 

grounded in common sense that will make a difference. 

Funding for the 2016 school year has been secured and the quest to ensure ASA’s 
long term educational support in Rocinha is underway.  Several fund-raising events 
have been organized including a: 

“Wild and Whacky Auction” on  
Saturday, October 24, 19:00 – 22:00 

Aula Schulhaus Känelmatt I 
Känelmattweg 9, Therwil 

 
The evening will include an apéro, live music and light-hearted bidding.  The public is 
cordially invited.  People may register through the website www.asastepahead.org or 
via email info@asastepahead.org.  Memberships (30 SFr) and donations (tax-
deductible in Switzerland) can also be processed through the website.  Administrative 
costs of ASA are sponsored, which means that all donations and funds raised go 
directly to providing educational services in Rio de Janeiro. 
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