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Non-formal education for schistosomiasis prevention: the
experience of the Museu Arqueoldgico de Central, Bahia, Brazil
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The activities described here form part of an extensive programme in place in the Regido Arqueologica de
Central, state of Bahia, Brazil. After malacological and socio-environmental surveys in the area, a strategy com-
prising formal and non-formal education with an emphasis on schistosomiasis prevention was developed, intro-
duced, and evaluated. Interviews were conducted of 142 students and 11 teachers, totalling 11 classes at six primary
schools. On the basis of those interviews, four display cases and seven panels were prepared. In addition a table was
set up where students could participate directly on the subject, drawing and recognising the factors involved in the
schistosomiasis cycle. The exhibition was held at the Museu Arqueologico de Central. The endeavours of this paper
underline the importance of health education as well as exhibitions to disease prevention activities.
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These activities form part of a larger study, “Projeto
Central” conducted by a team from the Archaeology Sec-
tor of the Anthropology Department, Museu Nacional,
Rio de Janeiro Federal University. The Regido Arqueo-
logica de Central, in the state of Bahia, currently covers
an area of 100,000 km? and “Projeto Central” is housed in
the municipality of Central (11°08’S 42°07°W) (Beltrdo et
al. 2003).

Samples of sub-recent and recent freshwater snail
shells were gathered in this area in field activities between
1997 and 2002. This material was studied by Soares (2004),
who identified four species: Asolene meta (Ihering, 1915),
Biomphalaria aff. glabrata (Say, 1818), Biomphalaria
straminea (Dunker, 1848), and Pomacea lineata (Spix,
1827).

Bahia comprises areas with high, medium, and low
endemicity of schistosomiasis mansoni and ranks 4th
among Brazilian states in number of hospital admissions
due to this endemic disease (Passos & Amaral 1998). Added
to the fact that sub-recent schistosomiasis vector snails
were found in the Regido Arqueolodgica de Central, a ma-
lacological survey was performed in current biotopes
present in the area during May and July 2004 and January
2005. This survey, which formed part of the lead author’s
Masters thesis, yielded eight species, among them
B. straminea, an intermediate host of Schistosoma
mansoni Sambon, 1907. Data concerning the malacologi-
cal survey will be published elsewhere.
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Although there has been no notification of schistoso-
miasis in the municipality of Central, important factors —
such as the presence of intermediate hosts, precarious
sanitation, a population whose leisure, and domestic ac-
tivities include close contact with waterbodies and the
proximity of municipalities with areas of low transmission
— leave this region vulnerable to the emergence of schis-
tosomiasis foci, and thus call for preventive measures.

Diniz (2003) points out that it is not enough to learn
about the phenomena that cause a disease or memorise
scientific names and transmission cycles. For knowledge
to be constructed in such a way, it must stem from internal
motivations and take account of the context where they
are encountered.

In that light it was proposed to develop a non-formal
strategy to circulate knowledge on malacology and schis-
tosomiasis prevention tailored to local socio-environmen-
tal conditions. A range of activities, such as talks or work-
ing with health agents, could be recommended to raise
awareness on the subjects in question, but the most ap-
propriate was to set up an educational exhibition at the
Museu Arqueolédgico de Central (MAC), which already
constitutes an important setting for non-formal educa-
tion. Education in museums offers a variety of forms of
communication, providing information on cultural heri-
tage, the relationship of dialogue between educator and
those being educated, and can arouse curiosity and great
pleasure among its visiting public, in addition to seeking
to build citizenship (Studart 2004).

MAC was chosen to house the exhibition because it
had been used successfully as a vehicle for socialising
scientific knowledge by the team of “Projeto Central”,
which is designed to raise awareness of archaeology in
the localities studied. In addition, MAC is located near a
weekly local market, facilitating visits by people from out-
lying villages who only travel to town on Saturdays (Locks
et al. 2005). Set up in 1995, MAC serves as a laboratory
where the impacts caused by modifications to the exhibi-
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tions are measured annually, in order to evaluate its ca-
pacity to spread scientific information.

As the strategy proposed in this study is tailored to
the target population’s social and environmental realities,
information had to be gathered on local conditions. The
methodology used combined quantitative research (the
social and environmental survey) with qualitative research
(the case study).

In order to socio-environmentally characterize the re-
gion, structured interviews of students and teachers were
conducted with a view to determining local knowledge of
schistosomiasis and basic sanitation conditions. Six
schools in the area took part in the study, two of them in
the town of Central and four in nearby villages (Veredas
de Central, Sdo Jodo de Z¢ de Preta, and Rogadinho), cor-
responding to 11 primary school classes. The interviews,
held at the schools, were individual and lasted on aver-
age 20 min.

The educational exhibition was developed on the ba-
sis of existing information on the local malacofauna com-
bined with what was obtained during the interviews, the
teachers’ and students’ knowledge of schistosomiasis
and local sanitation conditions.

The information was organized after a process that
progressed from didactic transposition to re-con-
textualization (Marandino 2002) and was distributed ac-
cording to the following thematic areas: 1 — general fea-
tures of molluscs; 2 — types of molluscs; 3 — relationship
of molluscs to man; 4 — distribution of species in the Ar-
chaeological Region of Central; 5 — what is schistosomia-
sis; 6 — schistosomiasis cycle; and 7 — schistosomiasis in
Brazil.

The social and environmental profile was surveyed in
May 2004 by way of structured interviews of 142 stu-
dents and 11 teachers randomly chosen. The intention
was not to make a detailed analysis of the obtained data,
but rather to use them as support in developing the edu-
cational exhibition. Three out of six questions explored
the students’ knowledge and three the teachers’.

When the students were asked questions on the sub-
ject of schistosomiasis, 21.1% of the interviewees had
noted the presence of the snail in the area, 4.2% reported
knowing what schistosomiasis was, 2.1% remembered
hearing about the subject at school, and none knew of
occurrences of the disease in their family. The same ques-
tions made to the teachers revealed that 72.7% had noted
the snail in the area, 54.5% knew about schistosomiasis,
9% talked about the subject during class, and none knew
of cases of schistosomiasis among their students. Com-
paring the data gathered from both groups, large percent-
age differences can be seen in their knowledge. There-
fore, it may be inferred that the teachers’ knowledge was
not being used in effective teaching activities. This is
confirmed by the fact that only one of the teachers re-
ported addressing the subject in school.

Questions to the students on their knowledge of wa-
ter supply and organic waste disposal revealed that 64%
lived where water supply is maintained by the govern-
ment, however there is no sewer system, and waste water
drains into cesspits (69%) or is discharged into ditches
(18.3%). Of the respondents, 12.6% had no toilet, “the
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bushes” being cited as the place for defecation. As re-
gards the quantity and quality of the water supply, 37.3%
reported occasions when supply to their homes had been
interrupted and 86.6% mentioned procedures where the
water supplied was filtered, boiled or strained.

Regarding water supplies, 35.9% of the students re-
ported that water came to their homes from tanks, cis-
terns, wells, and streams. This, added to the occasional
interruptions of water supplies and the absence of a sewer
network, places the whole population at risk as they use
water that is not always proper for consumption. The lack
of a general sewer system may possibly be justified by
the lack of rivers to serve as sinks for the waste. As the
eggs of S. mansoni are eliminated with faeces, the lack of
appropriate sanitary installations poses the risk of trans-
mission of the parasite.

When the teachers were asked whether or not they
addressed the subject of “Health Education”, 54.5% re-
ported that they acknowledge it in their classroom activi-
ties, 27.2% do not deal with it, and 18.1% refer to it both in
school and in the community. They explained that, when
it is addressed, this generally occurs at science or health
fairs. Asked what the area’s major health problems were,
the teachers pointed to influenza as the most important
(31.5%), followed by skin conditions (21%), helminthosis
(10.5%), dysentery (5.2%), malnutrition (5.2%), cholera
(5.2%), jigger fleas (5.2%), Hansen’s disease (5.2%), hepa-
titis (5.2%), and meningitis (5.2%).

Although most of the teachers reported knowing what
schistosomiasis is, this parasitic disease was not men-
tioned as a health problem, nor was it singled out as one
of the subjects addressed at school. One of the possible
reasons for this is that the disease is not seen as a local
problem. Another possibility is that there is little depth to
the teachers’ knowledge: they can name the disease with-
out, however, being able to describe the symptoms or
transmission cycle.

The educational exhibition was prepared in the form
of seven panels and four display cases arranged accord-
ing to the seven thematic directions and disposed so as
to offer visitors a sequence by which they could con-
struct their knowledge of the theme, without however pre-
venting them from following a route of their own. The
panels contained figures and information designed to
encourage visitors to increase their knowledge on the
subject and also to relate it to their daily lives. Photo-
graphs and information obtained in the Archaeological
Region of Central were included for that purpose.

The material shown in the display cases was distrib-
uted into two groups: one containing shells and the other,
representations of a local environment. The shells were
arranged in two display cases, the first containing speci-
mens of several species and the second, only snails found
in the area.

The representation of the local environment was or-
ganized in the form of models in two display cases show-
ing the local people’s daily activities. The first (Fig. 1)
portrayed where schistosomiasis is transmitted, such as
people washing clothes and children bathing in a pond
which could be contaminated, faeces scattered near the
pond. The other model showed preventive action, such
as basic sanitation and education (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 1: models in display case showing available situations for schis-
tosomiasis transmission.

Fig. 2: models in display case illustrating preventive actions against
schistosomiasis transmission.

To complement the exhibition, a table was set up with
play activities, where visitors could consolidate their
knowledge still further by drawing snails on a plastic sheet,
looking for the schistosomiasis vector snail in the mate-
rial provided and identifying the environments where
schistosomiasis transmission could occur.

The data on the class visits during the exhibition call
for complementary analyses that are now being carried
out. Nonetheless, this paper demonstrates that partnering
between museum and school makes it possible to inte-
grate formal and non-formal teaching activities, thus con-
tributing not just to promote culture in the region, but
also to public health.

Many challenges have to be met for the relationship
between formal and non-formal education to be based on
work that respects the specific features of both domains.
Without a doubt, however, partnering is believed to be
the key to working in that direction. What is argued here
is that a museum, building on its own particular strengths
and integrating its efforts with schools, can develop an
educational function of its own and make a distinct con-
tribution to scientific knowledege literacy among the gen-
eral public.

Although no cases of schistosomiasis have been no-
tified in the area, factors relating directly to transmission

make it possible for such an endemic to develop. Prophy-
laxis, including obviously health education measures, is
thus of unquestionable relevance. In addition, schistoso-
miasis does not result solely from the presence of infected
snails and diseased individuals, but also from the habits,
customs, and traditions of the local population (Schall et
al. 1987).

There is a need to improve the life quality of this popu-
lation, by mobilising the community so as to change atti-
tudes and practices that can favour and perpetuate trans-
mission. According to Massara and Schall (2004), teach-
ers and students are active agents for introducing new
ideas into the community, because they are its permanent
members.

By means of an educational program directed to local
socio-environmental realities and by integrating formal
and non-formal education, this project aimed to act to-
wards preventing schistosomiasis in what is a vulnerable
area, the municipality of Central, and to contribute to pro-
moting the health of its population.

Due to Brazilian territory vast size and its diversity in
terms of customs and environmental, social, and economic
conditions, similar studies should be carried on aiming to
improve population’s life quality.
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