Brazilian primary teachers ascend the ladder of higher education.

A contribution to the study of minorities/majorities

Belmira Oliveira Bueno

Flavia Medeiros Sarti

Eliana Scaravelli Arnoldi

Introduction

Brazil has today around 2 million Basic Education teachers. This group of professionals, comprised by a majority of women (more than 80%), is responsible for the education of more than 52 million pupils, a number that corresponds to around 25% of the total population of the country, estimated today at 200 million inhabitants. Numerically, it is indisputable that teachers are among the largest groups within the Brazilian population. However, it is a group whose social, political and economic disadvantage has grown along the years, subjecting its members to various kinds of exclusion within the realm of social relations and within the profession itself. This situation, not unlike that found in other countries in Latin America, results from setbacks suffered by this professional category during the last 50 years when state school teachers began to experiment a growing devaluation of their profession. To the sharp feminization of the teaching profession, to the reduction of salaries, and to the adverse working conditions were added the frailties issuing from imprecisions in the professional field and statute of teachers. To this day in Brazil teaching is often carried out by people without the proper formation and license to exercise it. 

The Law of Directives and Bases of Education approved in 1996 (Law 9394/96) tried to create devices that could minimize this situation. Among other measures, the Law determined that starting in 2007 all teachers working in Basic Education should be formed at higher education level. That triggered an unprecedented rush of teachers in search of higher education, prompting the creation of special programs that multiplied throughout the country. Created in a provisional character, these courses followed a new model of in-service training, of the semi-presence type, offered by consortia formed between public and/or private universities, secretariats of education and private foundations. Briefer than conventional licentiateship courses, these programs are structured around principles borrowed from Distance Learning and are based on the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). Presence activities are carried out in the evenings, in state school premises outside university campuses. Teaching activities are divided among several teaching figures (tutors, assistants, supervisors etc.), which maintain precarious professional links with the hiring institutions. Through processes like these, thousands of teachers have obtained a higher education certificate in Brazil.
Our research group has followed and investigated this process during the last 10 years through a variety of studies, three of which were ethnographic with emphasis on the teachers and in particular on their reading and writing activities. In the first study, a group of female teachers was observed during reading activities within the context of one of these courses (Sarti, 2005; Sarti and Bueno, 2007). In the second study, observations focused on online activities during which the student-teachers responded to the tasks proposed by the program (Bueno and Oliveira, 2008; Oliveira and Bueno, 2013). The third and more recent study, still being conducted, proposes to follow a group of eight female teachers formed by the program in their respective working classrooms, whilst they develop reading and writing activities with their pupils.

The interest in reading and writing followed from the relevance we attribute to such activities for the exercise of citizenship, and because we understand that pupils’ learning and performance depend to a large extent on the relations that the teachers themselves maintain which such cultural practices (Chartier, 1990; Bourdieu, 2010). The mandatory involvement of teachers with reading and writing in the context of this new model of formation, through the daily use of various supports – the paper notebook and the book, the keyboard, the computing screen and the Internet –, and the daily and extended experience with their peers, led us to pay attention to these processes. We asked ourselves about the benefits of this novel experience for teachers and about its effect on the daily pedagogical work. The studies conducted revealed many facets of the teachers’ lives and work, leading us to the question that we bring today to this symposium: are not teachers being integrated, subtly and gradually, into the group of social minorities?

Minorities, majorities
Within the social sciences the term minorities refers to groups subjected to stigmatization and discrimination processes that result in forms of social inequality and exclusion. Some of the groups that have been more frequently investigated within our context are the indigenous populations, the blacks, the homosexuals, the immigrants and women. In recent times this list has been extended to include the elderly, the obese, and the homeless, among other groups that have emerged from neoliberal economic policies that engender inequalities and new forms of exclusion. It is therefore not unlikely that other groups may be running the risk of moving into the range of the excluded, once they are subjected to processes of continued loss of their social rights, denied and subtracted from them by groups of larger power.

To speak of minorities means, therefore, speak of relations of unbalanced power within society and of the subordinate position experienced by certain groups. Strey, Guareschi and Bueno (2002) observe that the term refers to “segments of societies that possess cultural or physical traits that are devalued and not inserted in the culture of the majority, generating a process of exclusion and discrimination”. Based on Moscovici (2000), they understand that minorities exist at the social border, or even outside it, comprising “a group to which autonomy and responsibility were denied, a group that does not have the trust or recognition of other groups. Such group does not recognize itself in the existing systems of power and belief, and it does not represent such system to anyone”.

The processes of stigmatization and discrimination aimed at minorities imply various forms of physical and symbolic violence. Within them, the stereotype plays an essential role, because it operates as one of the strategies to maintain the social and symbolic order distinguishing those who are “inside” from those who are “outside” the norms (id., ib.). Another aspect highlighted by Strey, Guareschi and Bueno (2002) is the role played by the media in the creation of standardized desires towards a certain style of garment/technology, operating as the standardizer of a model of consumption that gives the illusion that each one is a differentiated and unique being.

In what sense are teachers at this border? Our studies have shown that the majority of teachers who have attended the special program under investigation here work in a double shift, teaching at two different schools. Their age-group goes from 20 to more than 60 years old, revealing the heterogeneity of the group in this respect. Their life histories are similar in many respects: the vast majority come from families of low socioeconomic level, many come from poor areas of the North Eastern region of Brazil and from the state of Minas Gerais, many have illiterate parents or parents with few years of schooling, many started to work early in life to help in the family budget. They learned to read and write only after coming to school, and they had access to few books and other written material during their childhood and adolescence. Some of them faced the school experience with great difficulty for a variety of reasons: strict teachers, stern punishment, failure, health problems such as non-diagnosed visual deficiency, and many other problems of adaptation to school daily life. Only around 5% of them come from a higher socioeconomic family background and, because of that, had more access to books, magazines, works of art etc. This small group had the incentive of their parents to practice reading, since they themselves also had this custom. The cultural capital inherited from the family was plain to see in both cases, both for the underprivileged and for those who came from more privileged environments.
 
Our studies have identified still other aspects that allowed us to carry on with our investigation.

Crossing borders: teachers, cultural consumption and the arts of doing
The special programs of teacher education in Brazil have given access for thousands of Brazilian teachers to higher education without, however, offering them guarantee of a more effective inclusion into the university system and culture. Despite being finally accepted by universities, these teachers comprise a differentiated group within such institutions, segregated from other students and from university life.
What are offered to them are special courses with regard to: total hours of course, almost always reduced; curriculum timetable, often organized into theme modules; the teaching staff, comprised not by university teachers, but by other figures (tutors, assistants, supervisors) that split the teaching activities among them; the reading materials, created especially to mediate and facilitate the students’ access to the texts; and the physical space, with classes conducted in locales outside university campuses. The State, in partnership with the market, imposes thereby to teachers not the identity of university students, but that of “teacher-students”, a designation usually attributed to the teachers that attend those courses, and that seems to be indicative of the processes of exclusion and discrimination experienced by them within these programs.

Under such conditions, the teachers’ passage through these special programs has been an uneasy one. With biographical paths embedded in a pragmatic rationality related to the classroom daily life, their professional cultures, as well as their social origins, are neglected in the academic context. And for the vast majority of these teachers the conduction of activities commonly valued at the university, such as reading and writing, represents a difficult challenge.

Our interest in the way these cultural border-crossing teachers appropriate the student position reserved to them in these programs, and in the way they face the challenges presented to them, led us to conduct an ethnographic investigation (Sarti, 2005) about the reading practices in one of the first special programs carried out in this country
. In that investigation we have tried to characterize the ways in which the teacher-students appropriated the academic texts they read in that unique formation environment. The fieldwork activities were conducted during 15 months with two classes of the course chosen by the significant differences found in the teachers
 that comprised them. Whereas teachers from group I
 revealed several difficulties in their contact with the academic texts – unfamiliarity with the lexicon employed, lack of knowledge as to the processes of production and publication of texts, conceptual insufficiency etc. –, their colleagues from group II showed reasonable fluency in this type of reading, with which they had been establishing contact in other opportunities of continued education.

Such differences with respect to habits and previous reading experiences of teachers captured our attention in the beginning of the research. But they soon gave place to other impressions obtained during the visits and through the observations conducted. Certain similarities were revealed in the reading practices of those teachers, bringing them together in what concerned their modes of reading the academic-educational texts of the program. Among other aspects, we observed that their readings were characterized by the strong presence of orality in the examination and discussion of subjects related to school daily life, assuming thereby specific features very close to the school daily practice.

Instead of concentrating in the learning of values, procedures and attitudes proper to the academic environment (to which the program acted as a ‘gate’), the teachers from the groups studied brought with them their own ways of reading and approaching educational themes. With that, they subverted the order of the academic discourses present in the texts they read, insofar as they endowed them with a practical perspective that the texts did not foresee.

Teachers made use of consumption tactics (Certeau, 1994) to turn these readings into occasions for reflection and/or questioning of the factors that are imposed onto the teaching activity and professional situation. Even without carving a space for themselves in that foreign territory, they introduced in it their own perspective, marked by the teaching culture. They thereby subverted the order of the discourses made, turning them in that way into something closer to their interests and working needs. With such ingenuity they resisted the efforts of the university to reinvent them (Bueno, 2006) and conferred value to their own knowledges and professional practices. With that, they revealed aspects of the political dimension that Michel de Certeau (1994) attributes to daily practices such as the reading.

The relationships the teachers then established with the texts were based on their use value to fulfill their needs and to solve the problems they faced in the daily exercise of their profession. The texts they valued most were those that somehow allow them to see themselves reflected in them (there work environment, their pupils, their worries, pressing needs, frustrations etc.). By doing so, they placed themselves on the scene.

It is clear that this pragmatic perspective present in the way teachers read the educational texts clashed with the academic way of reading, which is anchored in a discursive logic. They also went against the formative objectives of the program, focused on the instilling among teachers of habits, procedures and values closer to those of academic culture. To form teachers as “new readers” constituted, therefore, a goal to be reached, and the bringing about of this “new” way of reading among them had the support of a few devices – in the sense of control strategies (Foucault, 1994). Among such devices, two stood out: a) the reading protocols present in the program booklets, which aimed at guiding and giving shape to the readings carried out by teachers; b) the work of the tutors, whose reading gestures could be perceived by the teacher-students as a model to be learned (which was observed especially in group I). Such devices had as their objective to develop in the teachers modes considered more legitimate – and, therefore, more valuable from the symbolic standpoint – of reading and appropriating academic texts.

It was indeed observed that an intensive, exhaustive and personal reading – and, therefore, not collective and oralized, as teachers preferred until then – was imposed to them with growing emphasis as the more legitimate model of contact with educational texts. From then on, the teachers from both classes became more and more critic of the reading habits shared among their peers, and also of their own possibilities of reading outside the program’s environment. The assessment they started to make in this respect was increasingly influenced by academic standards, which pointed to a rather stringent ideal of reader-teacher, one which in many respects was distanced from the image they had of themselves and of their objective conditions of reading. This configured a situation of symbolic violence, Bourdieu (1998), in which the dominated began to see themselves through the perspective of the dominant, establishing then a “soft and often invisible violence.” (p. 41).
The adherence to the reading models more valued in the program under study seemed to preclude teachers from attributing more value to the readings they used to make, which were then considered by them as superficial due to the lack of more favorable conditions. Assuming their previous readings – often carried out in the urgency, disorder and uncertainty of having memorized and understood the information – as acceptable or as a bricolage imposed by necessity put in question their own representations of university legitimacy. For them, a higher education professional formation required the learning of new attitudes, values and practices related to the reading of texts and to other academic activities.

Even considering that teachers allowed themselves certain leeway in the readings they carried out in the program, appropriating the texts through tactics that “made them dialogue” with their more pressing needs and interests, and choosing the readings that were more “worthwhile”, we have to admit the existence of limits to their resistance. They were actually incorporating new procedures and professional reading patterns; they expected to become, as the university wanted, “new readers” of academic texts. And the reading model apprehended in the program imposed itself forcefully as part of their teacher professionality. 
The situation resulting from the tensions between coercion and freedom, adherence and resistance, raised controversial feelings among teachers. Although they took pride in their new habits and reading practices (closer to the academic model) and recognized them as pathways to establish relationships symbolically more advantageous with their profession, they resented the expropriation of their own gestures, knowledges and professional practices. The discursive perspective that underlay the relationships to be established with educational texts within the context of the PEC required sometimes that teachers departed from their more immediate concerns about teaching, and considered the centrality of new objectives and procedures for the teaching activity, such as: the research about their own working environment, with the identification of statistical indexes and the perspective of various groups within the school community; the theoretically grounded examination of their pupils’ learning; the adoption of a more reflexive attitude before the teaching practice; the attempts to explain their choices and attitudes. By carrying out activities such as these, teachers seemed to be satisfied for having more information about teaching, but they resented the lack of discussions more centered on the knowledges for the teaching. The activity of teaching, which they had been carrying out for so many years, seemed to them more and more complicated, and some of them revealed insecurity about their return to their work at school.

Nevertheless, this process is neither linear nor homogeneous. The positive self-esteem of the teachers has been constantly reiterated by them, during and after having finished the course, due to the fact that they had a higher education certificate granted by a renowned university, as well as by the social recognition they began to enjoy. This is one of the most evident gains of this process, which is, however, not enough to allow our teachers to overcome the social barriers imposed to them, neither is it sufficient to the necessary facing of the daily challenges in their schools. The program was finalized, but life and work continue in the schools, almost always in a solitary manner.

Reading and writing after the course: what has remained?
Still within the (controversial) context of the special programs, one of the main lines of our research consisted in the observation, a few years down the line, of the work of eight teachers that had finished the program. The objective here was that of contributing not just to the studies referring to the professional qualification of teachers under a perspective of social inclusion through higher education, but also to problematize the guarantee of rights of learning to read and write to the pupils from public schools, which belong largely to the underprivileged segments of the population.

Starting from the didactic material offered by the program, of a strongly constructivist tone in opposition to traditional conceptions, we have tried to assess to what extent this device of professional socialization could collaborate in the transformation of the teachers’ dispositions towards the teaching of reading and writing. We aimed at learning how this group of teachers carried out their daily work, seeking to identify possible effects of the above-mentioned course of continued education upon their teaching practices. This program, it should be recalled, aimed among other aspects at “the production and creation of more significant options of learning inside the collective of schools” (São Paulo, 2003).

The four teachers of first and second grades that we followed demonstrated knowledge of the theoretical discourse related to the reading hypotheses formulated by Emília Ferreiro. Despite that, they, to a greater or lesser extent, still used exercises proposed by the old syllabic method, with three of them using children's limericks and songs as a literacy resource. However, whilst two of the teachers made use of this methodological resource giving priority to the interaction with pupils to construct knowledge of a linguistic nature, one of them made use of it just as an element within copying activities. Similarly, three of the teachers presented in their classrooms lists of names, a material considered essential for constructivist literacy, but only one of them was observed carrying out reflections of phonological analysis for pupils based on that material. The production of short writings based on the work with textual genres already at the first years of schooling was observed only in the practice of one of the teachers. Only two made use of differentiated didactic resources, such as movable letters and name badges, which departed from the triad notebook-chalk-blackboard. Concerning reading in the classroom, little attention was seen on the part of two of these teachers in that respect. Reading appeared almost always linked to the teaching of writing, focusing on deciphering the code, and attributing reading just with the purpose of forming the literary reader still in his/her childhood, away from the classrooms.

The other four teachers researched (of the final grades of Elementary School) revealed practices even more heterogeneous between them. One of them privileged activities of the teaching of grammar, showing particular concern with the names of linguistic phenomena, but she was not seen carrying out activities of production of texts with their pupils. Another teacher, who stayed clear of the teaching of grammar, emphasized the practice of text production without, however, showing concern with rewriting and revising the texts. Her choice was for the spontaneous writing of pupils, giving attention only to correcting spelling. With regard to reading, this teacher restricted herself to the oralized practice carried out by her or by the pupils with better reading ability. A third teacher took up most of her classes with activities of interpretation of texts, carried out based on a didactic book. Reading appears there almost always as deciphering the code. A fourth teacher in this subgroup showed frequent moments of text production with re-writings involving previous discussions and planning. This teacher also adopted daily reading practices that alternated between reading aloud, done by herself, and autonomous readings of texts freely chosen by the pupils.

These descriptions indicate that the pedagogical knowledges of constructivist character about the teaching of reading and writing, worked with during the higher education special program, have been falling apart throughout the years of exercise of pedagogical practice of these teachers, or they have been (re)appropriated in a way that may even diverge from what is proposed by the program. In this sense, it should be remarked that the most important thing in this investigation was not just to observe that teachers “filter and select the proposed contents, apart from interpreting them according to their experience” (Rockwell, 1995, p. 93), but also to verify that, quite apart from pedagogical orientations they follow, only two out of the eight teachers observed seemed to offer to their pupils learning opportunities that would warrant their right to read and write proficiently. We observe that, although subjected to an intense rhythm of studies in order to appropriate the constructivist framework of literacy during the course, few were the teachers that left behind their methodological beliefs, as indeed seems to be the case generally in the teaching profession.
Why does such a phenomena occur? Why, despite the massive (financial) investments made by the State and by teachers (time) in such courses, we cannot reach the core of the education system and promote changes?

Firstly, the gaps and deficiencies in the teaching of reading and writing are largely due to the lack of objective working conditions, since schools do not encourage the re-creation of pedagogical practices grounded in theories with which teachers came into contact during the higher education course. Even if they want to apply them and experiment with them with their pupils, this becomes impossible, especially because of the lack of autonomy faced by teachers. One of the teachers states that she likes movable letters in literacy teaching, but she does not use them because “they are too confusing”. Another teacher says that working in pairs works well, but she does not always do it because “it is a very tiresome work”.

Secondly, these teachers lack the necessary confidence to strengthen their professional habitus. This aspect seems to be related to formative experiences conducted in various contexts and in the interaction with peers at work. The teachers that are pointed out as the more efficient ones and the ones that modified to a larger extent their practices according to the ideals proposed by the course displayed a study trajectory much wider and more diversified than the others, having reported reading theoretical books out of their own interest, and taking part, for example, in graduate courses, as well as specialization and professional formation courses offered by the state school system. Additionally, they reported experiences with coordinators that helped them to transform their practices:

I had a very good coordinator at school that […] gave me all the elements […] to develop the child into the next phase; she talked even about the activities that were necessary to develop that. I bought a few books at the time to read about these phases of literacy.
Lastly, it became apparent that the reading habitus and the writing habitus of each teacher influenced to a large extent the teaching habitus relative to the teaching of reading and writing. Teachers that showed differentiated trajectories of literary and writer formation, revealing, for example, regular visits to public libraries during their childhood and youth, habits of daily reading before going to bed, writing of personal journals until today, and moments of sharing reading with their children, were the teachers there seemed to instill through their own practices of cultural mediation the taste for reading and writing in their pupils. It seems unlikely that a teacher can nurture the taste for reading and writing in their pupils, and teach them adequately, if she herself does not carry the taste for such cultural habits (Bueno, Souza and Bello, 2008). This does not mean, however, that the absence of the taste for reading and writing on the part of teachers precludes them from establishing a relation of teaching and learning in these areas, but it does point towards a perspective of mere manipulation of signals. In this context, the Bourdieusian theory of reproduction seems to make sense: non-reader teachers do not seem to be as good to promote the taste for reading and writing among their pupils. They cannot, therefore, give pupils the chance of establishing a deeper relationship with reading and writing. How can we transmit to pupils – or build with them – a link with a legitimate culture that teachers themselves, in their majority, do not have?

These aspects lead us to think that, despite the financial investments in briefer courses of teacher education, there is little they can do to promote a significant change in teachers' practices related to reading and writing. Apart from that, these courses, despite the forceful theoretical discourse they presented about the importance of reading and writing in the modern world for pupils of every educational level, and despite the demands of reading and writing placed upon teachers when they found themselves in the situation of students, did not seem significant to transform the teachers’ habitus related to reading and writing. This happened because teachers, as students, only ‘forged’ a temporary reader and writer habit in order to fulfill the demands of the course, failing to keep it in the following years. The current objective financial and time situations of teachers also collaborated to estrange them from such cultural practices, excluding them, for example, from the literary cultural medium, and leaving them once again in the situation of a marginalized minority.
Conclusions (rather provisional)

The analyses succinctly presented in this work revealed one of the major paradoxes that characterize the process of democratization of higher education in Brazil in the field of the teaching profession. For, whilst teachers have achieved the right to take a higher education course, they have been stolen of the right to receive a formation on a par with those that enroll in regular higher education courses. The State tries to pay a social debt – since the majority of teachers that attend such courses come from impoverished families –, but it has made use of a device that, apart from subjecting teachers to strenuous working shifts and not allowing them to dedicate themselves to the course, stimulates the creation of new social hierarchies, both at university and in the teaching profession. The devaluation of the certificate, sensed by teachers since the beginning of the program, was only the first symptom of a new process of inflation of school titles and of the ensuing reclassification of the groups that work towards a higher education certificate. According to Bourdieu (1999),

A diploma has every chance of having suffered devaluation every time the growth in the number of the carriers of school titles is quicker than the growth of the number of positions to which those certificates conducted at the beginning of the period. (p. 149-50)
Nevertheless, teachers were unanimous in declaring that they felt very happy with the diploma! For sure, we have to bow before such feeling of victory, particularly given the higher self-esteem that such experience and title brought them. However, our questions remain: how is this satisfaction reflected in their daily teaching activity and in their careers? Are not teachers being captured in the traps of the discourse of (in)competence (Souza, 2006)? And, faced with the exhortations about the pressing need for lifelong formation, are they not been led to believe that each one of them is “a teacher always under formation”? (Bocchetti, 2008)
The risks that teachers will cross the borders and enter the range of minorities seem to us imminent. We understand that continued education in the way it has been done stimulates an image of social inclusion that, in reality, materializes neither for those who take part in the program, nor for their pupils who, supposedly, would benefit from the learning by their teachers. It is therefore worth recalling a statement by Azanha (1998) which, notwithstanding its simplicity, has still not been converted into fact:

it is the schools that need to be improved. Without this institutional effort, the isolated improvement of teachers does not guarantee that this possible improvement of the teacher will meet in practice with the adequate conditions for an improvement in the teaching. (p. 58)
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