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5 "Special" and "Normal" in Students' coices

Meaning Production at a State-Funded
School in Campinas

Cultural Development as Appropriation ofSocial Practices

Throughout the twentieth century many attempts look peace to explore,
conceptualize, and evaluate 2ez,e/opmrmr. In such difFerent Êelds of
knowledge as biology, psycholoW- history, sociology, and economy, one
can find diverge ways ofconceiving, referring to, and studying this het-
erogeneous notion and phenomenon. At the same time, reactions to the
term, criticism ofits idem, and questioning, displacements, and deconstruc-

tion of this very notion have also marked the debates on development
(Henriques, HoHway, Urwin, Venn & Walkerdine, tg84; Burman, t994;
Danzinger, i99o).

Indeed, the word 2ez,eápmemr mobilizem historically produced images,

meanings, and sensos, which are inscribed in our everyday practices and
mark our common modem ofseeing and interpreting people's actions, behav-

iors, gestures, and words. In the word Zez,e/opme#/, we find some deeply
interwoven and implicated meaning that resonated ín our current uses of
üle \etm. to reueal, to tape out oftbe wrapping, to let tbe incide appear; to

unjol,d; g'owtb, maturation; increment, accumutation; improuement, l)er-
fection; orientation to,jinaLit), teLeol,ogly; temporalorder, Linearit); proa'ess,
progression; Ferida, stage; normal, normalit); euotution; mouement, cbange;

genesis, emergente; reuoLution, inuolution; transformation; discontinuit),
beterogeneit) . . .



8z ANA LUIZA BUSTAMANTE SMOLKA ET AL ;Special" and "Norplótt" in Students' coices 83

In such a fume of reference, any conceptual elaboration implies
a (trans-) formation and a dialectical movement that brings the aZ2 in
the #em. To be aware of this movement does not minimize, but situates.
the historical relevance ofconceptualization work. A concept carnes in
itselfa history ofthe use of the word, as Vygotsky comments'(1934/lg87,
p' 24:): Development.is a word that appears with extraordinary fiequency
throughout Vygotsky's works. In the Ge esü (#'mk&erMe za/Xa#c&a#j,
he warns :

l)istor) oftbe deuelopment oftbe pointinggestu re, oftbe deueLopment ofbuman

actiuit), oftbe deueLopment ofbigher memtatfunctions. oftbe deueLol)ment

)flanguage, oftbe deuelol)menu ofsi#ls, oftbe deuelopment ofconsciousness

(Vygotsky, ig2,g/lg81). In this fume of reference, the individual's cwZ/uzn/

dez,eZapme#/ is seen as a personal history intrinsically woven unto cultural
practices and human history.

Vygotsky inquired: "How does the collective create higher mental
functions in the child?" (lgzg/lg8i, p. l6S). Ihis inquiry is pushed 6orward

by asking: How does "culture, as a product ofsocial lide and human social
activity" constitute human development (Vygotsky, igzg/ig81, p l64) ?
And how do we assume the consequences and implications of the prin-
cipie that "human beings produce their very conditions ofexistence and
produce themselves in these conditions"? Here, it seems, we íind and forge
some other possible meanings ofdez,eá2pmr#r: a) resulting from human
interaction and cultural production; b) related to a historical, constitu-
tive feature. As the notions ofó#m.z c/fpi/y, in/eznc#o, andproz/zzc/ío

become inscribed in the conception of development, it becomes trans-
Eormed: human development starts to be conceived as a cultural-historical

product(ion).
If collective human activicy constitutes human beings, human

development is then anchored on thepar#c@.z#o / andappropr/ú/io of
culture. Education, as the human being's work upon human beings, becomes

crucial. The notion ofapproprl zãa was taken as object of investigation
in our previous works (Góes, i992'; Laplane, zooo; Nogueira, i99t;
Pino, i99z; Smolka, i99z, i997, zooo). In the analyses ofteaching and
knowledge appropriation we have noticed many conflicting meanings
related to the (im)possibilities of"appropriativeness": How do children
take over, attribute belonging to, make proper, turn pertinent knowledge
and practices? How do they develop capacities and means -- modes and
instrumento -- for acting? Some modem of participation/appropriation
might acquire analytical visibility, while others remam impossible to
be traced.

The impossibility ofempirically tracing and the diHiculty in interpret-
ing, finding, and reading indicators ofappropp'Z.z//o# lead us to reflect upon
the theoretical status and strength ofVygotsky's statements concerning

[...] we must e]ucidate the very concept ofdevelopment as we have dono in the

chapters on the analysis and structure of higher mental processes. Ihe fact is that
because ofthe crisis in psychology, all concepts have becolne meaningless and vague.

'lhey change depending on the investigators' point ofview. In diüerenc systems of
psychology based on diRerent methodological principles, all the fundamental cat-

egorias ofresearch, including that ofgenesis, adquire diüerent meanings.(Vygotsky,
i9z9/i98i, P. i47)

It is interesting to note that in his search eor a conceptual clarification,
Vygotsky's uses and meanings ofthe term 2ez,e/apme#f did vary in relation

to a specific focus or object at issue, and they did change in the course of
his theoretical elaborations : "z&eóam.z/z óeZnKZeue&p;'l '?áe có/222ez,e/opi'l
bigber mental, functions deuel,of, "language deuelbpf' , "co"cepts deuetop" ,

When discussing issues related to the status ofthe sign and the role of
meaning in consciousness elaboration, Vygotsky acknowledged: "The most

important for us is thc development ofmeanings" (1933--34/i297, P l34);
'lhe senso ofthe words is changed by the motive" (i933--34/i997, P. i36);
The word in a context becomes both restricted and enriched; the word

absorbs the senso ofthe contexts" (i933 34/i997, p i35). Throughout his
theoretical elaborations, Vygotsky algo gave special emphasis to the naZI wzn/
2epeZoPmemr ofthe child, and continually called attention to the óü/ar7 of

human cultural development. In his ways ofapproaching human develop-
ment he consistently and insistentlypointed to the ÓZç/OT (g2ez,e/apõe /;

Thesc exp'essions are taken and shortened from various Vygotsky's works; put together

here, they point to the many faceta ofdevelopmcnt (cf: Schneuwly, zoo:).
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the internalization ofsocial practices. In his attempts to understand what
makes possible the camuezxia of social re]ations inca individual mental
functions, Pino (lodo) emphasizes that

Diuersit], compLncit), mobitit),.Puidit), precarioasness, inequaLity, inclu-
s/o# are some ofthe terms that have been characterizing our practices (cf
Bauman, zoom; Giddens, i99t; Castells, i997). Within and at the margina

ofsuch global zmóie ce, we find that the notion ofdevelopment, the semi-
otic dimension, the status oflanguage, the notion ofdiscourse, and ways of
teaching, learning, and researching, all demand constant (re-)elaboration.

Emphasizing the historical dimension of human development, Vygotsky
brought out what he called the i/zi/ me /n/, 2o ó&s//mwZaão#, or c:r?ep'/-

me za/gr e&cmethod. One ofhis major concerne had to do with the ways
ofteaching, the ways ofstudying teaching relations, as well as the resulta
or eüects ofsuch re]ations. ]n the ]ast period ofhis ]ife, he stated that " [s]

emiotic analysis is the only adequate method 6or the study ofthe systemic
and semantic structure ofconsciousness;' also anrming that "the word is a

microcosm ofhuman the structure consciousness" (Vygotsky, í933--34/i997,

p. i37; 1934/lg87, p. z8S). H.is me/ÃoZ thus escapes from rigidity but not
from rigor, pointing to an instigating flexibility, which approximates his
eüorts to the eRorts ofmany other contemporary authors in diüerent fields.
Inspired by Vygotsky's notions and assuming that object and method are
built in the process(ofinvestigation), we have been trying to deeply examine
the theoretical and empirical implications ofsuch statements.

In order to develop our methodological and analytical procedures, we
have constantly questioned and reexamined Vygotskian proposals in dia-
logue with other contemporary authors. 'lhis way ofpositioning encourages

and compels us indo academic dialogue with sociologists, linguists, histo-
rians, discourse analysts, among others, in an interdisciplinary movement.

We have been relatingVygotsky's inspiring contributions to approaches

ofethnographic studies, which also point to the possibilities oftaking this
kind ofmethodological research as the locus ofinquiry (Green, Dixon &
Zaharlick, zoom; Rockwell, i999; Ezpeleta & Rockwell, ig86; Geertz, 1973).
According to this, we have been assuming the possibility of imagining
and designing ex?er/me#Za/ (in Vygotskian termo) teaching situations as
a locus oflearning as well as ofinvestigation. In this process, we have also
searched to deepen our understanding ofthe notions ofdiscourse and social

practice. How does discourse relaxe to the material conditions which have

engendered it(cf Henriques, Hollway, Urwin, Venn & Walkerdine, ig84) ?

IWlhat is internalized fiom social relations are not material relations but the mean-

ings they have Eor people, meanings that emerge in these very relations. To say that
whac is internalized is the mean ing ofsuch relations is equivalent to saying that what

is internalized is the meaning the o/óer in the relation has For the /. ].-] in other
words, it is through the a/Ber that the / constitutes him/herselfas a social being]-.].
(Pino, lodo, pp' 66--67, our translation from Portuguese)

Methodological lssues: Signo, Words, Discourse

During the last.decades, the researchers from the 7bazeg&/ a#Z-LamKzzaKe

ReseaZ.cÉ Grc2a@(GPPL/UNICAMP) have been conductingseverd research
projects in schools and non-formal educational contexts. In these research
projecta, we have been highlightingzZZscazzzxe and educa//aa as fundamental

social practices in the constitution ofhuman thinking. We have inquired
about the conditions and dynamics ofsuch practices, attempting to under-
stand: (1) how they become stabilized, instituted, and trans6ormed while

aüecting the involved subjects; and (z) the modes ofparticipation an'd
constitution ofhuman subjects in the collective process ofhistory, memory
and knowledge production.

As we work in the Formal education system, we experience a multitude

ofissues, problems, tensions, and doubts at the core ofour daily school
activity. 'lhe classroom micro-sphere certainly reflecte the contradictions
that pervade our contemporary practices. Globalization, information tech-

nologies, and instant communication, as well as deep changes in the condi-

tions and relations ofproduction, in work relations and employment, in
the social modes ofliving, and the most varied forma ofacccss to cultural

goods and production, human resources and possibilities, certainly do
aúect and transeorm human experience -- perception, conception - of
space, time, and values.
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Discussing human development within historical cultural conditions.

we ergue that a key to understanding the constitution ofhuman subjects
in/through social/societal relations is in the way ofconceiving the pro-
duction ofsigns and meanings in the material conditions ofexistence. We
consider that Vygotsky's and Bakhtin's elaborations at the intersection of

diüerent issues and áreas ofinvestigation produce a conceptual core which
makes viable new modem ofunderstandingszlg Wca//a/z as human activity,
ofz&fc:aazse as social practice.

Thus, assuming that the verbal form of language is a historical
product(ion) ofhuman activity, which became the most powerful meu i
(instrument/constitutive mode) in the organization ofmental functioning
and social practices, we highlight and relate icóaa/pxncüces and zJlücoazxe

pxncãces as the objecto and loa ofour empirical research. We take them as

/ s#za/?Z Zca sã/zi#aKpxncãces resultant from social relations, produced
in/through the always transforming material conditions ofexistence.

through informal activity The scarcity ofpublic eacilities is a feature of
the neighborhood: there are only two nursery schools, the closest health
center is six kilometers away, and public transportation is precarious. In
zoom, while this empirical work was done, the school was attended by 7oo
elementary education students, from ist through 8th grades, plus adula
education, in tour tour-hour shifts (7.oo to ii.oo; il.oo to i5.oo; iS.oo to
i9.oo;i9.oo to z).oo).

At that time. a team of teachers of this school decided to introduce

an alternativo pedagogical project 6or a group of fiÊeen 6th grade (1) to

i6-year-old) students who had been exhibiting, according to the teachers'
evaluation, learning and behavior problema. Invited by the teachers to
support and to join the project, the researchers: participated in the inter-
actions ofstudents and teachers in the classroom and within the broader
school context.

This .zZ/er#.zãz,e /eacb/mgprdec/was called indo being ater teachers had

identiíied the eollowing problems: 1) the large deficit presented by these
students regarding knowledge in diverge subject áreas; 2,) the students'
advanced age for the regular school process; and 3) their probable low

self-esteem, fruir of many years of school experience without much suc-
cess. 'lhe project had as specific objectives: i) to deepen the knowledge of
the students' reality; z) to reconstruct their self-esteem; 3) to renew their
interest and respect for school; 4) to provide means for the development of

reading and writing abilities. In arder to reach these objectives, the teach-
ers proposed interdisciplinary work with a reduced number of students.'

We will bring to discussion here two empirical situations fiam this
some group ofstudents within the public school setting that, considered in

Exploring School Practices: Our Empirical Field

Since voos, our research team has carried out research and intervention

p'qects in a Brazilian public i.e. skate-hnded elementary school located i'n

a suburban área in the northern part of Campinas, the second maior city

in the Skate ofSão Paulo. 'lhe researchers (university proeessors, graduate
and undergraduate students) have a long relationship with this school and
participate weeJdy in school activities. 'lhe school district adjoins two other

municipal áreas: the well-to-do Paulinia and the impoverished Sumaré. It is
currendy a neighborhood surrounded by industries, warehouses, and sma]]

áreas ofagricultural cultivation. It is an área ofintensc migratory movement.
The population in the region can be mainly divided indo two cat-

egories: one composed of smas local merchants, omcers, and secretaries

with a more comfortable economic situation; and another ofless favored

employees, laborers, farm workers, and servants, among others. A signifi-
cant number ofeamilies live on social benefits, and many others survive

'lhe foUowing researchers participated in the field work: Lavínia Lopes Salomão
Magiolino and Daniela Dias dos Anjos, graduate students; Aline Caprera, 'lhelma
Anacleto Belo dos Santos, and Ricardo Nortenha, undergraduate students; Ana Lucia

Horta Nogueira, university pto6essor; Ana Luiza B. Smolka, head ofresearch group.
'lhe research group was larger than this project group Other scholars took pare in
the ana]ysis and discussions ofempirica] material.

Extracted from the text ofdle teachers' project proposal, translated from Portuguesa

bytheauthor.
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relation to onc another, allow for interesting points ofdebate. In proceeding

through an analysis of these two situations we attempt to explore me z i
,zmZ manei ífaPProPr; //a ofpractices related to cultural development.

design and implement the project; how can we understand the students'
comments? How is this#ze&nK, this e#ãcr of"special education" produced in

spite ofthe teachers' pondering and emphatic negationss ofsuch meaning ?
Hlow does this meaning impose itself. contrary to the teachers' intentions

and objectives ? An analysis ofthe students' utterances highlights some of

their arguments :

Situation l: "Special" within the Institutional Setting
1.

3.

4.

s.

'lhe restricted number ofstudenES in the class: -Look ,zf /ó/s mZ'erof6so#rwJ
stadents!!! is tais a cLmsroom!?

'lhe kinds oftasks, demanda, lessons: .Look, Zaaê ,zf /Áe mora me õ,zz,e /a 2a///

[He sboios tbe works in tbe notebooks] We blue tessonsj'om tbe stb grade!!

The 6eacures ofthe proposed activities which soem to confiam the incapacity
the teachers attribute to the students, in spite oftheir being older: -EpeT/Bing

is se emy!! lsn't tbat speciaL!??

'lhe imagem they have ofother teachers whom they consider more rigorous:

Then wbJ don't we bauelessons witb Ma andLi?

'lhe pack ofteaching, the pack ofknowledge: in ó/ÉgxnZe mr &,zpe Zesio#s#om

tbe Stb, in 7tb,.Fom tbe ótb . - at tbe end we know notbing!

The principal'(PR) ofthe school is talking with the students while they are
waiting for the geography teacher. The students are quite restless, demand-

ing to go outside. The PR argues that they are only messing around. 'lhe
conversation continuei to a point when somebody mentions that this is

a specia] (education) c]ass. '].hc PR contests this and refere to a previous

meeting with parenta, when the project was presented and explained to
them. 'lhe students ergue back, saying that this class is diüerent, that /ó/s
Éi Z(Zfp decrh / deed9ec/a/, The PR argues that all classes have projecta.

STi jstarts screamingl: So, why can't we go out as the other classes do?
Cause we are special!

'lhe others cannot go either

Then why don't we have lessons with Ma and Li]teachers] ?
['lhe PR tries to argue that the teachers choose their schedu]e.]
Chore!! Chose!! [with indignation] Nobody chore this c]ass!! Aid
look! Look at this number of(se 6ew) students ! ! ! is this a classroom !?

Look, look at this task we have to do!!1IHe shows the talk in the
notebooksl

lsn't that special! ? Everyehing is se easy! !Just Eng]ish [ESL] we learn ! !!

We have lessons from the Sth grade !

Yeah! in 6th grade we have lessons from the 5th, in 7th, from the 6th .-
at the end we know nothing!

'lhe students' arguments indicate an im/e/7)Zap (#7m ges that operates in

pense production: imagem the students have ofa regular classroom, imagem
they have of their group at the moment; imagem ofwhat is being taught;
imagem they have ofthemselves; images they have ofthe teachers; imagem

the teachers have ofthe students and what they are able to learn; imagem
the teachers have ofthe object ofknowledge; and se on.

The teachers' written proposal makes explicit some of these imagem:

PR:
STi

STi

STi

STi During the lessons in the last school year -. pese students -. showed their interest
in being at school [o be playing, dating, fighting, dancing, etc. -. presented learning

diMculties -. their interest in playing and group interaction -. turn(ed) classes quite
uninteresting and stressful -.

6

Ifthe team of teachers was attentive and careful in their proposal, ifthey
jointly considered and analysed the students' situation; if they chose to

S

6

In other siruations we followed some of the teachers' arguments reiterating thac

the studenes were indeed "quite speciall" although they emphasized a positivo
meanlng.
Extracted from the eeachers' project, translated from Portuguese by the authors.

4 We are using abbreviated designations in our transcriptions; ST
reacher; PR principal.

studenc; TE
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Large deficits, advanced age, low self-esteein, learning dinculties, his-
tory of failure, divergent interests, inadequate behavior, sources of stress
compose the most calma imagem ofthe referred students who compose

the group Indeed, uncountable moments ofteasing, provoking, mocking,
ironical comments, seduction, rap singing, dancing, âghting were.p2'apez'

to the students' ways of interacting.
But diüerent meanings and interpretations ofsuch behaviors config-

ured their Gm-)perfl e/zce or Gm-,)appz'opría/edmesi at the school setting. For
most ofthe teachers, thcy did not seem to fit the school genro. At the game
time, by establishing as criteria for inclusion in the group the fact that the
students were older or "over-aged;' this aspect (developmental indicador)

did not soem to refiect on the teachers' practices: they did not change the
proposed tasks (e.g.: coloring the star, drawing heroes, and the like), which
were considered by the students to.be childish activities that also did not fit

the a2ProP7'í.z/e school genro for their age. The teachers' conscious choices
and argumenta 6or the group composition reiterated, indeed constituted,
the very specáz/ condition of these students.

These images and (pre-) conceptions became constitutive ofstudents'
and teachers' modos ofinter-acting. Students' and teachers' imagem, con-

ceptions. and expectations coincided in a 9.zce afz iê@ e cei (Bourdieu,
t994) marked by distinct positions, experiences, and points-of-view. They
became inscribed in school practices, integrated inca a Ã.zóir#i, and pro-
duced cüects independently ofthe subjects' conscious intentions. Imagés

and discourse, imagem /# discourse, operate in the production of what
Bourdieu et. al. (i997) call the gec@c Wc zg ofícóaa#mK, where#orms o/
ó/22e excZai/o take peace.

Modes of appropriation -- appropriation ofculture, appropriation
ofknowledge, appropriation of meanings, appropriation of words -- can

be seen as a function of these relations and positions. Features ofproper
or improper behavior, adequate or inadequate contents, emerge as /óe
refaz/s ofsuch positions and relations. 'lhey might become pertinent or not
within and in relation to a specific sphere or.ge#2'e qfacüz,í/7 (Clot, 2006).
An individual might "/z/rm .prazer" or "m zÉe Ã/i oa'#" social resources in
a non-suitable way for others, in a not-necessarily-conventionalized way

(Smolka, zooo). Yet, what is or becomes aP'ProPri.z/eZ (proper i.e. perti-

nent, adequate, suitable) by and for human subjects in interaction with
each other is related to the izgm@cn#a# -- multiple and diverse meanings --
produced in the complex institucional relations.

Amidst se many (non-) coincidences in the school context, the word
speci /is used in quite heterogeneous senses. Indeed, it condenses diüerent
meanings and feelings related to reciprocal (in-) adequate behaviors and

expectations. It appears as an .zre z ods/rzeggZe (Voloshinov & Bakhtin,

i973). Its meanings for the involved human subjects are produced in the
dynamics of teaching relations in a history ofschool practices.

Situation 11: 'lhe "Normal" Conditions ofLiving

In the second month ofclasses, one of the ways the geography teacher
chose to introduce a specific topic was to invite the students to observe
and describe the environment around the school, looking through the
classroom window. She was a substitute teacher eor the year and not pre-

viously acquainted with the group of teachers, students, or surrounding
neighborhood. She asked the students to describe the neighborhood, to
identih commercial and industrial activities, to comment on work rela-

tions, bife conditions, and quality ofliee. From these talks and issues, the
students entered indo an argument with the teacher and started insistently
asking her to watch the film (;0 alGoZ at school.'

7 'lhe fiam is based on a novel written by Paulo Lins, a young photographer and jour-
nalist who lived in the "planned" neighborhood called Cidade de Deus, to which
ehe inhabitants ofa whole slum in Rio deJaneiro were moved in the ig6os. 'lhe fiam
(Gdaz/e deZ)ezzs, zoom, directed by Fernando Meirelles and Káda Lund) shows the

Geatures and changes in ligo qualiW through the years.
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Having joined the teaching project in spite ofnot being able to par-
ticipate in its planning, the geography teacher took the students' demand
[o the teachers' team. Ater 6 months, dmost at the end ofthe school year,
the íilm was ânaUy shown to the students at school, with cuts ofsexual and

violent scenes. 'lhe students noticed the cuts and many leÊ the classroom,
refusing to watch the film or to participate in the following discussions.
At the moment ofdiscussion, the geography teacher, the teachers' adviser,
5 students, and 2 researchers were present in the classroom. 'lhis group

had two vídeo cameras, one operated by the students, another by the
researchers. Three preces of the transcribed 4S-minute talk will be the
object of our considerations here :

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

TE: And the school is not real lide ?

ST3: -. here who kills dias, isn't that se, Jon? So

TE: What do you mean, who kills does!?

ST3: Yeah, brother, if [you] do not go to jail, [you] die!
TE: Tela me a little bit more ofthis story.

STS: -. the guys selling arras, drugs -.

ST3: Yeah, brother. Gosh, brother! The guy dyingwith 3o bullets

STS: Innocent people -.

ST4: -. owes io reais, S reais, the nexo day is dead.

( )

)

How come

Fragment 3:
ST3: Both lides steal -. no way out ... Even the rich -.

z TEA: And how is it to lide in a society like this ? How?
3 ST3: Normal
4 TE: Normal?

l
Früçmen t i:

TE: We are talking about 4 very serious issue here, but what is worry-
ing me is this question: why did you want .- you looked for this film
to tela me something

z ST3: Yeah, teachet, it is For everybody [o see the truth.
ST4: Yeah, the truth!
STS: Yeah!
ST3: Ihe truth, brother!

STS: Yeah! 'Cause there are teachers who tela us like this: 'Write about your
lide' ... and then ... do not even believe

ST4: Teachcrs who think -. when we nght we rebel because of thé
school. It is not because of the school ... we do not stand around the
neighborhood, the world out there .- The school, the world around
everything is the game -. the film is showing what we go through outside, how
it is outside ...

ST3: Yeah, teacher, this film, it is almost the game thing
STS: it is all the game thing

l

3

4
5

6

7

8

9

(silente)

TE: Normal, Van? Normal, Pam?

ST3: Ah! Teachcr, in this neighborhood here, you don't need to expect anything.

Everything has happened already .-

TE: in this neighborhood?
STS: Everything has happened already
TE: Jon, is it normal?

ST4: (moves his head, af6rming)
TE: Everybody steals? Rich, pior -- is that se ?

ST4: (moves head aMrming)

ST3: ... l think the rich people started to steal and then the pior people saw it
was ok and they started to do it algo -.
TE: Girls ... Pam ...?

STS Normal.

5

6

7

8

9
10

11

12

i4

(translated from Portuguesa by the authors)
Fra çment z:

l TE: Why did you want to watch City ofGod?
z STS: 'Cause it is real lide, this film! it does exist. It shows what exists

slang

3 TE: But just 6or that you waneed to bring this film to school?
4 ST3: No, cause it is real lide!

We could use hera a plethora ofconcepts, constructs, and analytical
instruments from many diüerent fields ofknowledge. Indeed, we have been

making a number ofattempts in our "looking/interpreting exercises." in our

approaches to the empirical material. What do the students reter to when
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they talk about re'z/ lide, or #c?zm.z/ lide ? How does school participate in
the students' living experiences ? What are the possible contours of "real"
or "normal" in contemporary practices? 'lhus we focus on discourse,
attempting to give visibility to concreto conditions of learning and
development.

The teacher opens the discussion by asking the students mÃy they
wanted to watch the fiam at school. If almost all students had already
watched it, and if the teachers had too, one issue bccomes: why watch
the fiam /OKezÃer .zf scóoa/? To look through the window was one of the
teacher's strategic resources to orient the students' modos oflooking at
their own reality. She wanted to re-dimension the students' experiences and

points-of-view. Hcr way ofseeing was oriented by her knowledge didac-
tic, scientific -- marked by social commitment. 'lhe teacher calls attention

to the environment and highlights forma ofhuman activity, relations and
practices. 'olhe street, the traHic in various directions, people walking; bules,

cars, trucks; population in movement: this concerne geographyl And she
proceeds, conceptualizing transport, urbanization, industW- and commerce.

Ihe students in turn show an understanding ofthe teacher's talk, but

they contest and ergue with her, speaking from another point ofview, a
diüerent social position. The students' way oflooking is oriented by their
living experience and their knowledge ofcertain practices they experiences
daily For the students, to talk about urbanization, transport, and commerce
is to talk about the concrete conditions ofliÉe, about what aüects them each

and every day, and that means to talk about drug tramc, bargaining and
intimidation, power relations and restriction ofspaces, murders, death
It is to talk about common practices, ofwhat is commonly practiced in
the closer community

We could say that the film was suggested as the students' resource to

orient the teacher's way oflooking. It was a made ofmaking legitimate their
ways of speaking, their ways of living; a strategy to show a real, normal,
dady world. For the students, it was important that the teacher could see
what they are used to see, how they are used to live; the teacher could fiel
what they are used to 6eel.

Ihe students resort to the filmic narrative as a way ofmaking legitimate
the discredited narrative of their own lives:

Yeah! 'Cause there are teachers who teH us like this: 'Write about your lide' -. and

then -. do not even believe .- (Fragment i, turn 6)

Ihe fiam is showing what we go through outside, how it is outside ... (Fragment
i,turn 7)
It is aU the game thing .- (Fragment i, turn g)
It is real lide, this film! (Fragment z, turn z).

The students' statements mobilize fiindamental questiona related to

the ways ofliving and speaking about their lives. Ater all, what concerne
pzn/lied ? And morena/ways ofliving ? How do we speak about lide ? 'lhe film

appears as a possibility a resource, a strategy, an occasion, a condition,
a made -- of talking about lide. As human production, the filmic narra-
tive refiects, refracts, pervades, and aâects human subjectivity and reality.
Nonetheless, it is based on a written narrativo, a novel produced from lived,

related, disseminated experiences from many subjects in interaction with
each other. The weaving of talks and narratives points to some concreto
conditions ofliÉe that configure common, habitual, normal, natural contem-

porary living. Diüerent social positions highlighted in the discourse -- rich
people, poor people -- coincide in the practice ofa common action: steal-
ing. Concrete, material conditions turn inca nora/z/conditions. Features of
normality, naturalness, seem to become installed without being questioned.

The students could have related their experience to the abundant
daily news. But here, the me z i make a diRerence. The filmic narrativo, as

a work of art, acquires a speciâc, mobilizing, and eüective function. 'lhe
students find in the film a narrativo (which appears consistent with their
expe /e#ce) ofliving. 'lhey share with the protagonists the some conditions,

game plot. The one who lives and the one who narrates become (con-)
hsed. 'lhey make the narrative ofthe other /óe/r oa,#. The narrative ofthe
a/óer coincides with what / wanted to nârr2te of my own lide. (My) lied
becomes a novel, turns unto a film. Ways of narrating and ways of repre-
senting bife through words are woven through the /m<g?-im-.zc#o#. One's
words aaect, resonate in the other's consciousness (Bakhtin, ig84).
The experience of the "l" in isolation can be shared and collectively re-
dimensioned by the consciously elaborated experiente of "we'l This
re-dimensioning changes the meanings, the status oflived experiente, the

strength ofarguments.
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In the movement ofapprap /a//nK (turningproper, mahng their own)
the content of geography presented by the teacher, the students find a
prapez' way oftelling about the neighborhood, anchored on partially agem
words and images. The film becomes a possible /pcz/i í# õe aÜfc/Óca#a o/
/males dpzncf/ces. The weaving ofnarratives seems to confirm a marra z/,
a m.z/wxn/ way of contemporary urban living, as 6eatured in the students
discourse and made visible in the film.

School as a social institution has the specific objective ofworking the

historically produced knowledge in/through teaching relations. The film
as a cultural production, as a work ofart without didactic aims, is a way of

poetically dealing with concrete conditions oflife. School and film: two
spheres ofhuman activity and production become intertwined, aüecting
and constituting the students' lide and development. The school and the
ü,arZ2 azéf z&ere compose the reality oflife. But the film is showing a real,
a normal (aspect of) lide outside, about which the school keeps silent. So,
morra.z.í at school does not coincide with #07wzz/ in lide. 'lhe school does

not integrate -- does not face, analyse, discuss, incorporate - the complex
reality oflife. And this is algo transeormed indo #azma/ conditions ofteach-

In g,: aója dit, aója uu.
But in the above situation, the teacher's insistence in asking

each student about the consensually admitted #orm / way of living
becomes relevant. In the students' voice, #az'm.z/ seems to have an

acknowledged meaning: "/óaf} aÉ, /ó,z/ f&e a7 /f Zs." 'lhe teachêr's

persistent questions point to her discomfort and strangeness, possi-
bly suggesting that "it could be diúerent." The intonation' here marks
positions, distance, and distinctions in the (dis)encounter ofvoices and
experiences.

Ihe tension between "that's the way it is" and "it could be diüerent"
acquires visibility in it analysis, as it points to the dynamic heterogene-
ity of the sign/word and to intrinsic contradictions of the conditions of
existence. This tension leads us to inquire about the materiality of signo,

the history ofmeanings, the historicity ofsignification. '].his also compels
us to reconsider, among other questions, the dialectical means/modes/
conditions of development related to the constitution of personality/
sublecuvity.

Overview and Open Questions

In explaining how the environment shapes child development, Vygotsky
(t93S/1994) proposes an indivisible unit,/pe2'ezÃiua#/e, which implies the
individual child in his/her relationships with/in the environment. 'lhe
notion ofperezó/z,am/e, integrates emotion (aaect, feelings), representa-
tion (images), and signification (interpretation, consciousness) in a lived
experience. A game environment is experienced, iigme/íeZ diaerently by
each singular subject. Each subject is aüected in a unique manner by the
environment.

Vygotsky also called attention to the special role ofverbal lan-
guage in this dynamic interre]ationship: "[...] the meaning ofchildren's
wolds is what determinem the new relationship which can exist between
environment and various developmental processem" (i93S/i994,

Verbal language is indeed the locus, means, mode, and possibility of
the elaboration ofconsciousness, of the constitution of personality/sub-

jectivity And hera we consider not only what human beings do with signo
and words, but what signo and most especiaUy words as human cultural
and historical productions do with human beings. Ifwe admit that the
sign does not just constitute higher functions, but "the sign changes the
interfunctional relationships" (Vygotsky, i933--34/i997, p 1)1), this does
not happen in a vacuum.

The analysis of the students' arguing makes visible some aspecto of
their aaective-conceptual elaborations in their comprehension ofschool
and lide conditions. Aâects and concepts operate in a complicated inter-

related system (Vygotsky, lgzg/ig8i). 'lhe analysis points to the 2rnm.z
lived at the core of interpersonal relationships, where meanings become

appropriated or not (Vygotsky, igzg/ig8g). We turn our eyes, then, to
this z&nma/ic co i#/ /ía ofó#m'za psWcóe. Relating empirical situations
l and 11, we might explore the conditions and the contradictions in such
constitutive processes.

Although we conâgure the social institutional context ofschool as the
locus ofour empirical research, the specific contours ofa situation lived in

P. 346)
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this context certainly extend beyond the school boundaries: the cultural
historical dimension integrates the concreto material conditions ofteach-
ing, learning, and developing. How do material living conditions aúect and

constitute collective/individual functioning? How does the school mark
the students? How does the specific knowledge of such subject-manter

have an impact on them?
When the students appropriate i.e. turn proper, make their own,

attempt to understand -- geographical concepts and knowledge such as
neighborhood, urban space, industry, commerce, etc., they bring to the
core the reality oftheir lives, which becomes confronted and at the some
time intertwined with school knowledge. Within these multiple posi-
tions, a new elaboration ofconcepts, aüects, knowledge, and consciousness

becomes possible.
How does the film participate in such a process ? 'lhe students' sugges-

tion indicates the potencial of a work of art for knowledge appropriation
and consciousness elaboration. The students recognized themselves in
the images ofthe film. They experience a drama offiction in the reality of
their own bodies. 'lhe work ofart, as a technical-semiotic instrument, as a

social technique ofsentiment, can be a shared locus ofemotional experi-

ence. Experiencing contradictory emotions provoked by the work of art
mobilizes imagem, sensations, and peeling that culminate in a ióarf c/rcwi/,

a c,z/&.zr#c.prc?cedi (Vygotsky, lgzS/i97i). 'lhis implies an elaborated psy-
chic activity producing /#/eZZ ge r ema/Zo#s. 'lhinking and emotions ai.e
intrinsically intertwined.

But the 61m at school is not necessarily considered a wotk of art. It

appears as an altered product, with cuts, with a didactic purpose. This way

ofpresenting the 61m at school provokes diüerent 6eelings in the students --
rege, indignation, revolt. The students who remam for the discussion end
up having a space for furthcr and joint elaboration. 'leis moment ofdiscus-
sion is possible due to a history ofrelationships between the teacher and
the students. .Nthough school activities hardly explore the work of art's
aesthctic potencial, reducing it to moral and pedagogic uses, contradic-
torily, an opportunity becomes opened for the development ofcollective
awareness, for collective elaboration of concepts and aaects, 6or situating

and recognizing distinct social positions.

The film aâects students and teacher diaerently, produces diücrent

eüects and meanings. Their ways of signifying do not coincide, just as
their living conditions and their social positions do not. Social positions
make a diüerence, and they are constitutivo ofhuman subjects in interac-

tion with each other. Not only the film but the discussion about the fiam
point to this reality.

When we think about the students' attitudes and interests, which

are se often interpreted as far removed from school objectives, we may
understand, through this prism, that the whole issue cannot be reduced to
a manter oftheir(lack of) i/z/frei/. Problems cannot simply be characterized

as "learning diHiculties", or "lack of motivation': as they usually are. In a

deeper sense, they concern the issue ofdiâerent and conflicting expecta-
tions, oflack of alternatives in facing the concrete conditions ofli6e; of
distant and divergent positions concerning the meanings ofknowledge,
the meanings oflife. 'lhas is the 2xnm.z experienced by human subjects in
relation to each other at school (cf. Vygotsky, lgzg/tg8g).

We are thus faced with the heterogeneous conditions ofthe dynamic
processes ofcultural development, the dramatic constitution ofpersonal-
ity, and the equally dramatic features ofthe relations among teachers and
students. In considering the diHicult educational reality in Brazilian public
schools, as it was shown in this case, we can see how 9eci'z/ and arma/
become enter-constitutive in the web of social relations: the morra.z/ way
ofliving appointed by the students is an intrinsic part of the concreto
material conditions oftheir lives and development that deâne their specia/
placa at school.
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