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This e-book is part of the Sustainability of Exploratory Practice 
(EP) Project in Rio de Janeiro: a case study of former ELT 
pre-service teachers, developed in 2019, with the support of 
The British Council, within the scope of the UK-Brazil English 
Collaboration Call, in partnership with:

- the Department of Letters of the Pontifical Catholic  
University of Rio de Janeiro (PUC-Rio): 
Inés K. de Miller, Adriana N. Nóbrega, Maria Isabel A. Cunha, 
Walewska G. Braga;

- the School of Teacher Education of the State University of 
Rio de Janeiro (FFP/UERJ): Isabel Cristina R. Moraes Bezerra;

- the Institute of Languages and Culture of Regent’s University: 
Assia Slimani-Rolls.

The purpose of the project was to understand the impact of 
the principles of Exploratory Practice in the professional lives 
of in-service teachers of Portuguese and English, graduated 
at PUC-Rio and FFP/UERJ between 2008 and 2018. The in-
clusion of Exploratory Practice in our teacher education pro-
grams stems from the need for teachers to be more critical, 
reflective, and aware of the quality of life in the classroom. 

In this book, we invite the reader to learn how teachers and 
students, exploratory practitioners, experience Exploratory 
Practice in their everyday lives. We believe that the narra-
tives shared herein can also collaborate in fostering the sus-
tainability of the principles of Exploratory Practice.
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Why  
write a 
book with a 
conversational 
tone?

7

Because the book was the result of a number 
of conversations. And, ever since we began 
to talk about how to write it, various voices 
were already included. Working together, 
colleagues of the Exploratory Practice group, 
teachers – nearly all of them English teachers 
or from areas related to language teaching – 
visualized what the format of the work could 
be. We wanted to base the e-book on the 
seven principles of Exploratory Practice that 
serve as inspiration for creating everything 
we do. 

But these principles didn’t appear out of thin 
air. They were written (and re-written) based 
upon the activities that we carry out in order 
to understand quality of life in the classroom 
(and in other professional environments).  
In other words, we sought to understand 
what happened in these scenarios ...
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By the way, the principles themselves speak to this:

Focus on quality of classroom life

Work to understand quality  
of classroom life

Involve everybody in this work  
for understanding

Work to bring people together

 Also work for mutual development

Minimize the burden by integrating 
the work for understanding into 
normal pedagogic practice

Make all of this a  
continuous enterprise

Exploratory 
Practice 
in seven 
principles:
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We can say that each of these phras-
es seeks to express understandings 
built through much (very much!) work 
in the field. Indeed, because in at-
tempting to understand what is hap-
pening in places where we work, we 
end up facing a great many ques-
tions. We tend to believe, based upon 
our experiences and conversations, 
that teachers, students, coordina-
tors, and administrators are, indeed, 
filled with curiosity:

But don’t get us wrong –  
not all curiosity can sound either 
problematic or critical:

Why do I continue to work at this school?
Why aren’t students interested in the subject?
Why do we have to accept such aggressive behaviour? 
Why do I have to study English when I don’t even know Portuguese? 
Why don’t my teachers understand me?
Why do my schoolmates think I’m a nerd?
Why do teachers cheat and students can’t?

Why do people like challenges? 
Why are our English classes so cool?

Why do all students do their homework? 
Why do we need to be loved? 
Why do I like team teaching? 

 Why have I been so attracted to learning with my students?
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With so much curiosity adrift, our work, during the last thirty years, has been 
based on a proposal that seeks to not separate life in the classroom from the 
practice of research – what we call practitioner research, that is, research 
carried out by invetigating the action practiced. So many hands have been 
involved that it would be strange, at the least, to speak of exploratory prin-
ciples without personally recounting experiences told in the original voices.

Often, these voices are represented in posters, because we believe that their 
construction - with much cutting and pasting, drawing, written passages, 
and coloured paper giving wings to creativity – is directly related to the idea 
of “involving everybody in this work”. This isn’t the only way to do it, but here 
we illustrate the principles with exploratory posters that demonstrate a bit 
of our process.

We have maintained everything the way it was produced; that is, there may 
be commentaries in Portuguese or in English that don’t follow the ‘correct’ 
standards of each language. Note that you needn’t read this book by follow-
ing the order of the chapters here presented. Just as with the principles that 
complement each other in practice, without following any particular order, 
each chapter offers thoughts that you may use however you think best. For 
ease of reading, we have included translations of the contents of some post-
ers in the Translator Notes, at the end of this e-book.

And not only that: we would very much like to in some way include your voice 
as well. Who are you who is reading these words? A teacher? A student? A 
coordinator? A researcher? A little of all of this mixed together? We know 
that you’re curious! So, why write an introduction? Because we want to invite 
you, throughout this e-book, to participate in a conversation about intrigu-
ing questions that go beyond the classroom and other environments. All of 
our contact information is in the last section of this e-book, and you can tell 
us what you think. We would love to know!

Welcome! 
The Exploratory Practice Group of Rio de Janeiro



Chapter 1 
Focus on  

quality of classroom life
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reflecting 
Why do we separate the 
classroom from life? Why do 
we think school is one thing, 
and real life is another? Why 
is it that certain problems 
and curiosities that are part 
of life (and of daily life in the 
classroom) are late in being 
discussed, or are never dis-
cussed in the classroom.

Dynamic, unpredictable, challeng-
ing, life demands from us curiosity, 
creativity, and daring in order for us 
to keep up with its uncertain turnings, 
so that we can accept as challeng-
es the difficulties that life sets before 
us. Very often, we have to work in or-
der to understand what’s happening 
around us. Wouldn’t this also be a 
kind of research?

From our perspective, living means 
working in order to understand: we 
talk with friends about situations 
that bother us; we seek information 
we lack on sites, in books, and with 
other people; we organize everything 
in order that it can be accessible and 
make sense to us. If we weren’t curi-
ous, we wouldn’t be able to progress 
very far, right? We wouldn’t even be 
able to find a phone number! 

For us, school is (or should be) a re-
flection of our lives, a place where 
one accepts, encourages, and works 
in order to understand the complex-
ity of doubts and questions, the in-

And what if the questions that occupy the thinking of teachers, students, 
and other members of the school community were heard and worked on? 
And what if these challenging questions - or puzzles - were more widely dis-
seminated? What would happen if our concerns were no longer mentioned 
merely in letting off steam in exchanges in hallways, in chats during recess, 
or in little notes passed quickly between school desks?
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completeness and uncertainty of its 
answers. For exploratory practition-
ers, schools shouldn’t be the place 
of answers, but rather the place of 
life; for it’s in schools that teachers 
and students spend a very signifi-
cant amount of time… living. That is, 
in all classrooms, right? In both face-
to-face and on-line courses, this idea 
also applies.

reflecting 
Have you ever stopped 
to think about how many 
hours you spend (or have 
spent) in a classroom?

It matters little whether you work with education or in some directly related 
area: many of us have spent or will spend a good part of our lives in some 
kind of classroom. To make it possible for teachers and students, in partner-
ship, to discuss life issues, to live together and to learn from the inevitable 
conflicts that arise, to construct understandings, negotiations, and knowl-
edge together means to go beyond the blackboard. Learning that people 
are unique, and that they have their own individual ways to act and to think 
is an exercise of citizenship. To accept the political role of the school, where 
each class is an act of liberation means confronting the enormous challenge 
of working within this vision of everyday school life.

Practitioners of Exploratory Practice (or EP, as we normally call it) are working 
with language teaching and, at the same time, are reflecting on homework, 
classroom cheating, teenage pregnancy, school uniforms, being ‘a winner’, 
violence, aggressiveness, and many other subjects. Teachers and students 
can investigate their issues either individually or in groups. School employ-
ees can reflect on their professional lives, and parents can try to understand 
their roles as educators. 

Shall we see how they present this work?
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Why do we wear an orange uniform? 
2005 
Authors: Students of teacher Solange Fish -  
Priscila, Raquel, Clebson, Jeyssy and Érica - 6th grade  
Albert Einstein Municipal School, Rio de Janeiro.
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OK! Remember that we talked about 
posters? Well, this one, Why do we 
wear orange uniforms?, was creat-
ed by a group of 6th grade students 
of the Albert Einstein Municipal 
School in Rio de Janeiro. They were 
students of teacher Solange Fish. At 
that time, uniforms for students at-
tending municipal schools were still 
orange, the same colour as those of 
the city’s street cleaners, and the 
students weren’t happy with this. It 
was a good opportunity to work on 
possible prejudices toward different 
professions.

The creation of an exploratory poster 
is a process that can involve a number 
of people. In this case, five students, 
Priscila, Raquel, Clebson, Jeyssy, and 
Érica, concluded that “the students 
of Rio de Janeiro municipal schools 
aren’t satisfied with the uniform 
they are using. Some students car-
ried out protests so that the uniform 
be changed”. Designing the poster 
took the time that was necessary – 
or what was possible within the con-
text, right? Often, students who cre-
ate posters present them at Annual 
Exploratory Practice Events, which is 
an added stimulus to finish them.
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But of course a poster doesn’t serve only this purpose! As nice as it is to see 
students presenting their work at an academic event (and these, one should 
note, are open to everyone), creating an exploratory poster involves express-
ing in a physical form the many understandings that are created when a 
group of people get together to explore an issue.

After they’re ‘ready’, the posters are discussed in the classroom, at events, 
and may even be presented by other people – which tends to lead to new 
understandings and new questions.

working to understand

In order to create the post-
er about orange uniforms, 
the student-researchers in-
terviewed their fellow stu-
dents and gave their own 
opinions. While working in 
an English class they arrived 
at the conclusion that all of 
those interviewed were un-
happy with the uniform, be-
sides having collected some 
interesting opinions such as 
how wearing the uniform 
identified them as poor (or 
such as the perhaps ironic 
“the mayor wanted to hon-

our the street cleaners”).

Have you noticed that carrying out a 
task such as this opens up all kinds 
of possibilities for discussion? And 
all of this without leaving the class-
room, without abandoning the sub-
ject matter, and using what’s avail-
able. The fact is, it’s what happens 
while planning the poster – when we 
reflect upon and negotiate differ-
ent approaches and presentations 
of each question – that gets at the 
heart of what we call working to un-
derstand. Of course, as we have said, 
not every such task results in a post-
er: they may result in conversations, 
discussions, a video, a theatre piece, 
a sculpture, or any other kind of ex-
ploratory expression. For this kind of 
expression, there’s no limit!
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exploratory experiences

A question from a student: 
“Teacher, why do Brazilians  
insist on speaking English?” 
could generate hours of re-
flection on the origin of names 
(Wesley, Winnie, Phillipe, of 
students in Julia Lima’s class); 
the motives for selecting the 
name of a child; the beliefs 
about Brazilian and foreign 
cultures; besides motivating 
the exchange of ideas be-
tween parents and students, 
teachers and other school 
employees.

A question from a teacher (“Why are 
my students so undisciplined and 
uninterested?”) and the reaction of 
a student (“Teacher, the problem is 
that you would like to give classes to 
angels and we... we are devils!”) could  
provide an opportunity for a listing 
of typical actions of angels and dev-
ils, for the use of frequency adverbs, 
for the affirmative and negative 
forms of verbs in the present tense, 
and for the vocabulary necessary for 
describing actions such as: “Angels 
get very good grades; Angels don’t 
chew gum;   Vampires cheat in tests; 
Vampires never study”. It also opened 
up an opportunity for the creation of 
a third character, the friendly ghost 
– “Caspers avoid cheating; Caspers 
sometimes do their homework” –, for 
the discussion and negotiation of at-
titudes and for in-school research by 
groups of angels, devils, or vampires 
and friendly ghosts, with their record 
photographed.

Let’s take the opportunity here to take a look at this record.



Angels, Devils, Caspers - 
Who’s my student? 
1998 
Authors: Walewska Braga 
and 9th grade students 
of the Dr. Cócio Barcelos 
Municipal School

18
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Posters such as these can also be used as teaching materials in subsequent 
classes, in classes of other subjects, or even in extra and remedial classes. In 
the latter case they make it possible to transform traditional content review 
environments into learning clinics, where the focus goes beyond earning a 
passing grade and permits students to reflect on study habits, causes of low 
performance, and individual issues that lead to school failure. 

According to student Calvin Tamanqueira, this task “[...] stimulates us to learn 
English because we do everything in English. We do research, and this makes 
English classes and culture more dynamic. The learning is better because 
it’s something more interesting for you to learn. And everything that’s in the 
poster is interesting to us, it’s about us, about humanity, and it’s this that 
makes it interesting and not just for us, but also for other people who come 
to see us. [...] You have fun. You laugh, and enjoy it. Posters deal not only with 
English, but with ideas in general. And this has an influence on our everyday 
lives.”

our understandings

Placing the quality of life 
above all else isn’t merely a 
cool way to make a subject 
matter, whatever it is, more 
attractive. It is, first of all, a 
way to remind all of us who 
are involved in classroom 
practices that what we expe-
rience with is important, and 
that there’s no real division 
between ‘life’ and ‘classroom 
subjects’, between ‘life’ and 
‘school’.

Well, by this time you’re probably 
thinking: “Great! I like it, but then, 
all the work to understand is placing 
everybody together creating some-
thing related to issues that come 
up in the classroom?” Well, in regard 
to this ‘work’ thing, we will talk a bit 
about it in the chapter that follows. 



Chapter 2 
Work to understand 

quality of classroom life
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reflecting

Why do we tend to believe 
that work is merely some-
thing that leads to some kind 
of objective result? - whether 
in the form of money, grades, 
solutions to problems, or irref-
utable conclusions?

As for the question of arriving at solutions, it seems to us understandable. 
Every day we hear very complicated news about the state of teaching,  
of education, and besides this, we feel the effects of such news on our own 
practices. Who wouldn’t say that there’s much to be resolved? Stopping 
at merely understanding can seem to be a waste of time. But we believe 
that, even before resolving anything, we need to know what the problem is.  
If a teacher says that there’s a lack of discipline, for example, his or her stu-
dents may think something else. It’s worth listening to everyone, isn’t it? After 
all, both positions are valid. And if, in the case we present, it’s the students 
who are undisciplined, this problem can only be approached with their par-
ticipation, right?

As we said in Chapter One, we identify 
ourselves as practitioner  researchers. 
We investigate our own practice, and 
this, you can be sure, creates a great 
deal of work! But when we talk about 
our ‘work to understand’, at times we 
hear questions such as “Why work to 
understand and not to arrive at solu-
tions?” or “So, you just reflect and dis-
cuss issues?” These   questions arise, 
of course, when whoever asks them 
still hasn’t perceived all the work in-
volved in the construction of explora-
tory posters.

reflecting

Why is it that year after year, the problems most cited in 
regard to classrooms continue to be the same?  Could 
it be that all of those involved in the school community 
see these problems in the same way? Why don’t we 
ask people about this more openly?
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During these thirty years, we have ob-
served that when a group of people 
works to understand a question re-
lated to life within the environment in 
which they live, they create links that 
can aid in overcoming what before 
was seen as an insuperable problem. 
Whether   practitioners discover crea-
tive solutions through which they do 
in fact overcome the problems, or be-
cause the understandings created in 
this interaction reconfigure their pre-
vious environment, transforming the 
relation between them, and thus their 
daily practice.

But wait! We don’t want to make false 
promises. The focus on quality of life 
doesn’t lead to magic solutions. Nor 
does it point toward recipes for success. 
In fact, our use of the term “quality” 
brings with it a feeling for experience, 
and not necessarily an improvement. 
We have worked diligently and daily! 
–, concerned with outcomes, goals to 
be fulfilled, and various indicators of 
progress. What we are saying is that 
when this intense work produces an 
understanding of what is happening 
in the lives of those involved, opportu-
nities are created for that communi-
ty to fully explore the space and time 
available to them.

exploratory experiences

In 2018, teacher Walewska 
Braga, who today works at 
the São Tomás de Aquino 
Municipal School (RJ), no-
ticed that her eighth grade 
class arrived late and hungry 
for her first morning period 
English classes. She thought, 
therefore, that she could 
take some cookies and other 
snacks to the classroom, in-
viting students to sit in a cir-
cle. On these occasions, be-
sides learning expressions for 
requests in English, everyone 
talked about what was hap-
pening and investigated the 
labels of the product pack-
ages, reading their listings of 
nutritional content. There was 
one student, recently arrived 
from Medellín (Colombia), 
who also taught her and the 
rest of the class how to say 
some expressions in Spanish.



23

In this group, future teachers enrolled 
in the government-funded Teaching 
Initiation Program (PIBID) also joined 
the classroom activities. At the end of 
2018, Walewska and the ‘Pibids’ (as 
they were affectionately nicknamed) 
asked the class to reflect on the year’s 
work and to think about the com-
ing year. What would they like to see 
happen? What contributions, desires, 
and expectations would they have 
for their 9th year? 

The activity went quickly. The stu-
dents wrote their impressions as small 
notes that were left over from an 
Exploratory Practice event. They had 
already had the experience of cre-
ating a poster about their group cir-
cle hour, presenting it on more than 
one occasion. That day, the notes on 
expectations generated a series of 
posters entitled “We don’t want just 
food. We want food, a chat circle, fun, 
and art!”, as we can see below.
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Circle Chat Hour 
2017  
Authors: Walewska Braga, teacher participating in the government-funded-
Teaching Initiation Program (PIBID/PUC-RIO) and students of the São Tomás 
de Aquino Municipal School: Jerson Alejandro Pedreros, Héllen Moreira,  
Ana Júlia, and Maria Paula Pedreros.
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working to understand

It’s easy to see that the class 
brought up a number of is-
sues. As Walewska says: “A bit 
of everything, right? A better 
classroom with wi-fi and air 
conditioning (and why not?); 
the presence of the ‘Pibids’; 
more demanding teach-
ers; snacks; the circle chat; 
more subjects in the curricu-
lum: computer science, mu-
sic, drama. Open-air classes, 
music and videos with subti-
tles, and less work in groups, 
since some people learn 
better alone (great!!!). The 
poster was presented at an 
Exploratory Practice event 
and, when it came time to 
write a summary, it occurred 
to me that the title should 
have to do with that song by 
the group the Titãs: people 
don’t want just food, etc.”

It’s worth noting that between 
Walewska and her students, a very 
own methodology was created: a se-
ries of actions that made up an over-
all learning activity, totally integrat-
ed into the daily life of the class, and 
following steps that worked for that 
community. In short: they perceived 
that within what they were doing, 
there was a great potential to be 
explored – from the moment of the 
first circle chat to the creation of the 
poster that we saw.

When she read the notes filled out 
by her students, Walewska was very 
pleased and proposed that their 
hopes be organized into categories 
such as food. In EP, we usually call 
exercises such as these Potentially 
Exploitable Pedagogic Activities (or 
PEPAs, for those in the know). They 
are activities in which the practition-
ers perceive that, through a collab-
orative effort, they can understand 
more about their issues.
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our understandings

Work is an element that unites us within an educational institution. 
One way or another, we are all working actively, for without its partic-
ipants, a school wouldn’t exist. We work, whatever the functions we 
carry out may be, or whatever are our opinions about the problems of 
teaching. We work, sharing different ethnic-racial, gender, religious, 
or other identities. And when we re-invent or re-plan our work so that 
it helps to explore our issues or what piques our curiosity, this work 
grows in meaning for all of those involved.

We, the participants in this workplace, 
include all who are there: students, 
teachers, coordinators, principals, ad-
ministrative personnel, maintenance 
and entryway personnel, parents, 
care-takers, legal guardians, etc. We 
understand that we are all there in or-
der to develop teaching and learning 
activities that are relevant and mean-
ingful for our personal and professional 
development and that bring us pleas-
ure in doing so. 

You must be curious to know what 
else happened with the so-called “cir-
cle chat hour”, aren’t you? Could it be 
that they were able to resolve some of 
their problems, even if the initial ob-
jective was to work in order to under-
stand? Walewska tells us that a se-

ries of posters remained on the wall 
of the English classroom throughout 
2019. “Even if we weren’t able to get 
wi-fi and air conditioning,” she said, 
“we watched movies with and with-
out subtitles, worked a lot with music, 
and had our moments in the open air. 
It’s interesting that one often hears 
(in the teachers’ room, in meetings, 
in the halls) that students don’t want 
anything, and this wasn’t the case. 
They demonstrated that they want 
more. One can see that students are 
ready for a partnership. What excel-
lent pedagogical coordinators they 
would be... They know very well what 
they want.”
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By the end of 2019, the initial circle chat no longer existed. The snack ques-
tions continued: “Would you like...?” “Yes, please”, and “No, thanks”, but the 
class was divided into four groups, each accompanied by a “Pibid” who 
planned the activities to be proposed in class with Walewska. At that time, 
there were more ‘Pibids’, and the initial group that presented the posters of 
the ‘circle group’ had also grown: along with Kayke and Giovana there were 
Alejandro, Héllen, Ana Júlia, and Maria Paula.

All students participated in the planning meetings with the ‘Pibids’ and in 
the Exploratory Practice meetings (at PUC-Rio) whenever possible. Of course, 
with the end of the year arriving, it was time to once again think about 
everything that they had done (and about their future). Walewska’s ques-
tion was “Why change?” What would the students have to say about this? 
She also thought that the question “Where is the teacher?” would come up, 
given that the ‘Pibids’ had come to occupy this role, and she wasn’t always 
in the classroom. She participated in a project with another group, and that 
was her only time available to meet with the Portuguese teachers involved.

Can you guess what the students said, evaluating the changes? “A new format 
in class and more learning”, Walewska tells us. “We learned more; the classes 
were more dynamic.” And 2020? What format would it have? “A big ques-
tion, since they were going on to secondary school”, she said. “New schools, 
new friends, new teachers, new challenges! The learning circle turned out to 
be a unique moment for the group... It didn’t stop; it evolved. Great, isn’t it?”

Undoubtedly, really great! Principally, perceiving all of the stories and rela-
tions that are constructed between people in a process such as this – they 
involved two years of understandings. Speaking of this, at times, when we 
relate such stories, educators are charmed (or a bit frightened) with some 
of their aspects. Teachers and ‘Pibids’ planning with students? Students and 
future teachers being the protagonists? How does this happen? 

The next chapter has to do with this.



Chapter 3 
Involve everybody  

in this work for understanding
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reflecting

Why is it that the relations be-
tween teachers, students, coor-
dinators, and school employees 
can generate so many conflicts? 
Why don’t we collaborate more 
with one another, since we are 
all affected by these conflicts?

One thing that we have noted dur-
ing our collaborations to understand 
is that many practitioners of peda-
gogic activities don’t feel safe in the 
classroom environment or in teaching 
environments in general. Of course, in 
many schools there is a very concrete 
issue in regard to the physical safe-
ty of everyone, but in principle, we’re 
talking about something else.

We have observed (and felt!) that the 
school environment can be very risky, 
while we, let’s say, navigate through 
it. This certainly doesn’t help in any 
way if our objective is to involve every-
one, constructing productive working 
relations.

But risky in what way? Well, for exam-
ple, teachers may be concerned with 
what students might say, do, or how 
to behave in case they could partic-
ipate in planning classes. Students 
may not say what they’re in fact 
thinking, feeling, or planning to do, 
since they fear the reaction of their 
teachers, coordinators, or of some 
school employees.



30

reflecting

Imagine a scale from zero to ten (0-10). What do you con-
sider or considered more risky (ten) as a student in a class-
room? And what is/was the least risky (zero)? Raise your 
hand to ask a question? Be too quiet (or disappear)? Not do 
your homework? Question the teacher? Oppose the opin-
ion of your classmates? Be really friendly with the teacher?  

Share your beliefs? Why?

At this point, you may be thinking: 
“OK, but that may seem that every-
one is scared to death all the time. 
We know of various examples, of 
teachers, employees, as well as stu-
dents, in which they act out their 
tensions on one another. And they 
verbalize this very well!” This in fact 
does sometimes occur. And it could 
hardly be any different: if we live in a 
situation of eternal risk, one day we 
explode, right? Pressure cooker style!

exploratory experiences

Do you recall Potentially Exploitable Pedagogic Activities, the 
PEPAs? OK! Once, Inés Miller and Bebel Cunha, who have 
been part of the Exploratory Practice group since its be-
ginning, created, along with public school students. a PEPA 
in order to approach the question of safety. This involved a 
‘riskometer’; that is, a kind of thermometer indicating what 
types of actions were considered to be more or less ‘risky’ in 
the classroom.
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The idea of a ‘riskometer’ was enthusiastically accepted, helping to con-
struct many understandings out there – beyond the PEPA carried out with 
the original group and its various presentations at events, other teachers 
also decided to apply it, adapting the concept to the context in which they 
worked. Feel free to do the same (even if you’re not a teacher). Long live the 
‘riskometer’! 

working to understand

Once, Bebel was working on 
a language teaching project 
for 5th grade students in a 
public school in Vidigal (RJ), 
when she noticed that the 
students used the expression 
“black chicken, white chick-
en” whenever they wanted to 
obtain something. For them, 
it was a sure thing! Saying 
“black chicken, white chick-
en”, resolved even the most 
risky situations. She decided, 
therefore, to propose a PEPA 
to them in which they recalled 
situations related to the ex-
pression – and this ended up 
being a poster as well.

In this PEPA (and in its developments) 
what stood out most was the kind of 
activity considered by students to be 
of ‘low risk’ in the classroom: not call-
ing attention to yourself, staying qui-
et, in sum, pretending that you’re not 
completely there. Of course, some 
students may even choose ‘high risk’ 
behaviours on purpose: human be-
ings are vast in their diversity, aren’t 
they? But just knowing that the class-
room was understood to be such a 
‘risky’ place was food for thought. 
Better still, work for  understanding...
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Black Chicken, White Chicken 
2007 
Authors: Ramon Costa, Caio Botelho, João Douglas, Isadora Santos, 
Amanda Pinheiro, Gabrielle Pereira, Julia França, and Thaiane Gomes.
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There were eight students in the class and much rivalry between the 
boys and the girls. Moreover, there was a belief in the expression “black 
chicken, white chicken” that, as the poster shows, began with a joke. 
For Ramon Costa, Caio Botelho, João Douglas, Isadora Santos, Amanda 
Pinheiro, Gabrielle Pereira, Julia França, and Thaiane Gomes, the ex-
pression had the power to raise grades, improve musical performances, 
and even to help students answer questions from the teacher or to pass 
P.E. tests.

For Bebel, “the most interesting thing is that, when they presented the 
poster at an EP event, they became enthusiastic and began to ‘pass on 
black chicken, white chicken’ to people: they placed their hands on the 
heads of others to pass that incantation, that power, on. When we went 
to lunch, there was a special on ice cream bars in which some sticks were 
marked as winners. Well, I bought one for each of the students. The boys 
recited ‘black chicken, white chicken’, and the girls didn’t. As it turned 
out, their sticks were winners, and those of the girls were not!”

Magic apart, the story of “black chicken, white chicken” can help us to 
understand about this idea of involving everyone in tasks in order to un-
derstand; not only because students have their own ways to deal with 
the problems and risks they confront – at times much different from those 
their teachers expect –, but also because this shows that involvement 
can only take place through listening.

our understandings

It’s difficult to involve everyone in a collaborative task if we 
don’t listen. But hearing the questions of others, as well as 
talking about our own questions, may be perceived as 
risky. When we work together for understanding, howev-
er, to the extent that we construct a space that’s safe for 
exchange between participants, the perception of some 
of these risks changes.



34

This is what Sabine Mendes says, 
commenting on the link constructed 
with the Exploratory Practice group: 
“the feeling that I have is that I want 
to continue on because I have always 
sought a place (or places) where my 
curiosity could be satisfied and my 
questions heard, valued, and where I 
could hear about what enchants and 
intrigues other people as well, in or-
der to seek partnerships.”

Besides being an English teacher, 
Sabine is an activist. When she did her 
master’s degree she ended up con-
structing a PEPA together with mem-
bers of the social movement in which 
she participated at the time in order 
to understand the functions they car-
ried out there. That’s right, this type 
of task doesn’t occur only in schools! 
And, even in schools, it doesn’t occur 
only in classrooms. There are instances 
about what happens in coordination 
meetings (carried out by Eliza Borges), 
psychology sessions (as proposed by 
Carolina Apolinário), and in teacher 
meetings (as with the case of Mydiã 
Freitas), for example.

Through listening, the involvement  
of an increasingly large number 
of practitioners, dedicated to dif-
ferent functions, becomes possi-
ble – inside and outside the school. 
Walewska, who we met in Chapter 
2, says that Exploratory Practice of-
fers a “safe haven for creativity”. For 
her, in the Exploratory Practice group, 
“everything is always so welcome! I 
found my space. I got out of the box of 
empty methodologies and classroom 
rules created by people who had nev-
er been in a classroom.”
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As Bebel puts it, “the interesting issue 
here is precisely not to push away 
anything that’s part of life.” Perhaps 
some might doubt the validity of 
working with ‘black chicken, white 
chicken’, but to this she responds:  
“Is it superstition? Is it a baseless be-
lief? But it’s part of the lives of the 
students, isn’t it? You may not believe 
in it, but they do – and they are also 
critical at times, making fun of them-
selves in the poster, due to not know-
ing how to explain how the expres-
sion works. I think it’s interesting to 
see how they expressed themselves 
so well about this”.

You’ve no doubt noticed how this 
kind of work generates a strong 
sense of unity. We’ve noticed that as 
well. Exploratory practitioners usual-
ly work to intentionally construct this 
kind of union. They seek partnerships 
in their practices, and it’s about these 
that we will talk in the next chapter.



Chapter 4 
Work to bring people together
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The posters and the Potentially Exploitable Pedagogic Activities (PEPAs) that 
we present here open the way to many new questions, including the very 
process of carrying them out. We are often told about how each experience 
took place, and we’ve shared among us posters and understandings, ana-
lysing them in search of common characteristics. When we address these 
questions, we end up becoming so involved with this that we also want to 
investigate what happens when we are being exploratory practitioners. 

reflecting

Why do exploratory practi-
tioners like to do things to-
gether? Because we like to 
collaborate? Because col-
laboration makes everything 
more fun?

This is because we always place un-
ion at the forefront. Besides working 
together, we work with the intention 
that union will take place. It’s clear 
that the questions noted above have 
no single answer. But during a fast-
paced school day, any teacher, stu-
dent, or school employee may forget 
that wanting to or not, building re-
lations is part of his or her function. 
After all, any group task depends 
on the relations established among 
those involved.

So, when we propose to intentionally work toward the union of all, the pro-
cess tends to become more fun.  In any teaching and learning environment, 
there are questions – not discussed, but very evident – in regard to how 
people behave, about how they feel, and about how they think. Such was 
the case of Andrea Wilhelm, an English teacher in a language institute who 
didn’t understand why her students didn’t do their homework. Before work-
ing on this issue, there was a certain problem of expectations vs. reality that, 
due to not having been discussed, ended up affecting the relation between 
practitioners in the classroom. 
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After creating a PEPA in order to understand her issue with her students, 
Andrea summarized their understandings: “We didn’t finalize our question of 
understanding our puzzle. I don’t even believe to have caused a change of 
behaviour in regard to homework. But certainly we initiated other questions 
to be contemplated, moving on to reflections that permeate a classroom 
with affective relations.”

reflecting

Why do we think that we 
will obtain results only if 
our initial expectations are 
met? Why don’t we count 
the construction of affec-
tive relations as part of our 
work if we work with/in 

groups of people?

Have you noticed, moreover, that we 
begin many questions with “why?” 
This isn’t by chance! We believe that 
more objective questions (using 
“what”, “how”, “which”, “how many”) 
tend to overly limit the possibilities of 
listening (to our own understandings 
and the understandings of others).

But why is this so? Yes, another why. 
Well, we can only speak from our own 
experience. Imagine, for example, 
that you were teaching a language 
course and were assigned an inter-
mediate level class. But, upon inter-
acting with the students you noted 
that they presented a series of diffi-
culties in their oral and written pres-
entations that, in your opinion, didn’t 
correspond to that level. What would 
you do? Why is it so common for us to 
find ill-placed students in our classes? 
And how could we work for the union 
of all involved in the understanding of 
this kind of question?
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exploratory experiences

Teacher Ruan Nunes became 
acquainted with Exploratory 
Practice in a Graduate English 
Language module at PUC-
Rio. At that time he was ex-
periencing the very situation 
that we have just described. 
He says, “the relation with 
students had improved, but it 
was still difficult to deal with 
people who didn’t speak in 
class; especially since it was 
a large group and with ad-
olescents very much differ-
ent from one another. Since 
I was already working with 
ways to make the classroom 
environment more enjoyable, 
with show and tell sessions of 
skills, and chat moments on 
subjects selected by them, 
it didn’t seem so strange to 
me to choose an oral prac-
tice exercise. I was sure that 
my students would refuse to 
write, in case I asked them, so 
speaking about that subject 
seemed the way to go”.

Since the topic of the course book 
unit they were working on was “fami-
ly” (with all of the vocabulary related 
to the theme), Ruan decided to ex-
pand the material from the book by 
asking a discussion question: “If this 
group were a family, who would be 
who?”. As Ruan himself says, “an oral 
activity would be a great opportuni-
ty for me to offer feedback on pro-
nunciation and rhythm, besides also 
providing me with tools  in order to 
analyse how these students viewed 
themselves in the classroom and 
which family roles they would assign 
their classmates”.

Often, learning material may not be  
in sync with what’s happening in the 
classroom. This ends up separating 
teachers and students even more, 
given that they may be interested in 
quite different things. Since we want 
to work toward union, expanding or 
adapting lessons can transform them 
into opportunities for the under-
standing of more relevant issues; es-
pecially in environments where goal 
fulfilment in terms of the number of 
chapters and pages given is an im-
portant factor.
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This is what happened with teacher 
Adriana Nóbrega. Much like Ruan, 
she was working with a group of ad-
olescents when they came to a unit 
in the book that dealt with everyday 
activities in the future, a subject com-
pletely disconnected with the inter-
ests of the students. The purpose of 
the unit was, of course, for students 
to use the future tense and modifi-
ers in a grammatically correct man-
ner. But the students didn’t appear 
to be at all interested. Some even 
demonstrated indifference to the 
text, while others made jokes about 
the future objects presented in the 
book. Therefore, Adriana decided to 
ask them: 

“And how do you think life  
in the future will be? 
Do you have expectations?  
Do you imagine anything?”

You might imagine the rest: the stu-
dents were enthusiastic and they all 
had something to say. Adriana dis-
tributed small pieces of paper for 
them to record their impressions. The 
results are below (also organized into 
categories, which ended up being a 
super interesting PEPA).
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Life in the future 
2004 
Author: Adriana Nóbrega
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working to understand

Clearly, the students not only worked with the interrogatory 
forms of the future tense (without abandoning the language 
objective of the lesson), they also worked on subjects that in-
trigued them when they thought about this future. Questions 
such as “What will be my grade?”, “Who will be my baby?”, 
“Will I die?”, and “Where will violence live?” are important and 
extremely relevant themes for all those involved, which tends 

to make the activity much more interesting.

Ruan and Adriana worked in lan-
guage institutes, but in schools the 
question of the course book can also 
arise as a barrier to union. Teacher 
Walewska, who you already know 
from other chapters, says: “learning 
materials are a problem. They are 
never completely satisfactory. The 
teacher thinks that they have to be 
closely followed, the complaints are 
so many”. On a certain occasion, the 
books that were used were so far 
from the reality of the students, that 
they themselves decided to investi-
gate the problem. Thus, the follow-
ing poster emerged.
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Student researcher 
2013 
Authors: Maria Danielle, Thailane Tavares, and Gabriela Lira  
(8th grade students of the São Tomás de Aquino Municipal School) 

For further details, see the Translator Note number 1 at the end of the book.
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working to understand

Maria Danielle, Thailane 
Tavares, and Gabriela Lira 
were Waleska’s 8th grade 
students when they became 
aware of the question of their 
teacher, and they decided 
to  interview other former pri-
mary school teachers and 
other students, talking about 
teaching materials. Walewska 
says that, besides being hap-
py with their involvement, “it 
was also interesting to see 
this gap: teachers said that 
students liked the material 
that was being used. But stu-
dents criticized the English 
textbook chosen by the mu-

nicipal government”.

A while ago, Walewska decided to 
begin to use the English language 
books selected by the National 
Teaching Book Program (PNLD), not 
yet implemented at the time of cre-
ating the poster. But she did so in a 
different way: when the textbooks 
arrived for her to choose, it was the 
students of each class who decided 
what would be adopted. As she her-
self says: “Students know all about 
textbooks.”

our understandings

Working for the union of all, based on each person’s ques-
tions, transforms the work environment and helps to de-
crease the distance between the roles that all of us fulfil 
in educational institutions. This tends to make our practice 
more entertaining, since we are involved in intentionally 
constructing affective relations.



45

You may think that Walewska’s proposal is very risky – we already treated 
the question of risk in Chapter 3.  And what if students don’t choose the 
‘right’ book? And what if they choose a book that the teacher doesn’t know 
how to use (or with which he or she isn’t comfortable)? What happens when 
this responsibility is shared, if, in the end, the responsible party continues to 
be the teacher?

These are very valid questions, and the story told by Ruan can also help us 
to understand them. When he asked his students who was who in the imagi-
nary family, Ruan also opened himself to being placed in disagreeable roles. 
And what if they criticized him? And what if they criticized other students? 
How would he handle this situation? 

As Ruan himself tells us, things became so complex “that even a student 
would be awarded the role of the dog in the imaginary family. The nearly 
ten minutes of discussion were indisputably useful and offered me questions 
about my own performance that I hadn’t previously considered.” His PEPA 
ended up becoming the subject of his graduate course monograph.

And here the most interesting point comes to the fore when we speak of 
working for the union of all. Just as Walewska learned about textbooks and 
Adriana discovered a relevant way to deliver her subject, Ruan questioned 
his own practice through the metaphor of a fictitious family. The risk was 
there; but it was shared, as was the responsibility.

In case Walewska’s students complained about the material they them-
selves chose, or in case Ruan’s family ended up being an excuse for an ex-
change of offenses, these questions of the quality of life in the classroom 
could also be worked on in class, but neither would be alone to deal with 
them. In Exploratory Practice, teachers and other school employees, as well 
as students, are understood to be practitioners in constant development. 

We will talk more about this question of shared learning in the next chapter.



Chapter 5 
Also work for mutual 

development
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reflecting

Why do we fear to make mis-
takes in the classroom if we 
know that we are always 
learning? Why can’t students, 
school employees, parents, 
and volunteers teach as  
well, if they are always learn-
ing different things than the 

teachers know?

In Exploratory Practice, we understand that everyone who carries out an 
activity together is always learning. It doesn’t matter what function is indi-
cated on your name tag, id, or contract; all are key developing practitioners.

Are we exaggerating? Not really! We want to work in order to understand life 
in the classroom (and in other professional contexts). For this reason, taking 
into account the views of everyone merely contributes toward our under-
standing. Moreover, the focus of collaborative work also brings with it a spe-
cial interest in how we can help one another.

The previous chapters have already offered an idea of what we can learn 
when we seek to listen to everyone. But imagine what would happen if, in-
stead of avoiding risks, we understood that everyone’s questions are impor-
tant and that we are all learning.

reflecting

Why do we judge other peo-
ple for not doing their work? 
Why do we seek the guilty 
and the innocent? 
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If we all contribute to the school context and we are all in a learning situation, 
working for mutual development is a good idea. We can criticize the attitudes 
and actions of teachers, students, other school employees, or of families, creat-
ing ‘sides’ with which we identify. But we can also support the development of 
who is already collaborating with us every day. Often, in teaching and learning 
environments, the distance between practitioners is the result of expectations 
associated with each ‘post’ or ‘function’.

reflecting

Why do we believe that teach-
ers and other employees of a 
school can develop good plans 
for their students without con-
sulting them?

Recalling the time when she taught 
in secondary school, Sabine says that 
what most bothered her was hear-
ing the opinions of some of her col-
leagues. They said that the adoles-
cents were not able to understand, at 
that time, what their teachers were 
doing; but in the future they would 
thank their teachers for everything. 
“I imagined myself, an old lady with 
hair in a bun and with a cane, smiling 
at a student, already an adult, who I 
met on the street and who thanked 
me”, she says.

She thought: “No!! We’re throwing 
away an opportunity to learn! Why 
can’t it be interesting now? Because of 
the curriculum? Lack of time? Damn! 
But this interests neither me nor the 
students, I’m doing this only for fear 
of losing my job. But what if I came 
clean? Life would be much more var-
ied and interesting!” For Walewska, 
this type of barrier is broken with 
Exploratory Practice, in which work-

ing for mutual development offers 
an opportunity where “everyone acts 
and everyone explains. All together”.

The students of Ilma Debellian, who 
at the time taught English at an NGO, 
worked with statements and draw-
ings in order to understand some of 
their behaviours. For example, on the 
poster below, the question was “Why 
do we fight?”
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Fighting isn’t cool 
2007 
Authors: Ianca, Rafaela, Heloisa, Ilma Debellian.

For further details, see the Translator Note number 2 at the end of the book.
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exploratory experiences 
Ianca, Rafaela, and Heloísa 
were about 10 years old 
when they made this poster. 
Besides the work with English 
action verbs (with a focus on 
positive actions), they noticed 
that they didn’t feel good af-
ter fighting (ending up feel-
ing sorry for the person with 

whom they had fought).

From examples such as these we 
note that it’s not only teachers who 
are interested in issues of discipline. 
We also note how questions related 
to the quality of life go beyond the 
classroom, pointing toward the po-
tential that we all have to contrib-
ute toward the environment we live 
in and, in general, toward the lives of 
one another. After all, isn’t the idea to 
not separate the classroom from life?

For this very reason, it’s no use to force 
getting along together: the develop-
ment and feeling of belonging comes 
from the work itself based on real 
questions. We already mentioned a 
good example of this in these pages. 
Do you remember Andrea Wilhem – 
the teacher who wanted to know why 
her students didn’t do their home-
work? OK! The Potentially Exploitable 
Pedagogic Activity (PEPA) that she 
helped to construct ended up involv-
ing many people and treating the 
question of the guilty and the inno-
cent in regard to homework.
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working to understand 
Andrea used a theme of a unit of her textbook – one that 
treated laws and their related punishments – in order to talk 
to her students about homework. She decided to end the 
unit with a simulated jury! In regard to this activity she said: 
“a student volunteered to be the defendant accused of not 
doing homework. There was also a defence lawyer, a prose-
cuting attorney, a judge, and a jury.” 

Besides noting many points of view 
– which later were part of her spe-
cialization monograph – Andrea also 
felt that she opened a real dialogue 
about the theme. “I shared with my 
students the concerns of negligence 
to do homework, and after the sim-
ulation they reached the conclusion 
that in spite of not having done the 
homework, they recognized its im-
portance as part of evaluation, and 
also for success in learning English”.

But it didn’t stop there! That activ-
ity ended up generating a second 
PEPA, when the group was invit-
ed to give a workshop at the Annual 
Exploratory Practice Event. It was 
called “Homework: Innocent or Guilty?” 
According to Andrea, “my students or-
ganized the classroom space in order 
to present to a workshop group and 
invited different people from the au-
dience to participate. Students and 
teachers of different schools played 
the judge, the prosecuting attorney, 
the defence attorney, the mother and 
father of the accused student, the 
friend of the accused, and her teacher. 
The rest of the workshop group made 
up the jury.”
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In case you’re worried about the 
verdict, we can say that, happily, 
the student was found not guilty! As 
is the custom in this type of work-
shop, which by the way was very 
entertaining, it was followed by an 
open discussion involving all of the 
participants, in this case about the 
experience of that ‘court’. Everyone 
came out well, and the understand-
ings constructed through collabora-
tion transformed the teacher’s rela-
tion with her class. 

Of course we’ve heard all kinds of 
things in regard to this intense lis-
tening process! Part of such an in-
vitation is for everyone to grow to-
gether, opening up opportunities for 
issues that, apparently, may not be 
related to the subject matter that 
we teach. This is what happened 
with Walewska’s students around 
the year 2000. As she herself says: 
“During classes I constantly heard 
students say that it was impossi-
ble to obtain good grades on math 
tests, concerned as they were with 
grades and with failing”.

This was an urgent matter, and a 
newspaper headline of the time be-
came a point of contact between 
working to understand and the cre-
ation of a poster. Walewska took the 
newspaper article to class, shocked 
by the report that even today is 
current. It said not only that public 
school students didn’t know math, it 
said that they would graduate not 
knowing math. “We read it together. 
We discussed it. We reflected on the 
subject. So, I proposed that they car-
ry out research in school to see what 
was happening”.

A group of students accustomed to 
participating in Exploratory Practice 
meetings at PUC-Rio, also inter-
viewed teachers from there, and 
ended up with much reference ma-
terial. You can see the result below.
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Why is it hard to learn math? 
2004 
Authors: Ana Raquel, Tihago, São Tomás de Aquino Municipal School

For further details, see the Translator Note number 3 at the end of the book.
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working to understand

Walewska says that “the in-
terviews generated a work 
of reflection”, producing data 
about “difficulties, prefer-
ences, study habits... We had 
some varied rich material.” 
While making the poster, a 
student suggested that its 
visual content also be related 

to math. Ideas cropped up.

The students Ana Raquel and Tihago 
presented the poster at the Annual 
Exploratory Practice Event at PUC- 
Rio. It was a way to approach an 
important subject for the growth of 
all, besides investigating the famous 
phrase, “math is in everything we do”. 
“I saw students making calculations, 
making change at the beach near 
the school… Some of them worked 
around there, helping their parents”, 
says Walewska. “At the same time, 
at joint class teacher meetings I not-
ed the concern of teachers regard-
ing low student performance, with  
the resulting and undesirable low 
grades. Considered to be a priori-
ty (along with Portuguese), with a 
high hour load in the curriculum, the 
teaching of math has always been a 
major issue”.

It seems that when we consider all of those involved in teaching practices as 
key practitioners in development, able to work together in order to under-
stand, we advance as well in terms of personal growth. Dick Allwright, one 
of the creators of Exploratory Practice, often says that these key practition-
ers share some characteristics, many of which we see here in recalling these 
stories. In 2009, he wrote a book with Judith Hanks, another Exploratory 
Practice teacher, summarizing these characteristics for us.
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OUR UNDERSTANDINGS
We are all learners, whatev-
er point we are at in our work 
for understanding. Allwright 
summarized learner charac-
teristics in five propositions: 

- “Proposition 1: 
Learners are unique individ-
uals who learn and develop 
best in their own idiosyncratic 
ways; 

- Proposition 2: 
Learners are social beings 
who learn and develop best 
in a mutually supportive envi-
ronment;

- Proposition 3: 
Learners are capable of tak-
ing learning  seriously;

- Proposition 4: 
Learners are capable of inde-
pendent decision-making;

- Proposition 5: 
Learners are capable of de-
veloping as practitioners of 
learning” 

(ALLWRIGHT; HANKS, 2009, 
pp. 5-7).

The stories that we have told up to 
now well illustrate these five propo-
sitions. We included in this discussion 
teachers, students, school employees 
and parents with their own ways of 
working in order to understand ques-
tions related to their lives; who learned 
much in this process, involved them-
selves in mutual support networks, 
and were totally able to make deci-
sions by themselves. In fact, they took 
this very seriously and still had fun in 
the process.

We begin, then, to suspect that some-
thing isn’t right, at least for us: if these 
things already occur and we have so 
many stories to tell, why do we keep 
on hearing about lack of performance 
and lack of seriousness, especially in 
regard to students? Let’s leave this 
subject for the next chapter.



Chapter 6 
 Minimize the burden by integrating  

the work for understanding into normal  
pedagogic practice



57

Taking up the issue from the last chapter: sometimes, students are consid-
ered unable to make independent decisions about their own learning or to 
take learning seriously. We have seen that in Exploratory Practice we under-
stand that teachers, students, school employees, and parents as key prac-
titioners, all equally essential, who can learn much (and better!) together. 
However, when we use the word ‘research’, it seems that this scenario be-
comes a bit complicated.

reflecting

Why is it that research ac-
tivities seem at times to be 
so unrelated to classroom 
practices? Why, when we 
think about research, do we 
imagine a researcher who 
comes ‘from outside’, or a 
student collecting informa-
tion to deliver to the teacher?

reflecting

What type of research do 
you do, or have you done in 
school? Was it similar to what 
we have talked about here? 
No? Why not? In case you 
have done undergraduate 
or graduate work, it’s worth 
thinking about why/how the 
research in these environ-
ments is different from that 
proposed in the school.
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Just as some teachers and coordinators don’t think that their students can be 
responsible for their own development, it’s common to see research on class-
rooms carried out by academics who don’t participate in that reality. In some 
cases, we think that this may be an effect of the processes of ‘specialization’ 
in today’s world. There seems to be a separation between ‘those who teach’ 
and ‘those who are qualified to do research’. Well, that’s fine, but depending 
on how research is carried out, it can end up being very far from the reality ex-
perienced by practitioners in the school environment

Long before entering a classroom, 
teachers have already received in-
credible quantities of information 
about ‘the best methods to be used’, 
good practices, and all of the pre-
requisites for the role they are about 
to assume. Add this to the demand 
to follow timetables, teach the sub-
ject, use the textbook, and fulfil their 
own expectations in regard to what 
being in the classroom will be like. 
That’s a lot of pressure! It can even 
leave us with the impression that 
there’s not enough time to listen to 
colleagues and to students. And how 
to make time for research? How, and  
why, if everything is already pro-
grammed beforehand?

Moreover, there are two other effects 
of the distance between research 
and the classroom. The first is that 
those who live daily in  teaching and 
learning environments may end up 
thinking that research is only valid if 
it is carried out using more academic 
frameworks. The second effect is that 
it becomes very difficult for teach-
ers or coordinators to begin to think 
about any plan without, in some way, 
first carrying out research about their 
own reality, right?
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Using the 4th grade English language 
current book at the time, Mariana 
began a Potentially Exploitable 
Pedagogic Activity (PEPA) based 
upon vocabulary that describes wild 
animals. “On the book’s page there 
was a photo of animals boarding 
Noah’s Ark”, she says. Therefore, after 
working with the book’s suggestions, 
that included making animal masks 
for each student, Mariana asked her 
students to imagine that the class-
room itself was an ark, and asked: 
“How would your animal act? What 
would this class be like? In your opin-
ion, what animal would be the repre-
sentative of the class?”

exploratory experiences

Mariana Chagas was 
teaching her first year in 
public school, and tak-
ing an   English Language 
Specialization course at 
PUC- Rio when she discov-
ered Exploratory Practice. 
“What most intrigued me 
at that time was my need 
to control everything in 
the classroom, includ-
ing the students’ learning. 
Certainly, this caused me 
a great deal of frustra-
tion”, she says. “My puz-
zle-questions were three: 
‘Why is control so impor-
tant for me?’, ‘How do my 
students view control in 
the classroom?’, and ‘Does 
my perception about con-
trol coincide with that of 

my students’?’”.

Since Mariana was coming to the end of her specialization course, the PEPA 
ended up being the source of her monograph. You may recall that we cited 
other similar examples on these pages. But with this we’re not saying that 
Exploratory Practice was conceived in order to facilitate academic research. 
This may occur, but for us what is key is that the opportunities of collabo-
rative work are generated when research is created and controlled in the 
classroom, and the understandings are relevant for those who are there.
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In the previous chapter we mentioned 
Dick Allwright as one of the creators 
of Exploratory Practice. This all be-
gan in Rio de Janeiro in the begin-
ning of the 1990s. Invited to present 
workshops about how to carry out 
classroom research for teachers in a 
language institute, Allwright came 
to the conclusion  that what these 
teachers were doing in the classroom 
was already inclusive and creative, 
generating many understandings 
and joint learning. Rather than pro-
posing an academic solution com-
ing from outside, he appreciated the 
value of the investigative and collab-
orative work of these teachers who 
were over pressured in terms of their 
performance. 

Imagine, for example, that a teacher 
is going to begin to work with a class 
that is having its first English lesson. 
This teacher may plan an activity in 
pairs in which the students greet each 
other and ask each others’ names. 
Something very simple, in principle. 
Nothing that involves much research. 
The teacher plans to propose phras-
es such as “Hello! How are you? I’m 
fine, thanks. And you? What’s your 
name? My name’s XXX”. Very easy, 
one would think. 

But perhaps there’s much that this 
teacher isn’t considering: Who are 
her students? How much English do 
they already know? What other ways 
of asking these questions have they 
already heard? Why should students 
who already know each other for years 
want to know each other’s names? 
Why, in the middle of the day, and al-
ready in contact with each other for 
hours, should they greet each other? 
What might the students be thinking 
about this activity and its usefulness? 
Could it be that students prefer more 
challenging activities rather than 
those that are simple and easy?
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What if perhaps the teacher had proposed to work with questions about  
nicknames or about family names of the students and their meanings? She 
would have involved them with really relevant information for many of them as 
well as for her.

It’s more or less this type of process 
– this new and curious view directed 
at everyday activities – that ends up 
helping us to redefine what we do in 
the classroom, with the benefit of not 
exhausting us! After all, we’re there 
in any case. We already have to deal 
with that content; and we think it im-
portant to build collaborative work 
relations based on listening and on 
our true interests. In fact, we think 
that it’s this way that we learn.

For this reason, we take teaching 
activities, deconstruct their struc-
tures in order for us to understand 
what their objectives are, and adapt 
them to add others. In so doing, we  
don’t deny or abolish the original ob-
jectives of the activity, but we res-
signify them according to our needs, 
exploring the teaching and learning 
potential of activities that we are ac-
customed to. The final effect tends to 
be quite different than traditionally 
expected. In regard to that class on 
nicknames we have an excellent ex-
ample to show you.
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Nicknames 
2012 
Authors: students of class 1701 of the São Tomás de Aquino Municipal School; 
Ana Flora Oliveira, Thelma Ribeiro, Carolina Pinho (scholarship students of the 
Introduction to Teaching Program - PIBID/PUC-Rio)

For further details, see the Translator Note number 4 at the end of the book.
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Normally in an institution of learning, 
one expects the student to partici-
pate in an activity created by some-
one who believed, as a teacher (it 
may even be the class teacher), that 
she or he knew what’s best for that 
student, and expects to see the re-
sults of what had to be done. And so 
the activity is over. The student carries 
out the task, at times expresses his or 
her doubts; the teacher, sometimes, 
clarifies the doubts and nothing more 
happens. The entire valuable work 
that occurred for that activity to be 
created and chosen to be used with 
those students, and the incredible 
work of the students to understand 
what would be done and to explore 
the various possibilities of responses 
(correct or incorrect) is not used. It is 
forgotten and discarded. 

working to understand

Walewska’s students not only discussed the classic introductions in 
English; they also organized themselves to understand why they had 
the nicknames they did, what they were used for, and if it was pos-
sible to divide them into categories. What they thought was funny, 
offensive, or pretty didn’t always coincide with the opinions of the 
teacher and of people who attended the poster presentation at the 
Annual Exploratory Practice Event. Besides this, Walewska learned 
about useful nicknames related to cases where names were difficult 
or duplicated in the class.

In proposing that we use normal ac-
tivities or those already foreseen, 
Exploratory Practice helps us to give 
them another meaning, avoiding 
that they be automatically proposed 
by teachers and carried out mechan-
ically by students. Thus, we devel-
op our critical spirit, our autonomy,  
as agents of our own practice, our in-
dependence at work, our confidence 
in our abilities, as well as working on 
our attempt to live with the feeling 
of imbalance between not knowing 
and knowing. 
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Mariana Chagas also presented 
Noah’s Ark at the Annual Exploratory 
Practice Event. She said, “I noticed 
that many opinions were similar to 
those of adults and professors. Some 
students, for example, responded 
that if the ark were a classroom, it 
wouldn’t be possible for the animals 
to live in harmony together, and of-
ten, this also happens in the class-
room. For this reason, the teacher, 
who is the leader and has the power, 
makes some students sit in different 
places.” 

While she was working to understand 
the problem of control, Mariana says 
that she became more professionally 
confident. “It was very satisfying not 
being obliged to arrive at a defini-
tive conclusion regarding the work. I 
had the freedom to achieve various 
perceptions and to obtain different 
understandings about the subject. 
Moreover, it wasn’t necessary to re-
serve time during the class to carry 
out research. The PEPA allowed me 
to investigate and to teach at the 
same time.”

And, since some of us are in academ-
ia as teachers or students in under-
graduate and graduate programs, 
of course we investigate that con-
text. There are those who work with 
teacher education – an area that 
naturally generates innumerable 
questions – and you might be asking 
yourself: could it be that this will re-
sult in a poster? Our answer is yes.
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Listening to teachers’ voices: a genre emerging 
1992 
Authors: Inés K. Miller, Ma. Isabel Azevedo Cunha
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  working to understand

This poster shows how teach-
ers Inés Miller (PUC- Rio) and 
Bebel Cunha   (CAp/UFRJ) 
worked with narratives of 
teachers in a  continuing 
teacher education course. 
Adapting to the natural de-
sire we have to share our pro-
fessional/personal stories, the 
work was organized around 
the teachers’ narratives. 
Taking the form of a diary, the 
narratives have entries such 
as, “Today is Tuesday and I 
began to observe my steps in 
the classroom. I felt the same 
anxiety as when I began to 
give my first classes. I was be-
ing observed by myself.” 

The teacher continues to describe her 
week until noting that “At this point, I 
felt tired of observing and writing the 
same things. I began to think about 
the way I have given classes; if I’m 
tired of writing and of observing the 
same steps, how do I think my stu-
dents feel?”

Undoubtedly, when we talk about 
Exploratory Practice, we are talking 
about long-term processes, as you 
have probably noticed. It need not 
be anything complicated, but the 
tendency is that one thing leads to 
another, and that the roles of all of 
the key developing practitioners are 
transformed, re-invented within the 
dynamic of working to understand. 
Nor do we want it to be any differ-
ent! If the activity were mechanical, 
we would hardly be able to wait for it 
to be over, or we would exhaust our-
selves, accumulating lists of things 
we put off doing. However, when the 
activities are experienced as desired, 
not even the questioning of our roles 
makes them less interesting or lively.
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working to understand

Could it be that teachers also cheat? Raphael, Matheus, and Tiago 
discovered that this is so! They found a sheet of paper in which 
Walewska had written down the answers of an exercise proposed to 
the class. Not that the teacher was concerned about hiding it. She 
called it “my cheat sheet”. At a given moment, Raphael was upset 
because “teachers have to know everything”, and concluded that if 
she could consult a particular answer during class, the students also 
should be allowed to consult on tests. 

Thus there arose the opportunity to 
investigate some of the many ques-
tions of the participants of class 901: 
Why does a teacher have to know 
everything? Can a teacher learn 
along with the students? Is a good 
student one who doesn’t bring a cell 
phone to school? If cell phones cause 
problems for students, teachers, and 
classes, why do some students who 
don’t bring even a pen and pencil to 
school not forget their cell phones? 

A group went to ask teachers in the 
school, who said: “A teacher is mere-
ly someone who facilitates joint 
knowledge. For this reason, when 
they teach, teachers learn as well, 
along with the students.” “The good 
teacher should always study and 
stay up to date”. “Cell phones have 
interesting resources for a good 
class. Students can bring them as 
long as they know the right time to 
use them.”

Another group talked to their school-
mates. For Luisa, “A good teacher al-
ways learns something new”. Deryk 
says that “All teachers should pre-
pare their classes”. “The cell phone 
helps me”, says Larissa. “Do cell 
phones disturb people? I disagree. 
For example, mine, today, hasn’t 
disturbed anybody” said Melissa.

Raphael, Matheus, and Tiago ac-
cepted Walewska’s proposal to pre-
pare a poster, that ended up be-
ing presented by the class at the IV 
ENPLIRJ, in September, and at the 
16th Annual Exploratory Practice 
Event, in December, under the ti-
tle, “Why can the teacher cheat and 
students can’t?”.



Why can the teacher cheat and students can’t? 
2014 
Authors: Raphael, Matheus, Thiago,  
9th grade students of the São Tomás de Aquino Municipal School

68



69

It’s possible that you, reader, are sur-
prised with the questions about cell 
phones that arose out of the reflec-
tions of the class in 2014. Cell phones, 
cheating are recurring themes. The 
subject of ‘cheating’ is always current 
in school: “Whoever doesn’t cheat 
doesn’t get out of school”, is some-
thing that students have claimed 
for a long time. And this subject was 
discussed in another poster, in 2004. 
Another time, another group, the 
same school, the same question.



Why do people cheat? 
2004 
Authors: Ana Raquel Lemos da Silva, Carlos Magno Dias dos Santos. Daniela 
Lemos da Silva, Patricia Alves do Carmo, Tihago Santos Simões, Walewska 
Gomes Braga; São Tomás de Aquino Municipal School

For further details, see the Translator Note number 5 at the end of the book.
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For the poster Why do People 
Cheat? the students carried out 
research with schoolmates and 
teachers. Since they often attend-
ed Exploratory Practice Group 
meetings at PUC-Rio, they also in-
terviewed the Exploratory Practice 
practitioners. They discovered en-
tertaining things: cheating notes on 
desks, on the wall, on the ceiling (!), 
morning group class cheat notes to 
help the afternoon class. They even 
discovered a teacher who had never 
cheated. They heard and told about 
anxieties about passing, the fear of 
low grades, nervousness at testing 
time. And they went beyond this. A 
newspaper report of the time ad-
dressed daily transgressions.

But it isn’t possible to construct this 
work in a day, which leads us to 
the last principle, about which we  
comment in the next chapter. From 
what we have been able to perceive, 
in practice, no principle is more im-
portant than any other, and all prin-
ciples complement each other so 
that at times, one leads to another, 
more or less as we’ve tried to do in 
this book.

our understandings

When we re-invent the me-
chanical and obligatory ac-
tivities that everyone (teach-
ers, students, and employees) 
has to carry out in education-
al institutions, we become re-
searchers of our own prac-
tice. We do this in a way  
that doesn’t tire us and can 
be quite fun – besides gain-
ing time, since we learn to 

collaborate. 



Chapter 7 
Make all of this a continuous enterprise
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This is going to be our last chapter 
here, and therefore we have deci-
ded to begin it in a way different 
from the others. We still have a fi-
nal commentary but, at least in this 
book, it will be our last conversation 
about a principle.

Since we hope that this kind of ex-
change continues beyond the limits 
of these pages, we want to invite 
you to an experience that we like 
very much when we get together. At 
this point of the ‘exploratory cham-
pionship’ we would like to imagine 
that we have by now constructed 
a certain continuity – along with so 
many stories, talks, and ideas– in 
this conversation with you.

And since sustainability is the sub-
ject of this chapter, let’s take the 
opportunity to try to make things a 
bit more interactive. And the acti-
vity is quite simple: rather than us 
saying what we think about a pos-
ter, or talk about a related story of a 
Potentially Exploitable Pedagogic 
Activity (PEPA), let’s merely present 
it here and invite you to work to un-
derstand it.

Let’s go to the poster, then! It’s cal-
led What do adolescents have in 
their heads? / Our Brain.
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What do adolescents have in their heads? /
Our Brain 
2019 
Authors: the students of class 7002, 
Acceleration Project, Carioca II,  
São Tomás de Aquino Municipal School: 
Nicolle Chaves Osório, Gabriela Soares Silva, 
Matheus Cortez de Carvalho 
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reflecting

What comes into your mind 
observing this poster? Does it 
awaken your curiosity? Why? 
And why do you think it was 
done in this way? Could it be 
that something similar could 
be done in the classrooms in 
which you participate or have 
participated? Would you like 
to do something like this? 
Would it change anything? 

What did you understand? 

And now? Did you like the experi-
ence? We hope so! In case you’re 
curious in regard to Our Brain, keep 
calm. Very soon we’ll tell the sto-
ry behind this poster. We only want 
to take advantage of this moment 
in order make the link between this 
activity of analysing a poster and 
the question of sustainability. During 
these thirty years, we have heard 
many stories about what Exploratory 
Practice means, and we have not-
ed some things in common among 
them. It seems that we carry on with 
our exploratory activities because of 
the freedom and autonomy that we 
feel being explorers in the classroom. 
We have also found this kind of envi-
ronment at the meetings and events 
of the Exploratory Practice Group of 
Rio de Janeiro, and this stands the  
test of time because, after all, we 
want to return!  

reflecting

Why do so many fine education projects end early? Why do we have 
so many ideas and produce so much interesting content in the class-
room, but their validity or utility ends as soon as we go out the door 
(or as soon as the agreed upon time period ends)?
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In general, we note that projects that use new methodologies and approach-
es, that implement new kinds of teaching materials, or that offer greater 
participation to students have a limited time frame, either because they 
are associated with some outside organization (which limits calendars and 
budgets) or because they don’t fit into the school year plan. 

But the questions that arise when we begin any collaborative work don’t end 
just because the time limit (or the budget) ends. In fact, they never end, and 
we think it’s incredible that this is so! The more people who become involved 
with a question, the more possibilities of understanding and joint work are 
created.Just as with the brief experience that we undertook here with What 
do adolescents have in their heads?/Our Brain, we believe that each of the 
posters, small notes, presentations, and projects to which we dedicated time 
in class can have much to tell us, if given the opportunity. 

reflecting

Have you ever thrown away 
work done in school after 
having received a confirma-
tion that it has been seen, 
a correction, or after a brief 
presentation? Have you ever 
thought that you might have 
done more with it, but didn’t 
have time? Have you regret-
ted not giving more attention 
to some work that demand-
ed a great deal of your effort?

In school, we often hear phrases 
such as: “The teacher didn’t even 
look properly at my work!”; “I made 
a real effort to correct it and the stu-
dent just dropped the essay there!”;  
“We come in to clean up the room 
and find this pile of exercises thrown 
on the floor!” It’s painful to see so 
much effort turned out to be dispos-
able. But when we ask the reason for 
this we go back to the subject of in-
terest, of what awakens our curiosity 
and of the autonomy that we seek in 
order to investigate these challeng-
ing questions.
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That’s why we work to understand 
the quality of life in the classroom, 
involving everyone in this process, 
and seeking to make this work inten-
tionally directed at the union of all 
and mutual development. We rec-
reate our daily activities by means 
of questions that truly interest us, so 
that this work doesn’t become some-
thing ‘extra’, ‘heavy’, or ‘obligatory’.  
And with this we truly wish to return, 
to continue investigating, conversing, 
constructing our autonomous way of 
understanding what we are doing – 
such as the story of What do adoles-
cents have in their heads?/Our Brain 
also shows.

exploratory experiences

The context of What do ado-
lescents have in their heads?/ 
Our Brain is that of working 
with an accelerated class (a 
project whose objective is to 
correct gaps between stu-
dents’ age and their grade 
level, due to grade repeti-
tion and absenteeism) at the 
São Tomás de Aquino School, 
where teacher Walewska 
works. This was during the 
time of the attack at the 
Professor Raul Brasil State 
School, when adolescents 
fired weapons at classmates 
and employees. Walewska or-
ganized a memorial with her 
9th grade class, and in one 
of the English classes of the 
accelerated group she noted 
that one of the students was 
aggressive with her. She then 
spoke with Silvane, the lead 
teacher of the class, who con-
firmed the instability of the 
group. “One day everything 
was fine, and on the oth-
er, everything was confused, 
difficult, lots of fighting, little 
work”, Walewska recalls. 
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working to understand

The idea of drawing brains originated in a conversation between Walewska 
and the ‘Pibids’ working on that day. “And the students were enthused”, she 
says. “Then we asked them to work in groups, to make one brain, togeth-
er, with similarities, differences, in order to consider: “What would it be like?” 
“What would it have?” We had string and red paper. And glue. And they went 
to work, using creativity and skill, because gluing string isn’t easy! We asked 
them to think about the proportions of each word used. And their math en-
tered: calculating here; calculating there. It couldn’t be more than 100%. An 
adventure. Another intriguing thing was that they used words in English. Some 
they knew; others they searched in Google. They asked. It made sense, and 
they learned a great deal.”, Walewska says.

But the process that led them to this point of drawing the brains didn’t 
happen all of a sudden. Besides all of the reflection involved (that included 
the prior activity carried out in the 9th grade class), there was also the at-
tempt to work on the question. “I chose a text about the brains of adoles-
cents, that focused on this instability, on moods, on dangerous oscillations”,  
says Walewska. “It was a text from the internet that I edited, adapted, 
brought to the class, and from them, nothing. We read it together, and they 
weren’t interested. And the class (one of two periods!) was looong... What to 
do?”, she recalls.

In case this had been, for example, an external project with pre-defined 
time limits and budget to treat questions of non-violence in schools, it would 
have been difficult to arrive at the understandings (and involvement!) that 
the group achieved. Of course, they might have adapted the opportunity 
given by a project such as this, re-inventing their activities, as we often do 
with our PEPAs. But the main thing that ended up guaranteeing continuity 
in this case was the focus on questions interesting to them, with autonomy 
and flexibility to experiment with ways of investigating them. And also be-
cause What do adolescents have in their heads?/Our Brain also included the 
participation of the ‘Pibids’ involved with Exploratory Practice, as we saw 
before, in a much longer process.
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It’s through this willingness to hear, 
to be flexible, and to involve every-
one that the continuity of work and of 
relations are constructed. In the case 
of this poster, for example, Walewska 
highlights two situations that caught 
her attention. “One student refused 
to do the work and sat sullenly in a 
corner. I went to talk to her. Pregnant, 
little by little she spoke about this 
moment that is so very difficult for 
an adolescent. Much anger, fear, and 
love for the baby. I suggested that she 
work alone and draw her brain and 
that of the baby. Her work was beau-
tiful: brains linked by a chord of love. 
It was really touching...”, she recalls. 

The second situation was that of a 
group that attributed to God 50% of 
importance in the observed classifi-
cation in the poster. “I went to nudge 
them and... no sex? How come?” says 
Walewska. “Ah, but I saw the format 
of the work and joked: ‘the brain is 
square. I get it’ Later, they added sex. 
They were embarrassed by my pres-
ence. It was funny and we laughed a 
lot”, she says. She also comments that 
there was a student in this group who 
initiated all of that reflection, actively 
participating in the work – the same 
student who had been aggressive 
with her.

It’s good to remember that not all 
movements of research and continui-
ty in working to understand stem from 
the questions of teachers and coor-
dinators. At times, students become 
interested through what their teach-
ers say and combine their questions 
with them. But in some cases, stu-
dents themselves mobilize in order to 
understand a particular aspect of the 
quality of life in their practices, as in 
the next poster that we present here.



Is satisfactory excellent? 
2002 
Authors: 8th grade students of Colégio Don Quixote
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reflecting

Why (and how) do we use the concepts of 
excellent, good, satisfactory, and poor in our 

daily lives? Do they apply only to school?

In the case of the poster Is satisfactory excellent?, it all began with a ques-
tion of a group of 8th grade students at Colégio Don Quixote. They were 
very interested in knowing about the evaluation concepts used in the class-
room. It was a common practice for students to evaluate their presentations, 
awarding them classifications such as those in our question, given that the 
school didn’t use number or letter grades. Besides this, they made comments 
about the presentation. However, as Bebel tells us, some members of the 
class began to think it would be interesting to take a closer look at the way 
these evaluations were made.

working to understand

The students noted that “the comments that were 
made didn’t coincide with the classifications” Bebel 
says. “The comments pointed toward problems of 
presentation, in the poster or in any other work pre-
sented by the groups, but on the other hand, the 
classifications were good”, she says. In order to un-
derstand this process, the students not only collect-
ed and reflected upon these comments; they also in-
terviewed their authors, which was the origin of the 
structure of the final poster: original comments and 
reflections on the comment process itself.
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Making sure that a work is continuous has more to do with wanting to under-
stand than with wanting to reach a conclusion. If we are talking about life, the 
idea is to work while we’re in a situation to do so. Perhaps, at this point, our 
initial comment about not focusing on solutions begins to make more sense. 
In the case we just treated, the students interviewed their classmates because 
they were indeed interested in knowing how those comments were generated. 
This could have easily been transformed into an activity to remake all of the 
classifications, or even a series of accusations about who knows how and who 
doesn’t know how to evaluate.

But the very process of working on 
what we do, with autonomy and cre-
ativity, tends to produce sufficient en-
ergy so that nobody wants the work 
to die in the home stretch. “When the 
students went to present at PUC-Rio, 
at the Annual Exploratory Practice 
Event,” says Bebel, “they discovered 
that it was difficult to differentiate 
between the comments on the work 
and comments on the comments.  
So, they placed a mark – a small tri-
angle, a star, or something similar – in 
order to easily show these relations. 
I found this to be very interesting, 
very Socratic, very proactive, and it 
shows how they   were ‘with it’, really 
wanting to show their work because 
they saw that they needed to explain 
those relations to their audience.”

There are many cases, and unfortu-
nately, not all of them can be pre-
sented in this book. However, all have 
in common constructions of various 
types of relations – of the practitioner 
with his or her question, of the practi-
tioner with the questions of others, of 
the practitioners among themselves, 
among others – and all of these con-
nections are related to the search for 
understanding for the autonomy to 
do so. It’s these connections, that be-
gin with curiosity taken seriously, that 
make the work gain sustainability. For 
this reason we need to reject the pos-
ture of being the owners of all knowl-
edge that, in spite of being associat-
ed with the role of teachers, can be 
found in diverse situations. The very 
expression ‘owner of all knowledge’ 
is a bit strange, because teachers, 
in general, don’t produce the knowl-
edge that they share (and at times 
even they need to cheat!).
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As Walewska says, “not knowing be-
comes knowing through a meeting, 
through reflection, through under-
standing. It isn’t there ready-made. 
It flourishes with the other. This is a 
proposal of Exploratory Practice.” In 
educational institutions, however, 
we often find people who are used 
to following ready-made projects, 
implanted according to fads dictat-
ed through the orientation of edu-
cation administrators committed to 
products, to success. We encounter 
teachers who see themselves mere-
ly as one who asks questions and 
gives answers, and we see students 
who seem to accept this, meanwhile 
learning that their role is to fit in and 
keep quiet.

Focus on the process, then, and not 
on the product. As we have seen, the 
‘Pibids’ start to work with their ques-
tions, in Exploratory Practice, during 
their initial teacher education. They 
participate in collaborative planning 
with teachers and students. They 
create PEPAs for the classrooms they 
work with, and transform the very 
process of thinking about the future-
into a PEPA. Take a look!
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Thinking About the Future 
2017 
Authors: Arthur Barbosa,  
Paulo Eduardo Rangel, 
Nathalya da Silva Turso,  
students of the 8001 
Acceleration class of São Tomás 
de Aquino Municipal School; 
Anna Carolina Jardim Gerbasi, 
Clara dos Anjos,  
Rosenilde Oliveira Costa e Silva, 
Lunna Pirozzi, Luiza Morais, 
Izidoro da Silva, Thauany Vigar, 
Joana Soares Gomes and  
Luciana Torres,  
future teachers enrolled in the 
government-funded Teaching 
Initiation Program (PIBID/PUC-
Rio); Professor Alexandre de 
Oliveira, teacher participating in 
the Teaching Initiation Program 
(PIBID/PUC-Rio)

For further details, see the Translator Note 
number 6 at the end of the book.
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working to understand

This series of posters was produced with 9th grade students of the São Tomás
de Aquino School, and presented at the Inter-institutional Meeting of the 
government-funded Teaching Initiation Program (PIBID/PUC-Rio). Based on 
the question “Why do I have to think about my future?”, the ‘Pibids’ sought 
to understand what the relation was of students with their plans that, at first,  
seemed so different from what the trainees themselves felt. From discus-
sions about disinterest with studies or expectations of obtaining a job, a work 
emerged with texts and an unplanned turn-around – that led them to work on 
the theme of “bullying”.

The ‘Pibids’ discovered expectations 
such as moving up in life, having a 
better life than those of their par-
ents, or only wanting to “be a com-
mon person”, in the words of student 
Paulo, because “it’s you who con-
structs your story”. Nathalya, an-
other student, says that, “In fact, it 
isn’t: ‘what should I expect from the 
future?’ I think we don’t have to ex-
pect anything, but rather do some-
thing for the future”. These are strong 
words, from people fully able to 
make decisions regarding their own 
learning, and perhaps this should be 
less surprising than it usually is.

Moreover, the network of affect that 
is built around these PEPAs, posters 
and creative learning meetings, is 
more extensive than we are able to 
imagine. Believe us, we’ve already 
tried! It’s like the poem “Quadrille”, 
in which Drummond says that “John 
loved Teresa who loved Raimundo 
who loved Maria...” Here, we’re go-
ing to take this as our inspiration: 
Walewska taught Ana Raquel who 
created various posters and at-
tended Sabine’s thesis presentation 
who was a student of Adriana Pucci 
and supervised by Inés who taught 
Mariana Chagas and Ruan as well 
as Bebel who... Certainly, there’s 
much love involved – of the type 
that Paulo Freire said was neces-
sary in the transgressive education-
al process.
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“We are always connected; thus a 
community” says Walewska. “My 
students have been my partners for 
years. For the last twenty years, at 
least. Of course, a group that alwa-
ys renews itself... But the world tur-
ns, time passes, Facebook appears 
that brings former students. Already 
adults, heads of families. The other 
day, I received an invitation for the 
first birthday of the son of two former 
students. They participated actively 
in the events, with Ana Raquel and 
her niece. So, fifteen years later the 
couple remembers the trips to PUC, 
the posters, the group. Lives that go 
on, affection that remains. I insisted 
on going to the party, and there was 
lots of affection the whole time... It 
seems to me that this relation was 
built by Exploratory Practice. It’s been 
around for some time, sustains itself, 
and does so much good!”

our understandings

Seeing to it that the work 
to understand is continuous 
and not an occasional ac-
tivity within a specific pro-
ject means truly wishing to 
work to understand what we 
do, the life that we live in the 
classroom (and in other con-
texts) every day. This is fun, in-
volving – it seems to indicate 
that learning is collaborative, 
possible, and endless.
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Why  
don’t we  
talk  
some more?

So, did you like our chat? We very 
much want to hear your under-
standings about our journey in the 
world of the principles and stories 
of Exploratory Practice. And it’s not 
hard to find us. You can write to  
epcenterio@gmail.com or look for us 
on Facebook (@praticaexploratoria). 

Besides this, our meetings are open to 
the participation of all. They usually 
take place once per month at PUC-
Rio, always on Friday afternoons. The 
Annual Exploratory Practice Events 
also take place there – normally be-
tween November and December, 
during which practitioners involved 
with their questions can share the de-
velopment of their exploratory work.

Moreover, there are various other op-
portunities to attend the presenta-
tions of posters, participate in explor-
atory conversations, or read about 
what we do. In this regard, you can 
receive information by contacting 
us by e-mail and subscribing to our 
newsletter. And Exploratory Practice 
doesn’t have an owner: you may 
have become inspired by our stories 
here and decide to begin to test the 
waters alone; or better, with your 
students, teachers, and colleagues, 
whatever your situation may be.

If we stop to really think about this, 
the work is continuous because the 
understandings are as well: they con-
stantly renew, transform, and update 
themselves. So, feel free to try them 
out! But we would love to hear about 
your experiences. After all, as you al-
ready know, it’s this collective process 
that nourishes us and inspires us to 
carry on.

The Exploratory Practice Group of Rio de Janeiro

mailto:epcenterio%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.facebook.com/praticaexploratoria
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Translator 
notes

Note no 1

In the research, students prepared a 
small questionnaire for the teachers 
in which they asked: What do you 
consider to be teaching/learning 
materials; What teaching/learning 
materials do you use with your stu-
dents?; How do you assess, from 0 
to 10, your teaching/learning mate-
rials?; How do you classify your de-
gree of satisfaction with the materi-
als?; What is lacking? Is it possible to 
add to them?; In general, what do 
your students think of the materials? 

A questionnaire was also prepared 
for the students, with the following 
questions: What teaching/learning 
materials do you bring to class?; Think 
about your materials in English (in 
the book and in the handouts). What 
grade would you give to the course 
book?; What do you like about the 
course book?; What don’t you like?; 
What other teaching/learning mate-
rials do you use in the English classes? 
Assess these activities, giving grades 

from 1 to 10.
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Note no 2

Some of the conclusions of the  
students were:

- “When I hit my sister, she tells my 
mother and I suffer more than she 
does. I’m going to try to stop fighting 
with my sister because fighting only 
causes me problems.” 

- “Not to fight, but to play. We all 
fight and we always end up talking 
to each other and saying we’re sorry.”

- “It starts with a little fight and  
becomes a big one, ending up by 
trading blows and swearing at each 
other.” 

- “I fight because I don’t like it when 
they mess with my things. I don’t like 
them to bother me when I’m doing 
my homework, not even when they 
turn on the radio loudly when I’m 
sleeping…” 

- “Many people mess with others. They 
show off and swear, and the other per-
son doesn’t like it and does the same 
with others.”

- “Because everybody has a way of 
acting. Some are weak, others are 
strong. The fighting of cats and dogs 
is almost the same thing as our fights. 
They fight just for a piece of meat. We 
fight for various reasons; teasing, prej-
udice. Fighting can even end up with 
someone dying.”



90

Note no 3

In the research, Ana Raquel inter-
viewed 11 colleagues, and some said 
that, in order to study math in the 
classroom, they copy and do the ex-
ercises and at home they re-do and 
read the exercises. They also say that 
they like to work with colleagues and 
that the easiest subjects to get good 
grades in are science, physical edu-
cation, and art – you just have to like 
it and read a little.

When Tihago interviewed 5 teachers 
(math, science, geography, history, 
English and art) they said that they 
were all good students in the 7th 
grade, but that they had difficulties 
in some subjects. They added that 
they improved by reading, re-do-
ing exercises, making summaries of 
questionnaires, studying every day, 
asking teachers and friends when in 
doubt. They commented that some 
teachers were hard to get along with, 
others didn’t explain things well, and 
that, in general, all of them gave lots 
of homework.

Ana and Tihago discovered that: 
math worries students of the school, 
many fail the course, and that their 
grades aren’t good either in school or 
in the university.  They explained that 
it’s easier to earn a good grade when 
you like the subject, and that it’s good 
to work together with classmates be-
cause one person helps the other, and 
so everyone ends up learning. Some 
teachers recalled that in the past one 
studied more, while others said that 
things haven’t changed much.

Reflecting about doing the research, 
Ana Raquel said “it was easy to do 
the interviews, but some people didn’t 
want to answer. I learned with my col-
leagues that, liking it or not, studying 
is and always will be important for our 
future and for the future of our Brazil”. 
Tihago said, “I liked to interview the 
teachers. Almost all of them were 
friendly. I’m going to be nervous ( I al-
ways am) when I present a poster.”
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Note no 4

The group from class 1701 (seventh 
grade), when working with vocabu-
lary related to the family, was invit-
ed to share and reflect about their 
nicknames at home and in school. 
This activity helped the teacher and 
student teachers to understand how 
students treated each other, and the 
feelings involved in the interperson-
al relations of the students. Based 
on this work, the nicknames were 
grouped by the students into the fol-
lowing categories: funny (for exam-
ple: skeleton, owl, sausage, problem-
atic, Casper); offensive (for example: 
dragon, wolf-man, unwashed, thick-
skinned cockroach, sardine can); 
cute (for example: jaguar, little drop, 
little dolphin, dry leaf). Some of the 
thoughts about this reflection were:

- “It gave me a feeling of intimacy 
because everybody lost their shyness 
and told each other about their nick-
names.” 

- “The nicknames of 1701 were taken 
from soap operas, from comic books. 
They are abbreviations, but also refer 
to physical traits.” 

- “I felt really good because I talked 
to most of my teachers about when I 
was small and now I know their nick-
names.”
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Note no 5

In the poster “Why do we cheat?” 
the group reflected about the times 
when students cheat. Among the 
various stories, we highlight: 

- “When I was in the 5th grade I 
didn’t know there was going to be 
a test, but later the teacher said so 
and gave us time to study, but I only 
wanted to keep on playing. When 
the teacher arrived in the classroom 
and separated everybody, I thought 
about cheating in order to earn a 
good grade. So, I put the pages that 
were to appear on the test on my 
chair and took the test. I answered 
all the questions. When it was time to 
get up, the teacher was nearby and 
told me to stand up and I didn’t want 
to. She said she was going to call the 
principal, so I got up and the pages 
fell on the floor. She saw it and gave 
me a zero.”

- “Once upon a time, there was a stu-
dent who, being afraid of not pass-
ing and his mother punishing him, 
cheated and thought he would earn 
a good grade. But when he looked 
at the test, he had got everything 
wrong and never again cheated.”

- “Last year I cheated so much. I stuck 
cheat sheets in my hair, my pants, my 
jacket, my socks, my pocket, on the 
floor, on the wall, on the back of the 
student in front of me.”

Some understandings achieved were:

- “When you study, you don’t have to 
cheat.”

- “Many students want to end up well, 
but end up badly: the teacher sees 
them, ejects them from class, but they 
don’t give up.”

- “Sometimes a student studies a sub-
ject and other things are on the test.” 

- “Most teachers and students cheat 
or have cheated.” 

- “Most teachers and students think 
that cheating is wrong.” 

The students did research in order to 
know who cheats and concluded that: 

- In their class (702), the majority 
cheat, two students only cheat infre-
quently, one cheats on English tests, 
and one doesn’t cheat because she 
studies. 

- In the other classes, the majori-
ty cheat. One student says it’s OK 
to cheat because he gets only good 
grades and thinks it’s better to cheat 
than to be failed. 

When asked if cheating exists out-
side of school, they read news reports 
about the most common street tricks. 
For example, when people alter mo-
torcycle and car license plates in or-
der to not receive fines, or when cov-
ert connections are made from local 
water mains.
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Note no 6

In this poster, thinking about the fu-
ture, the group of students and stu-
dent teachers said: 

- “I hope to find a path to follow that 
will make my parents proud and es-
pecially the teachers that helped 
me”. (Jailciane)

- “For me, to have a role in society is 
very good and one day, who knows, 
to leave the slum.” (Rafael)

- “For me, the importance of having 
a role in society still isn’t totally clear. 
I don’t know what I want to be in life. 
I only want to be a regular person, 
we’re all human. Humans can be-
come irritated, can get stressed out, 
can fall in love, can care about others, 
but all of this depends on the role in 
society, and you construct your own 
story.” (Paulo)

- “In fact, it isn’t: ‘what should I ex-
pect from the future?’ I think we don’t 
have to expect anything, but rather 
do something for the future. I be-
lieve that studying may be the best 
for your future. Not only studying, but 
taking courses, having a job, even if 
it’s temporary.” (Nathalya)

- “I hope that my life is better than the 
one I have today and not the same life 
as my parents’.” (Fabiana)

- “I don’t want to be a nobody, I want 
to study a lot, so that I can move up in 
life.” (Vinicius)

- “Because school is the best place to 
decide what I want.” (Yasmin)

For the third part of the poster (What 
can arise from the unexpected!), stu-
dents explored and developed, in dif-
ferent narrative styles, various bullying 
situations they had experienced. 

In regard to bullying, the group of stu-
dent teachers said the following: “The 
issue discussed with the group hadn’t 
been planned. We went to the class-
room with a plan in mind, and our work 
with bullying arose from a student’s 
comment. From this, we could see 
that often, whatever is planned might 
not work, and for this reason we need 
to pay attention to the issues around 
us. And not only this, but to issues that 
afflict and surround our students.”
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