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In this report we describe the professional life-histories of one teacher built

from auto-biographical narratives. Solange shared an experience about a
project developed with her students. Using her narratives we identified
how the project about toys and games resulting from her acts of creative
insubordination promoted the ethics education of her students. Through a
pedagogy of inquiry, problem posing, and problem solving, young children
contemplated issues of social equity and grappled with understanding the
rights of children and the struggles of society to assure the well-being of all
children. ‘The students proposed and implemented activities within their
control, demonstrating solidarity toward children less privileged than
themselves, and showing evidence of ethical and moral development.

Introduction

In this article we discuss the pedagogical practices of a teacher of
seven year-old children in a Brazilian school. Using a project cen-
tered on the Declaration of Children’s Rights, she enacted her creative
insubordination with respect to curriculum, transforming it in ways
that engaged students in reflecting on what happens in society and in
the world in which they live.

According to D’Ambrosio and Lopes (2014) the first discussions
of creative insubordination appear in 1981 when Morris et al describe
an ethnographic study conducted in the Chicago schools involving 16
school principals. In that report, the authors defined acts of creative
insubordination as occasions when the principals made decisions that
were contrary to the mandates of the school districts. In general, the
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need to be disobedient occurred with the intent of diluting the dehu-
manizing eftects of certain rules, protecting the professional decisions
of the teachers that were based on the best interest of their students.
'The disobedience occurred to preserve ethical and moral principles, or
to assure pedagogical practices grounded in principles of social justice.

Instances of breaking rules for the benefit of those one serves
are called acts of “responsible subversion” in the nursing literature
(Hutchinson, 1990). In the education literature, primarily in stud-
ies of school administrators, the preferred terminology is “creative
insubordination” (McPherson & Crowson, 1993; Haynes & Licata,
1995). More recently, in the specific area of mathematics education,
Gutiérrez (2013) describes teachers’ creative insubordination as nec-
essary to set in motion the political action of mathematics teachers.
For Gutiérrez, the political actions of a mathematics teacher would
include acting in opposition to the standard curriculum, to evaluation
practices, to rules and guidelines, when any of these seem to be unfa-
vorable to the learning of one’s students.

Teachers are the key to creating a classroom environment with rich
opportunities for learning. It is their responsibility to propose and
organize tasks and to coordinate developmental learning activities for
their students.

The teacher acts as a person and her actions constitute her pro-
fessional self. Teachers’ actions are both product and process and
correspond to their unique individualities. Behind their actions
are their body, their intelligence, their feelings, their aspira-
tions, and their ways of understanding the world. All of this is
projected in each teacher’s undertakings, thus constituting the
biography of the agent (Sacristin, 1999, p 31, authors’ translation).

In this sense, each teacher is unique, and defines his/her practices
based on personality traits, feelings, beliefs, and expectations. When
teachers are moved to enhance student learning and invest in improv-
ing the conditions under which such learning occurs, they create and
put into motion standards and procedures that are aligned with their
professional identity. At times these attitudes are responsibly subver-
sive, and result in acts of creative insubordination.

As we considered teachers as protagonists in the construction of
their practices and identities, we chose to conduct a study through
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the narrative of Solange, understanding, as does Clandinin (2013),
that narratives reveal how humans experience the world and assist
in understanding how they characterize their human experiences.
Since education is the construction and reconstruction of personal
and social histories, narrative research allows for greater clarity about
the phenomenon being investigated.

Solange’s narrative reminds us that “the essence of the ethics of
diversity is respect for, solidarity with, and cooperation with the
other (the different). This leads to quality of life and dignity for all”
(D’Ambrosio & D’Ambrosio, 2013, p. 21).

As Freire (2003) suggests the social and political solidarity is
essential to our construction of a society that is less reprehensible and
distressing, in which individuals can be themselves. It will be through
a democratic educational process that individuals will come to under-
stand themselves as social and historical beings, and dare to imagine
and work toward a better society with dignity for all.

Methodology

In this study, we analyze both the oral and written narratives of
Solange, understanding that the narrative takes on the dimension of
the phenomenon under investigation and the method of investigation:
the data are the (auto) biographical reports, shared with the research-
ers through interactive dialogue and in written form. Through (auto)
biographical narratives the teacher shared specific dimensions of her
individual life, as requested by the researchers. The narratives were
then analyzed, according to specific criteria and procedures, to give
meaning to the story (Bolivar Botia, Domingo Segovia, & Fernandéz
Cruz, 2001). The criteria identified for analysis in this study were the
acts of creative insubordination used by the teacher including: break-
ing from the prescribed curriculum; placing students at the center of
the educational process; attending to students’understanding in light
of the complexity of the topic; posing the challenge to students of
experiencing the problem; venturing to place students in a situation
where they could more readily “live” the unfamiliar reality and inter-
vene in it; encouraging students to draw their own conclusions as they
made sense of reality and shared their ideas with others.

The interviews that generated the narratives were conversations,
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rather than formal interviews. In two conversations for a total of four
hours Solange was asked to tell the researchers about her profes-
sional life history and was prompted for clarification or for greater
details about the events as they were described in an effort to engage
both interviewee and researchers in co-constructing the narratives
(Clandinin, 2013). As a follow-up Solange provided the researchers
with a written journal including several entries that specified the
details of her lesson and included several pieces of student work that
she had used to assess their learning.

The interviews were transcribed and all the material analyzed
with several cycles of readings and hermeneutic interpretations.
These cycles resulted in conjectures about Solange’s actions of cre-
ative insubordination. According to Bertaux (2010) in the analysis of
(auto) biographical narratives it is not important to extract all of the
details that it contains, but instead it is important to consider only
those elements that are relevant to the specific research study. Based
on Bertaux’s considerations, for this study, we extracted the indicators
of creative insubordination that allowed us to better understand the
components of the teacher’s actions as she reinvented her practice in
order to better meet the needs of her students.

Data Analysis
Introducing Solange

Solange studied to be an elementary school teacher and had the
opportunity to take a course from Paulo Freire. To this day she teaches
young children early literacy and numeracy and feels very successful
in her profession. Throughout her career, she sought opportunities for
professional development, by participating in courses, attending events,
and listening to lectures. She participated in classes, study groups and
research groups regarding mathematics teaching and learning.

Solange’s Narrative

Solange teaches 7 year-old children in a private school in the interior
of Sdo Paulo, Brazil. In this school, one of the pedagogical approaches
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Autorretrato dos Autores do Projeto

Figure 1: Children’s self-portraits. Source: Solange’s written narrative, 2014.

used is called “Class Projects”, where teachers become co-investigators
with their students. The focus of the project to be developed in the
classrooms is chosen by the team of teachers and administrators, and
is based on an issue or problem raised in the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, or in the Statute of Children and Adolescents".
The topics chosen relate to life within the community, people’s lives,
their needs, their interests and are appropriate for the age group of
the students. Each year the children experience a unique Class Project
appropriate for their age.

In this way a “landscape of investigations” (Skovsmose, 2014, p. 45)
is created. This landscape permits students to explore the world in
which they live learning that the interactions and the relationships
with knowledge are essential components of life in society. In her
narratives, Solange describes how the students asked questions that
were of interest to them and that would guide their inquiry during the
Class Project titled: Children’s Play. After discussing the coherence,
pertinence, and adequacy of their questions the class settled on the
following list to guide their inquiry:

1. How can we build toys and how are the toys that we buy
actually made?
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2. Which spaces in school are adequate for playing? Why are
they adequate?

3. Are rules important in play? Why? How can we respect them?

4. How can we care for ourselves and others during play?

5. Why are there children who can't play? How could we help
them? (Solange’s written narrative, 2014)

In this article we draw from the teacher’s narrative to discuss question
number 5. The children, along with their teacher, developed an action
plan to investigate the question. In particular they sought to: learn
about the Declaration of Children’s Rights; understand each other’s
life histories; observe similarities and differences in their histories and
human condition; learn about the stories of children who work and
cannot play; draw conclusions. (Solange’s written narrative, 2014).

The students dove into their inquiry project by researching the 7th
Principle of the Declaration of Children’s Rights.

'The child is entitled to receive education, which shall be free and
compulsory, at least in the elementary stages. He shall be given an
education which will promote his general culture and enable him,
on a basis of equal opportunity, to develop his abilities, his indi-
vidual judgment, and his sense of moral and social responsibility,
and to become a useful member of society. The best interests of
the child shall be the guiding principle of those responsible for his
education and guidance; that responsibility lies in the first place
with his parents. The child shall have full opportunity for play
and recreation, which should be directed to the same purposes
as education; society and the public authorities shall endeavor to
promote the enjoyment of this right. (United Nations, 1959)

Having read this principle and worked to understand the vocabulary
in it, the children discussed it in light of their lived experiences, learn-
ing of the life histories of each child and searching for similarities and
differences in their stories. In this activity the teacher worked with
the children’s literacy development as suggested by the Freirean per-
spective in which reading isn’t walking among the letters, but rather
interpreting the world and being able to use words to interfere in the
world through actions. In this way literacy development in language
and in mathematics occurs in the act of coming to know.
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Figure 2: Ana Luiza’s text. Source: Solange’s written narrative, 2014.
b

We interpret Solange’s actions of working with the children to
understand the legislative language of this official document as an
act of creative insubordination. Solange found a way to convert the
complex language of the document into language that was accessi-
ble and comprehensible to these very young children, who were just
beginning to learn to read and write. She helped them to make sense
of text typically belonging to the world of adults.

On a day following the discussion of the Declaration of Children’s
Rights, the children created a collage of their self-portraits as seen in
Figure 1.

'The development of the self-portrait occurred in an effort to pro-
duce a text with the central theme: “Who am I?”, an example of which
is shown in Figure 2.

Each child read his or her text to the group so that they could get
to know each other a bit better. They each chose one of their favorite
toys from when they were younger, to bring to the classroom and
include in their stories. The goal was to identify the similarities and
differences in their life histories and social condition.

The children learned that the first social group to which they
belonged was the family and as they grew they became part of several
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Figure 3: Ana Luiza’s written text. Source: Solange’s written narrative, 2014.

other groups, such as classroom, school, club, swimming class, ballet,
gymnastics, play group, etc. This stage of the project enabled the chil-
dren to identify the different groups shaping their identities.

During the next stage of the project, which involved learning
the stories of some children who work and can’t play, the teacher
launched the conversation with a piece of children’s literature titled
“Brinquedos” [ Toys] (Neves, 2006). The text-less picture book depicts
the story of two children who receive gifts: a girl is given a doll and
a boy is given a clown. After playing quite a lot with their toys, the
toys get old and are thrown in the garbage. The old toys end up in the
city’s garbage dump yard. There, two children going through the gar-
bage to find anything salvageable, find the toys, fix them, and begin to
play with them. The very expressive illustrations convey the characters’
expressions of delight upon finding the old toys and their expression
of attention as they carefully fix the toys. Having “read” the story as
a whole group, each child wrote paragraphs to retell it based on the
illustrations, as seen in figure 3.

The experience with the book helped the students to become aware
of the reality of the lives of other children with whom they do not
normally interact and to realize that they share the same desires to
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play and to have toys, and that they valued the toys they were able to
have. Solange contemplates:

In this context, the children have the opportunity to realize that
there exist social inequities in our society and that the children
of the dump also have the desire to play and that they do play.
This experience resulted in a perception that in our society not
all children live in the same conditions. The children realized
that there are life conditions that are very different. (Solange’s
narrative, 2014)

The teacher recognized an opportunity to delve more deeply into the
topic, suggesting that they read another piece of children’s literature
titled: “Serafina and the child who works” (Azevedo, Huzak & Porto,
2005). Her goal was to help the students better understand the human
condition of many children in the world, who have to work. Solange
wanted to sensitize them to their condition of privilege, and to an
understanding that these inequities must to be resolved by society,
that it is a problem for all of us to consider and strive to solve.

However, Solange did not want the students to simply read about
these realities, so she planned a field trip to a public school for chil-
dren ages 3 to 5, which caters to a very poor community. Solange
once again turned to creative insubordination as she took the children
beyond the boundaries of the school, in order for them to experi-
ence an unfamiliar reality. With this subversive act she challenged
the children to contemplate the reality of others, less privileged than
themselves. The age of the children and their socio-economic status as
members of an economically privileged social class had hindered their
opportunities to get to know children of different economic status
living in poverty stricken communities.

She states that her goal was to “reduce the sentiments of indif-
ference and discrimination towards the children living in such
social conditions, those from such a different socio-cultural reality”
(Solange’s oral narrative, 2014).

In preparation for the trip, each student chose a book and practiced
reading it, in order to read the book to a child during the school visit.
In addition, the students planned to gather data in order to unveil the
types of play activities that are part of the lives of the young children.
For this, the students developed interview questions to ask of the
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children during the school visit. The students also built, with the help
of an artist who crafts toys, four toy cars made of wood. The interac-
tion with the toy-maker provided students with a perspective on how
human creations can result in objects that bring joy and a sense of
well-being to others.

The experience of visiting a school that was very different from
theirs was very significant for the students. Solange shares that her
students were able to perceive some similarities with the children they
met, like the fact that they all enjoy playing and creating games. They
were surprised that some of the children were unfamiliar with some
of their favorite games. During the visit, they had lunch at the school,
eating the free lunch that is fed to children in the public schools.
Coming to know the reality of others with less privilege than them-
selves permitted Solange’s students to reflect on their own reality, to
appreciate the foods that are available to them and that they take for
granted, and to reflect on the meaning of wastage and the value of
what they have.

Solange’s daring act of taking her students to experience an alter-
native reality, and to co-develop with them a plan to intervene in
that reality is evidence of her responsible subversion She seized an
opportunity for developing in the students the reflective tools needed
for responsible citizenship. The students had the opportunity to learn
that legislation alone is not enough to ensure the well-being of chil-
dren. Instead, it is possible and important to intervene in reality with
actions of solidarity. She enticed her students to imagine and create
acts of insubordination toward the social status quo.

Solange shared that upon returning to school, the students com-
posed a collaborative text in which they discussed what they had
learned. They stated that they enjoyed meeting new children and
teaching them new games and reading them stories unfamiliar to
them. They realized that their visit brought joy to the children they
visited and the students themselves expressed joy and pleasure in the
work they had accomplished.

The development of the collective text provoked the students to
communicate their feelings, their perceptions, and their conclusions.
The teacher acted with responsible subversion as she encouraged the
students to share their ideas and listen to the ideas of peers, co-con-
structing meaning based on the readings of the world that they were
able to do at this young age.
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F
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Figure 4: Interview data tabulated by the children. Source:
Solange’s written narrative, 2014.

To enhance the student’s reading of the unfamiliar reality, the data
collected were analyzed. The students tabulated the responses to the
interview questions as shown in figure 4. The organization of the
information in tables provided another means of determining sim-
ilarities and differences in comparing the realities of the lives of the
children with their own. For example, from the interview data the
students found that while they play in groups when at school, they
typically play individually at home. Individual play occurs with com-
mercial toys and electronic games. On the other hand, the children
of less privilege tend to play in groups both at school and at home.
Having no access to electronic games and little access to commercial
toys, they are more likely to play together, to play outside, and to play
cultural games such as chase, and hide-and-seek.

Another significant fact that the students discovered was that, dif-
ferently from themselves, the children they visited did not engage in
out of school activities, like ballet lessons, swimming lessons, music
lessons, foreign language lessons, clubs, etc. This realization further
added to their understanding of socio-cultural differences, social

MESS | 423



inequities and injustices. They came to appreciate the privileges of
their lives and the conditions often unavailable to others. This is the
first step towards building solidarity.

Solange claims that the visit to the public school was “a way to
make real the right of children to play and enjoy themselves, as is
stated in the 7th principle of the Declaration of Children’s Rights”
(Solange’s oral narrative, 2014). The narrative shared by Solange
illustrates the possibilities of developing the ethical dimension of
mathematics education in problematizing with students issues of
social justice present in the culture of childhood.

Conclusions

In several instances throughout the experience Solange had the stu-
dents pose and solve problems (Lopes, 2011). Solange’s views that
the learning of mathematics and statistics is enriched when children
engage in solving problems that they themselves identify within the
real world, shaped how she provided opportunities for students’learn-
ing, as they collected information that became data for analysis and
understanding. At the heart of Solange’s instruction was the doing
of mathematics and statistics as students communicated, reasoned,
investigated, collected information, and used the data to analyze and
understand, or “read,” the reality of the world around them.

Throughout the experience, as the students unearthed information
and attempted to make sense of it, they found themselves immersed
in a world of differences and contradictions. Through Solange’s acts of
insubordination towards the prescribed curriculum, the students con-
templated economic and cultural realities that were unknown to them.
'The pedagogical moves taken by the teacher resulted in the collective
construction of knowledge with emphasis in humanizing children as
they acquired moral consciousness regarding their childhood in con-
trast to the childhood of others.

This type of experience creates a foundation for children’s under-
standing of societies in which humans are living in inhumane
conditions. It will encourage children to engage in the deep and
robust critical reflection necessary for solving the social problems, the
economic problems, and the problems of preservation of the world’s
natural resources in order to envision a better world with dignity for
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all (D’Ambrosio, 2014). The teacher’s practice promotes the develop-
ment of a generation of human beings who may be able to overcome
the limitations of the current adult generation that has been unable
to deal with the problems of society and the world. The experiences of
this group of children encouraged their development as ethical human
beings, with compassion, solidarity, and understanding social justice
as resulting from actions that are much more complex than simple
acts of charity.

Notes

1. The Statute of Children and Adolescents is an official document
(Law 8,069 of July 13, 1990) in Brazil that legally assures the human
rights of all children.
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