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Abstract:  

This article critically discusses the topic of professional knowledge in teacher 

education through the lenses of Ilan Gur-Ze'ev's counter-education. It is based on 

a study investigating how professional knowledge building evolves through written 

reflections, examining the development of professional identity in the context of a 

course in an undergraduate teacher education course in Brazil. The research’s 

findings demonstrate that students gained an awareness of the potential that 

teaching and learning activities have for the development of concepts about the 

teaching profession, leading to the strengthening of their professional identity as 

future teachers and as what Gur-Ze'ev called 'improviser-teacher'. 
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Resumo: 

Este artigo discute criticamente o tema do conhecimento profissional na formação de professores 

através das lentes da contraeducação de Ilan Gur-Ze'ev. Baseia-se em um estudo que investiga 

como a formação de conhecimentos profissionais evolui através de reflexões escritas, examinando o 

desenvolvimento da identidade profissional no contexto de uma disciplina de um curso de 

graduação em Pedagogia no Brasil. Os resultados demonstram que os estudantes ganharam 

consciência do potencial que as atividades de ensino e aprendizagem têm para o desenvolvimento 

de concepções sobre a profissão docente, levando ao fortalecimento de sua identidade profissional 

como futuros professores e ao que Gur-Ze'ev chamou de “professor-improvisador”. 

Palavras-chave: Gur-Ze’ev, formação de professores, construção do conhecimento profissional; 

professor-improvisador 

 

 

 

Introduction 

It is a common belief that if an individual has knowledge of a specific area and an 

acquaintance with some teaching skills, then this is sufficient to allow that individual to teach. 

This idea is further emphasised through cultural references, such as when we find examples of 

individuals from cinema, sports and literature that have become teachers without any 

pedagogical preparation; for instance: Boris Becker who won six grand slams and now coaches 

the world number one Novak Djokovic; Diego Maradona who was captain of Argentina’s 

World Cup winning in 1986 and later became coach of Argentina’s national team—it can be 

argued that they had a great deal to teach the athletes working with them. It is also worth 

noting that this was common practice in British private schools (i.e. British Public Schools), 

which were always free to employ unqualified teachers, most of which were alumni with a 

relevant degree (cf. https://fullfact.org/education/unqualified-teachers/). This “pedagogical 

common-sense” is a reductionist understanding of teaching that ignores the complexities 

involved; that is, the knowledge gained through experience that characterizes teaching, which 

becomes fundamental for the professional teacher identity. Related to this is the issue that 

prospective teachers often have of their own understanding of the teaching profession. These 

concepts are often constructed by various cultural influences, such as their experiences as 

students when they come in contact with the teaching models used by their teachers, as well as 
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the aforementioned “pedagogical common-sense”. This means that without a proper critical 

review, the actions of future teachers will be, at least partly, based on their personal theories 

about teaching, as evidenced by this study. It can be argued that revising these ideas about 

teaching and about the teaching profession, initiating a movement towards a new and richer 

understanding, represents a great challenge that should be experienced in the first years of 

teacher education (Grillo, 2001). 

Based on this, we defend, in this article, that the experiences gained during the first 

years of teacher education are essential for the construction of future teachers’ professional 

identity because, without minimising the importance of other periods, it is this moment that 

provides them with the opportunity to confront pedagogical issues, which until then were 

being answered by referring to “pedagogical common-sense” and without proper reflexions 

and in-depth analysis (Grillo, 2001). It follows that the content and actions within any given 

course need to take this into account; that is, those teaching in teacher education courses must 

bear this in mind when designing activities and when regarding the theoretical and practical 

framework adopted by the course. 

It is from this background that our study took place, aimed at examining the 

development of professional teacher identity in the early years of teacher education. The main 

objective of the research was to investigate the evolution of professional teaching knowledge 

resulting from activities and reflections carried out in the Didactics course for students in the 

early years of a teacher education course. Thus, the research question guiding this study was: 

How do activities that were intentionally conceived to promote reflexions about initial 

concepts of teaching contribute to the construction and reformulation of the professional 

knowledge of prospective teachers in their early training stage? This article is organized in four 

sections. In the first section, we present the theoretical framework, which draws inspiration 

from Ilan Gur-Ze’ev’s work, the important Israeli philosopher of education. In the second 

section, we present the methodology, detailing elements of the Didactics course, characterising 

the participants, the data collection instrument, and the method of analysis that was used. In 

the third section, we present the results and critically analyse them in three inter-related a 

priori categories, which were conceived based on Gur-Ze’ev’s work; these are: (1) the 

recognition of the other; (2) the classroom as a space for exchange and dialogue; and (3) 

critical positioning. In the last section, we conclude the article, returning to the problem at 

hand and making our final considerations.  
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Theoretical foundation – Ilan Gur-Ze’ev’s concepts of counter-

education and improviser-teacher 

Ilan Gur-Ze’ev, the important Israeli philosopher of education and professor at the 

University of Haifa, who passed away unexpectedly in 2012, provides us with very interesting 

work in this area, and as such we have opted to refer to his work as the theoretical 

cornerstone for our study. This author is not well-known in Brazil, with only two of his 

original works translated (Gur-Ze’ev, 2002, 2006); however, he was a very prominent scholar 

in this area and was part of a group of theorists working on critical pedagogy in the English-

speaking world, which included Nicholas Burbules, Gert Biesta, Peter McLaren, and Michael 

Apple. Gur-Ze’ev was the author of numerous articles and books, of which Beyond the modern-

postmodern struggle in education: Toward counter-education and enduring improvisation (Gur-Ze’ev, 2007) 

and Critical theory and critical pedagogy today: Toward a new critical language in education (Gur-Ze’ev, 

2005) are certainly worth mentioning for the theoretical impact they had in the field of 

education and critical pedagogy. More specifically, and of particular relevance to this article, is 

Gur-Ze’ev’s notions of counter-education and improviser-teacher. We will turn our attention 

to these later in this section, after we have discussed the issue of professional teacher identity. 

Several authors have theorised about the knowledge required for teaching (Alarcão, 

2000; Grillo, 2004; Liston & Zeichner, 1997; Pimenta, 2012; Porlán & Rivero, 1998; Schön, 

2000; Shulman, 2005; Tardif, 2002). Despite the use of various terminologies, there is a 

general consensus among these scholars regarding some characteristics, which are represented 

by three pillars. There is a scientific pillar, referring to the concepts of a discrete area of 

knowledge; pedagogical pillar, related to the values and purposes of education; and the experiential 

pillar, the practical knowledge gained through teaching experiences. The right balance between 

these three pillars and the willingness of the teacher in training to learn are fundamental for 

appropriate educational processes that are in keeping with the demands of the contemporary 

world (Tardif, 2002). 

Also, it can be argued that this theoretical framework is fundamental for the 

individual’s formation of his or her professional teaching identity. Pimenta (2012, p. 20) points 

out that professional teaching identity is also built by the meaning that each teacher, as an 

actor and author, confers to the teaching activity in their daily lives based on their values, their 
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ways of being in the world, their life histories, their understandings of this knowledge, of 

anxieties and yearnings, of the meaning that they give, in their lives, to being a teacher.  

Beja and Rezende (2014), corroborated by Pimenta (2012) and Nóvoa (1995), 

emphasise that the education of teachers is influenced by many variables, but especially by 

being students at different schooling stages, including the experiences during their 

undergraduate degrees. Thinking critically about these models and evaluating them is a 

prerequisite for developing prospective teachers’ understanding of the profession because, as 

it has already been said, their notions are coloured by the unreflective ideas about teaching 

based on their previous experiences, characterized by “pedagogical common-sense” (Lima & 

Grillo, 2008). 

It is clear how important the early years in teacher education courses are because this 

is the period when the trainee will engage in activities specifically created to encourage critical 

reflection on the teaching profession, which will hopefully provide the student with a richer 

and deeper understanding of that profession. These critical activities have a clear pedagogical 

value because they place reflection at the centre of the process and it is through this that 

future teachers perceive the weaknesses and contradictions in their concepts of the teaching 

practice. These actions also allow prospective teachers to debate with their lecturers and 

colleagues, which might encourage coming into contact and critically analysing different 

theories on teacher education. 

Morosini and Comarú (2009, p. 72) draw our attention to the importance of reflection 

in vocational education, stating that this is a process of construction, reconstruction, and 

transformation of concepts. That is to say, the development of the professional identity of 

teachers happens throughout their professional life, and for some theorists real practical 

experiences are more fundamentally transformative experiences than those happening during 

the early years of teacher education (Gomez, 2015). It can be argued, however, that it is the 

experiences in the early years of teacher education that provide the first set of elements for the 

organisation and reorganisation of the professional identity of teachers, if they are constructed 

carefully with the clear intention of helping future teachers critically review their concepts of 

the role of the teacher. 

Gur-Ze’ev’s concepts of counter-education and of “improviser-teacher” serve as the 

theoretical framework for this study. Gur-Ze’ev was influenced by Paulo Freire’s thought and 
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develops some important criticisms of his version of critical pedagogy. According to Gur-

Ze’ev, critical pedagogy faces two major problems: (1) it creates a narrow view of reality, 

stemming from a limited understanding of oppression, and in so doing creates an equally 

limited form of utopia: a utopia of which the foundations are unsure, but which must, 

nonetheless, be sought; (2) as a consequence of this, critical pedagogy becomes incapable of 

being critical of itself because it seeks to establish this utopia at all costs, losing its power of 

self-criticism along the way (Gur-Ze’ev, 2005; Tubbs, 2005; Yaakoby, 2012, p. 53). Critical 

pedagogy seeks to change the world, to revolutionize the real world, and to implement utopian 

visions in the name of a more just and liberal society. However, there is a potential problem as 

once a utopian ideal is created (and we have established that the utopia itself is based on poor 

understanding) and a goal is set to be achieved, then it becomes impossible to criticize and 

revise the ideal because doing so puts the project in danger. That is to say, the sought-after 

utopia goes from being an end to be achieved to becoming the foundational principle on 

which an entire methodology and philosophy is constructed. This creates a circularity problem 

for critical pedagogy.  

It is this potential for a lack of self-criticism embedded in critical pedagogy that is 

something fundamentally problematic for Gur-Ze’ev (2010a). As a response he proposes 

counter-education, a term that he coined, which is education that is:  

conscious of its impossibility and that has neither an antitoxin nor an emancipating mantra to 
sell. It has no safe haven, no spiritualistic moral nor any unsuspecting guide to facilitate the 
hospitality of a cloud of self-forgetfulness which will become a condolence strong enough to 
appear as liberation. (p. 20)  

 

Gur-Ze'ev's counter-education alternative does not propose an unachievable utopia, 

instead, it aims to remain critical and, most importantly, self-critical. To explain this, Gur-

Ze'ev uses the metaphor of “a caravan” to describe the continuous critical and dialogical 

process that should be undertaken in all learning and education. Gur-Ze'ev (2011) says:  

In the Hebrew language “Orcha” means a convoy of camels and humans with their belongings 
moving in an endless desert towards their destiny. The “Orcha” is an improvised movement 
that is to find/create its own destiny. ...The “Orcha” is never totally determined by territorial 
sovereignty, not even by commanding knowledge and people. It is a kind of togetherness-in-
movement”. (pp. 38-39) 
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This leads us to the role of the teacher in Gur-Ze'ev's counter education. Counter-

education conceives of the teacher as the “improviser.” Gur-Ze'ev's “improviser-teacher” is 

critical, encourages criticism, and believes everything can be the subject of critique, and this 

process brings about changes in reality; however, the “improviser-teacher” does not offer 

positive utopias, such as Freire's liberation by enlightening the oppressed poor. Thus, the 

“improviser-teacher” is not an improviser in the sense of being unprepared or amateur, but in 

the sense that he or she has a developed sense of criticism and self-critique, so he or she is 

able to deal with most situations, with the “uncertainty of the classroom”. Furthermore, Gur-

Ze'ev (2010b) says that the “improviser” and counter-education display an:  

openness and uncontrolled... creativity that is responsible and generous towards the Other and 
reaches out to the unknown and to self-overcoming as self-constitution; without an egoistic-
oriented ‘I’ initiating the colonization of the Other, the response to the otherness or the self-sacrifice of the 
victimizing kind [emphasis added]. The otherness of the other, the insecurity, the non-
consensual and refusal of the self-evidence and other manifestations of the invitation to the 
“home-returning” project. (p. 43) 

Gur-Ze’ev calls for a responsibility towards the Other, a responsibility that goes 

beyond culture, politics, gender, and any other kinds of difference (Yaakoby, 2012, p. 93). And 

in order for one to be critical about issues and about oneself, as well as to recognize the Other 

in the Other’s difference, there must be a place that is propitious to exchanges, to dialogue 

with the Other about issues; that is to say, there is a need for dialogical spaces.  

Based on this, we note that some fundamental characteristics for the emergence of the 

“improviser-teacher” are the following: critical positioning, the recognition of the Other, and 

the existence of dialogical spaces. Thus, in this study we have set-up as a priori categories the 

following ones, based on Gur-Ze’ev’s theory: (1) Critical positioning—the “improviser-

teacher” is always critical and encourages criticism; (2) The recognition of the other—the 

“improviser-teacher” recognises the Other in the Other’s difference; (3) The classroom as a 

space for exchanges and dialogue – the “improviser-teacher” requires a dialogical space to 

exchange ideas and criticisms with Others. 
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Methodology 

Qualitative research can be characterised by a naturalistic and constructivist approach 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2006; Flick, 2009; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Stake, 2011; Triviños, 1987) to 

analyse a concrete situation, which must be described and interpreted by a person’s own 

experience of it. The context of our study is a Didactics course, which is compulsory for all 

students of the 12 undergraduate degrees offered by a private university situated in the south 

of Brazil. We note that this is a very rich and complex environment given the presence of 

individuals from several academic areas, which favours debate among students because of 

their different points of view.  

The participants in this study were students enrolled in two classes of Didactics in the 

first semester of 2016, totalling 71 students of the following undergraduate courses: Biology, 

Physical Education, Philosophy, Physics, Geography, History, Language Arts: Portuguese, 

Language Arts: English, Mathematics, and Chemistry. 

The classes in this module merge theory and practice, and students are encouraged to 

play a double role. They are encouraged to study, debate, and engage in activities as well as to 

distance themselves, critically analysing their routine and events that “just happened” in the 

classroom. These actions are intentionally created by teachers’ in the module and guided by 

four inter-related principles, which were established by the lectures: (1) the commitment of the 

future teachers with the creation and development of pedagogical work; (2) collaborative work 

(3) questioning as a way of triggering dialogue; and (4) critical reflection as an element of the 

teaching practice. 

The theoretical framework of this course focuses on the three dimensions that 

configure the classroom: learning, teaching, and evaluation (Lima & Grillo, 2008). It also 

proposes practices which are consistent with the theoretical models studied, promoting the 

study of epistemological theories that underlie pedagogical models (Becker, 1994; Lima & 

Grillo, 2008; Porlán, 1998); of the theoretical knowledge and practical skills of teachers 

(Kollas, Marques, Megier, & Frison , 2013; Puentes, Aquilino, & Armindo 2009); as well as of 

planning and projects (Fonte, 2014; Fusari, 1990; Hernández, 1998). 

Regarding teaching strategies, the proposals are varied and encourage collective work. 

The subject matters are approached from questions that stimulate students’ reflection, 
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consideration, and the reformulation of previous knowledge. In this context, dialogue and 

debate are encouraged and valued, making it possible to revise concepts, expand them, or 

construct new meanings. In addition to reflections and debates, students are challenged to 

take the lead in class and, in small groups, study different didactic procedures and experience 

their use with other colleagues. It is important to note that there is an activity performed 

halfway through the semester in which students are divided into groups, so that in each there 

are representatives of different undergraduate courses; the main aim of this activity is to 

elaborate an interdisciplinary project for teaching in an elementary school, putting into 

practice what they have learned during the course of the semester. 

The corpus of our study are the initial and final written assessments prepared by the 

students. In the first class, students are asked to express, in written texts, their perceptions on 

topics such as: the ways students learn; teaching actions; the characteristics of a good teacher; 

what a teacher needs to know how to teach; and what the biggest challenges faced by teachers 

in class are. This initial exercise has the purpose of assisting those teaching the module to 

identify students' concepts of these issues and help in the preparation of activities to be 

proposed during the development of the course. Also, this exercise enables students to 

become aware of and reflect on their own initial ideas about teaching and teachers. 

Throughout the semester, and also at the end, students are asked to elaborate various activities 

requiring them to synthetize the theoretical and methodological materials learned during the 

course. For the present study, in addition to the first assessment, the final assessment was also 

selected; this is an exercise in which a classroom situation was described and students were 

asked to critically analyse it, taking into account the performance of the teacher and the 

students as well as the pedagogical model in the classroom. Students are encouraged to 

identify positive and negative aspects of the situation and propose some changes they would 

make if they were the teacher. In addition to this, students must state their own concepts of 

teaching, learning, and evaluation, sharing all of these with their lecturer.  

These documents were submitted to Textual Discursive Analysis (Moraes & Galliazzi, 

2016), a method of textual analysis, of a descriptive and interpretative character, which 

emphasizes the constant establishment of the relations of the parts with the whole, seeking 

new understandings about the subject at hand. This method allows categories to emerge a 

posteriori, through the analysis of the data, or a priori, set prior to the analysis of the 

documents. In this study, it was decided to define the categories prior to the analysis in order 
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to dialogue with the theory of Gur-Ze'ev, particularly concerning its aspects related to teacher 

education. Thus, Gur-Ze’ev’s theory guided the construction of the following categories: (1) 

Critical positioning; (2) The recognition of the other; (3) The classroom as a space for 

exchanges and dialogue. After establishing this, the student’s texts were deconstructed to 

identify and isolate important and meaningful ideas, which are called “units of meaning”, 

expressing multiple aspects referring to the theme of each of the pre-established categories. 

Afterwards, “rough texts” were produced contemplating the description and interpretation of 

the ideas present in the a priori categories. Our analysis of the arguments presented by 

students in the documents in conjunction with the theoretical framework provided by Gur-

Ze'ev allowed us to identify and evaluate the development of student’s ideas about teaching 

and teachers. 

 

Results 

From Gur-Ze’ev’s theory of counter-education and “improviser-teacher”, we 

established three a priori categories: (1) Critical positioning; (2) The recognition of the other; (3) 

The classroom as a space for exchanges and dialogue. A summary of our analysis using these 

categories is given below. 

 

Critical positioning  

In the analysis of the answers of the assessment from the beginning of the semester, 

there was no reference to the need for developing a critical attitude in pupils, and this is 

probably due to student-participants’ understanding that pupils can only assimilate the content 

that is being transmitted by the teacher. Also, there was no evidence in their responses that 

they were aware of the importance of critical and reflective attitudes for teachers. Their initial 

view of the role of the teacher is aligned to technical rationality; that is to say, it is about 

putting into practice the knowledge learned during their training as teachers. This seems to 

justify their great interest in learning teaching techniques that can be put into practice in the 

classroom and that supposedly guarantee student’s learning during their initial training. 

Throughout the duration of the semester, we sought to deconstruct these concepts in 

the Didactics course because, as Stenhouse (1998) argues, students, classes, and teaching 
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situations are unique and, therefore, it is neither possible to predict the type of action that 

needs to be used nor the type of knowledge needed to account for particular situations in the 

classroom. Hence, we tried to reflect upon the role of the teacher through studying texts, 

debating, and discussing to challenge student-teachers to reflect and position themselves 

critically on various topics. When analysing student-participants’ end-of-semester work, we 

noticed that a change had occurred in the student’s perception because many of them had 

understood that the teacher’s role goes beyond the mere transmission of content. 

An example of this is a student-teacher’s commentary stating that it is necessary to 

“evaluate the student's learning process during classes and not only evaluate the student's 

assessments. Thus, it is also possible to evaluate the teacher's performance”3. It can be argued 

that this understanding of evaluation is perceived as a two-way path through which the teacher 

will also evaluate and reflect on his or her work, and may promote changes that may improve 

the teaching and learning processes. This understanding is supported by Freire (2016), when 

he affirms that by reflecting critically on today's practice, the teacher can perfect the practice 

of tomorrow. Expanding on the idea of reflection as a way to improve oneself and embrace 

the idea of building knowledge about teaching, Pimenta and Ghedin (2012, p. 43)state that the 

teacher can produce knowledge from practice provided that in the course of his or her 

investigations he or she intentionally reflects upon it, considering the results obtained with the 

support of theory. Hence, upon reflecting on his or her practice, the teacher will not only 

improve his or her actions, he or she will also build knowledge about teaching. It is possible to 

overcome the limits of technical rationality because the role of the teacher is not confined to 

applying techniques and theories; rather, the teacher is also capable of producing knowledge. 

In doing so, their professional teaching identity takes a new, richer form. 

The reflection on practice itself, as proposed by Schön (2000), is a first step towards 

overcoming the model based on technical rationality, seeking to advance students’ autonomy 

(Feitosa & Dias, 2017). However, we must recognise the need to expand this type of 

reflection, extrapolating the limits of the classroom, trying to understand the complexities 

involved in teaching. Authors such as Contreras (2012) and Pimenta and Ghedin (2012), have 

theorised on this subject, namely the reflection about the practice, suggesting that it is so 

fundamental that it establishes a type of identity to the teacher; that is, a teacher who is a 

critical and reflective individual. 
                                                           
3 In this paper, we have translated all participants’ quotations from Portuguese into English.  



                                                                         e-ISSN 1980-6248 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1980-6248-2017-0008 

 

 

 Pro-Posições | Campinas, SP | V. 30 | e20170008 | 2019   12/22 

 

In the analysis of the final work carried out by student-participants, it was possible to 

identify, besides the recognition for the need to incorporate reflection into pedagogical 

practice, the necessity to critically position oneself on different aspects of teaching. Also, 

criticisms about the traditional model of teaching was unanimous on the part of student-

participants, and some emphasised that such a model promotes submission and acquiescence, 

and as such “the student does not learn to transform reality”. 

We note in our analysis that although their criticisms were directly related to classroom 

situations, and disregarded the educational context in a broader sense, it can be argued that 

this is an improvement if compared to their positioning at the beginning of the semester. That 

is, their critical positioning was practically non-existent. Thus, the critical and reflective 

attitude seems to develop during the unfolding of the course and in the early years of teacher 

education, allowing a broader and richer understanding of the educational context and of 

teaching. 

In addition to understanding the importance of a critical and reflective attitude in 

teaching, most of the student-participants seem to have also perceived the need to stimulate 

the development of such an attitude in their future students. Being critical and developing a 

critical attitude in Others are characteristics of Gur-Ze’ev’s “improviser-teacher”. Thus, some 

participants have stated that “it is important for the teacher to ask questions about the topic 

that is being addressed so that students position themselves in relation to what has been said”; 

also, they affirmed that learning is “creating a critical position about some topic” or “is 

discovering different ways of interpreting reality itself”. It is interesting to note that one 

student-participant mentioned that when she takes a teaching position “she would develop 

activities in which students could position themselves critically in the face of historical facts”.  

In the same vein, another student states: “We would do an interdisciplinary project so 

that teaching has a holistic perspective, for the understanding of reality, enabling the 

formulation of critical-reflective knowledge, valuing the teaching-learning process”. 

These statements are evidences that prospective teachers, our student-participants, 

recognise that being a teacher is much more than simply transmitting content; rather, it is also 

about contributing to the formation of critical individuals, who can understand their reality 

and position themselves critically towards various issues. As such, it can be argued that the 

activities developed intentionally in the Didactics course during the semester seem to have 
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contributed to the fact that our students felt challenged to position themselves critically and, at 

the same time, to realise the importance of challenging their students to be critical too. In 

other words, the activities developed in this course helped with the emergence and 

development of “improviser-teachers”. 

 

The recognition of the other 

The analysis of the statements provided by the students demonstrated that changes 

occurred regarding their perceptions and concepts of student identity during the semester. It 

can be argued that this change is due to the activities developed during the course because 

they provoked reflections based on questions about the role of students and of teaching, as 

well as about learning processes. 

At the beginning of the semester, most of the student-teachers referred to pupils as a 

homogeneous group, not recognising individuals as unique beings. In connection to this, they 

noted that it was important to know the group they would work with well to enable them to 

adapt their teaching styles to this group. For instance, one student-participant mentioned that 

“knowing the class is fundamental, if the class is very agitated or quieter... we have to be 

flexible, able to adapt, we must not to be rigid, and end up losing control”. Another student-

participant reinforces this idea by stating that to be a good teacher it is necessary “to know the 

group with which he or she will work, to have a plan, to know the reality and social conditions 

of the students of that area or community so that he or she can adapt to them”. 

Further, those student-participants who do refer to the pupil and not the class, 

manifest the importance of knowing the group in order to adapt and be able to teach them. 

Thus, they affirm that in order to be able to teach, it is necessary “to know the students’ 

profile and to try as much as possible to adapt the teaching to this profile”; “To know their 

students, to know the best way to teach the content that will be conveyed and also to plan 

lessons that draw the students’ attention and interest in the subject”; “Knowing the 

individuals, knowing their limitations, their realities and their goals”; “Knowing who the 

individual is, so that he or she can adapt the content to his reality”. 

The student-participants' responses at the beginning of the semester demonstrate that 

it is necessary to know the pupils and their reality in order to plan teaching activities in such a 

way that everyone stays interested and learns the contents. This perception is in line with the 
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initial understanding of the students-participants that students have characteristics, interests, 

limitations, and so on, but do not have knowledge that could be shared. In their view, it is the 

teacher that holds the knowledge and it is his or her responsibility to pass it on to the students 

as best as he or she can. In other words, it is possible to perceive that the ideas of the student-

teachers are aligned with directive pedagogy, according to which, as Becker (2012, p.17) 

indicates, the teacher, representative of the social environment or the educational system, of 

the school, and of the curriculum in which the course is taught, determines that the student is 

a tabula rasa to all new content. 

The student-participants' answers at the end of the semester show changes in their 

understanding of their pupils. Some seem to have overcome the idea of homogeneity and 

come to recognize that “each student has their own potentialities and difficulties and this must 

be taken into account”. They also recognize that personal experiences are different and 

therefore “we come to school with our own experiences, and our way of being in the world is 

what will determine how we will learn and seek knowledge”. They also point out that we 

“should consider people, take into consideration their life histories as well as their 

knowledge”. These comments demonstrate that one must understand the differences that 

constitute each human being, and that these have implications for the school, which means 

that they must be considered by the teacher. 

At the end of the semester, student-teachers emphasised an aspect that should be 

considered by the teacher when planning his or her classes; that is, the recognition that 

students are individuals who have knowledge. In other words, the “improviser-teacher”, as 

conceived by Gur-Ze’ev (2007), understands the importance of considering and respecting the 

Other in the Other’s otherness. In their answers, the student-participants affirmed that “the 

student already has knowledge and a life history; this is not a privilege of the teacher”, and that 

“the teacher must take into account the knowledge of students”. Thus, it could be said that 

some of the concepts that were manifested at the beginning of the semester began to be 

revised, as, for example, the initial idea of the student as a tabula rasa. 

Understanding that students have knowledge implies that student-teachers must 

ascribe new meanings to teaching and learning, because they must reflect upon the idea of 

teaching as being the mere transmission of knowledge from teacher to student. Evidence for 

this can be found in their answers. For instance, they affirm that “to teach is to construct 
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knowledge with the student and to learn is to construct and to rebuild the knowledge with the 

teacher/educator”, “to teach is to develop knowledge with the student, using logical 

connections of reasoning, and with the teacher taking on the role of mediator, allowing for the 

exchange of knowledge between teacher and students, and vice versa”. 

The perception that teaching is a one-way street, from teacher to student, seems to 

have changed as student-participants came to understand that “teaching, for both teacher and 

student, is a two-way street, where knowledge becomes effective and real, for teacher and for 

student, simultaneously.” Furthermore, according to student-participants “teaching and 

learning are related because there has to be a sharing of knowledge and experiences. The 

teacher, as a mediator of learning, must be able to recognise and respect the student's reality to 

find the best way to share knowledge”. The responses of the student-participants are 

corroborated by Freire and Faundez (2011), who affirm that it is not possible to conceive that 

teachers can teach without also learning something; so that if they teach, they must learn. That 

is to say, this is a two-way street, as was recognized by the students. 

The new understanding about pupils, and consequently about the processes of 

teaching and learning at the end of the semester, demonstrates that student-participants seem 

to be departing from the idea that teaching is the mere transmission of content to the students 

and are starting to gain an awareness of the importance of giving opportunities to students to 

assume a more prominent role in the classroom. Student-participants’ answers provide us with 

evidence for this, for instance: one of them claims that if he was a teacher today “the student 

would be the protagonist in class most of the time.” Another one emphasizes that “he would 

bring contents to the context of the student, making the class more dynamic so that the 

development of knowledge takes place and the student stops having a supporting-actor role to 

become the main actor”.  

Thus, it is possible to show that during the unfolding of the semester ideas related to 

content transmission were gradually being replaced by richer ones based on the joint-

development of knowledge. In short, it is possible to perceive a departure from the 

presuppositions of directive pedagogy (Becker, 2012), since they can recognize that students 

are not a tabula rasa; that is, students come to school with knowledge and experiences that 

need to be considered by the teacher when planning activities. Student-teachers came to 
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realise that knowledge cannot be transmitted but is constructed together in the relationship 

between teacher and pupils, in which both parties learn something. 

 

The classroom as a space for exchanges and dialogue 

In the assessment at the beginning of the semester, the importance of dialogue and 

exchanges in class is not present in the answers of most students.  This might be due to 

student-teachers, at this early stage, understanding that the teacher is responsible for 

transmitting knowledge to pupils and for this to take place he or she must learn different 

techniques of teaching to make it possible to “catch the pupils' attention during class”. 

Further, it is up to the teacher to decide the content that is to be transmitted. 

This understanding is directly connected to the model of technical rationality, 

according to which, as Contreras (2012, p. 90) defines it, professional practice consists of the 

instrumental solution of problems by applying a previously available theoretical and technical 

knowledge that comes from scientific research. In fact, the understanding evidenced in the 

answers of the majority of the prospective-teacher participants at the beginning of the 

Didactics course is that they will learn techniques that will be applied when teaching, and 

which supposedly will meet the demands of the classroom. 

A few responses point to another direction. One student-participant, for instance, 

states that it is necessary “to facilitate interaction, to provoke students, to learn from students, 

to make the classroom a space for experience”. In the same perspective, another student 

emphasizes that it is up to the teacher to “make room during the lesson, even when 

expository, for reflection and dialogue with the students”. These few answers are different 

from the others and allow a much richer meaning to teaching and the dynamics in the 

classroom. 

The analysis of student-participants’ answers provided by the assessment at the end of 

the semester demonstrated an understanding of the importance of dialogue in the classroom, 

which can be triggered through the interaction between teacher and pupils and between pupils 

themselves, establishing space for questioning and activities that stimulate discussion. Students 

have reflected upon the idea that only the teacher has knowledge proposing instead that pupils 

also have knowledge that can be shared. As we have mentioned before, in order for the Gur-

Ze’ev’s “improviser-teacher” to emerge and develop there is a need for spaces that encourage 
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dialogue and criticism—dialogue with the Other and criticism of external issues as well as self-

criticism.  

Most of the student-participants say that they would break with the traditional model 

of teaching, in which the teacher is the protagonist, seeking to create a space for exchanges 

and dialogue between peers. They suggest that “instead of the traditional lesson, the teacher 

can organise a seminar, distributing texts on a particular topic and dividing pupils into groups 

to discuss their ideas.” When asked what they would do if they had to give a class, they 

commented that: “I would encourage pupils to participate… and classroom discussion would 

take up the majority of the time”; “I would prioritise a more open model, perhaps focusing on 

seminars and research. I would encourage interaction between individuals, help with the 

development of knowledge; thus, engaging a larger number of students”; “I would pass an 

introductory video... or ask the students to read a book, so that everyone would talk about it 

later… so that the class would become more interactive”. This means that the importance of 

establishing a favourable atmosphere for pupils to ask questions seems to have been 

recognized by the students. This understanding is corroborated by Freire and Faundez (2011) 

who argue that the construction of all knowledge begins with a question and that teachers 

should, first of all, teach pupils to ask questions. But this is not what usually happens, as 

teachers bring answers without pupils having even posed a question. 

This understanding is similar to the situation in a traditional classroom that student-

participants were asked to analyse in their final assessment. They criticised pupils for not 

asking questions; for instance: “no one asks questions and the teacher does not care if pupils 

are understanding the content properly”; “pupils should also state their doubts”; “There is 

little interaction with pupils, and only the teacher speaks”; “The teacher talks and the pupils 

listen.” This criticism is corroborated by Freire and Faundez (2011) who affirm that teaching 

has forgotten the importance of questioning; and that both teachers and pupils have forgotten 

about this. Student-participants also affirmed that if teachers were to analyse the situation, 

then the lesson would be more interactive; they would encourage debates on specific topics, 

stimulate the participation of pupils and would give room for questioning. Thus, it is hoped 

that when these student-participants take their positions as teachers, they will be able to put 

into practice the knowledge constructed throughout the course regarding the understanding of 

the classroom as a space for dialogue, exchange of experiences and questioning. 
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Conclusion 

At the beginning of the Didactics course, our idea was to propose experiences during 

the semester that could promote a “thinking about” attitude in our students, to challenge them 

to revise their concepts about teaching and about the profession in light of the theory, so that 

they could achieve broader and richer levels of conceptualisation. We understand that this can 

greatly contribute to the constitution of their professional teaching identity. 

The analysis of the study’s corpus evidenced significant changes in the students' initial 

concepts, which are in line with the a priori categories based on Gur-Ze’ev’s theory of counter-

education and “improviser-teacher”. Thus, the categories considered in this study are: (1) 

Critical positioning; (2) The recognition of the other; (3) The classroom as a space for 

exchanges and dialogue. There is remarkable evidence from the analysed data demonstrating 

that the activities developed in the Didactics course helped with the emergence of what Gur-

Ze’ev would call the “improviser-teacher”. That is, the kind of teacher that encourages 

criticism and self-criticism, that recognises the importance of considering the Other for 

education, and that recognises the importance of dialogical spaces for this to happen.  

Gur-Ze’ev’s theories – counter-education and the ‘improviser-teacher’ – help us 

understand the importance of some fundamental characteristics that need to be present in 

education and developed by teachers if education is to be effective, forming individuals who 

are critical of their reality and of their own attitude, respectful of Others, and that are engaged 

in the development of dialogical spaces. All these aspects have implications that go beyond the 

classroom and school; that is to say, it can be argued that they encourage ethical and political 

attitudes based on critical thinking, respect for differences, and the creation of democratic 

structures that support them. Therein lies the importance of Gur-Ze’ev’s “counter-education” 

and “improviser-teacher” theories.  
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