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We are currently experiencing major social and cultural changes that 

lead to different modes of relationship between individuals and the world in 
general, and knowledge production and acquisition in particular. The crisis 
of reason as the principal form of comprehension of phenomena, and the 
consequent emergence of new paradigmatic configurations, especially in the 
social sciences; the insistent demand for recognition in unique, 
circumscribed socio-cultural manifestations; and the proliferation of 
resources for the recording, control and dissemination of information entail a 
need for a review of the production of knowledge in education and 
educational practices. 

Changing forms of apprehension of the world and knowledge 
construction, generated by what Lévy (1990) calls “fundamental modes of 
social management of knowledge” (oral and written language, printing, and 
information technology), produce different configurations of knowledge and 
hence entirely new cognitive patterns. 

Since we are no longer committed to the ideals fore grounded in the 
positivist rationalist model of gradual enlightenment and approximation to 
truth, we become increasingly involved with the trend towards global 
unification, no longer driven by uniformity but by the goal of ethical respect 
for unique manifestations and cultural diversity.  

Totalizing discourse is replaced by the need for contextualized 
understanding, so as to preserve circumscribed characteristics of human 
groups, and social and physical environments. The idea gathers momentum 
that we are not lost in chaos or in a Tower of Babel but building up 
knowledge of a world, not with a single meaning for everyone but with many 
meanings, like dialects with their own grammar and syntax (Vattimo, 1991) 
that can be understood from the standpoint of a micropolitical approach 
(Guattari, 1991; 1992). 

Given this demand for recognition by unique manifestations, and given 
the different relations with knowledge, the educational context must be 
reappraised, with a view to evaluating the possibility of including individuals 
whose needs and personal characteristics are increasingly differentiated. 

Thus it is necessary to undertake a systematic study of the 
phenomenon in its two forms. On the one hand, we need to understand these 
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subjects, exploring what characterizes them as members, actual or excluded, 
of contemporary society, and how society affects them so as to alter their 
cognitive processes, forms of expression and affective manifestations. On 
the other, this understanding must be compared and contrasted with the 
educational environments in which these individuals are placed, and where 
(in Brazil at least) a notorious crisis and lack of resources prevails, requiring 
constant modifications so that they can take account of the new reality.  

 case I focus in this paper on a unique, but no less important, involving 
cooperation between a university and a primary school1 to develop a project 
devoted to studying the possibility of systematically and consistently catering 
for students with a range of differentiated potentials. It is important to stress 
that this is the only project of its kind in Brazil, and that it differs from the 
approach to special education normally adopted by our schools, in that it 
caters for individuals with an above-average performance in addition to the 
usual attention paid to children with learning difficulties. 

It is in this regard, in catering for above-average potential, that this 
project is unique and stands as an accusation against the grave failings of 
our educational system, which takes reasonable care of those with learning 
disturbances but is apathetic about individuals considered privileged 
because of their giftedness. 

It is important to go beyond mere description of the experience. By 
clarifying the ways in which educational provision falls short of what is 
needed and attempting to fill the gaps, we can elucidate the potential for 
building ties between universities — the locus for reorganizing theory — and 
schools — the locus of praxis — to create the conditions for an equally 
necessary consolidation of the links between educational theory and 
practice, a conspicuously problematical area in this field of knowledge. 

 
The dilemma of differentiated education 
 
One of the difficulties in catering for gifted students relates to the 

requirement that education be democratic. The goal of making differential 
provisions for different potentials could be said to run counter to this 
requirement. Gallagher (1985) acknowledges that this issue is debated in 
several countries worldwide, underscoring its polemical nature especially 
when education for gifted children is at stake. In some countries, the 
consensus is that strict obedience of the democratic principle of equal 
access to education for all means systematically avoiding discrimination or 
elitism of any kind throughout the educational system. In others, provision of 
differentiated learning opportunities tailored to individual needs is 
considered perfectly suited to such democratic educational principles, since 
this effectively ensures equality of conditions for all. 

In Brazil, as in other countries with similar conditions, periods of 
democracy alternate, more frequently than we would wish, with periods of 
dictatorship, obliging us continuously to recommence the construction of 
citizenship. At times, therefore, our understanding of what equal opportunity 
means is mistaken, and this problem is aggravated by constant and 
generalized deprivation affecting the majority of the population. The 
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underprivileged do indeed require immediate solutions, and as a result the 
needs of gifted individuals are often unfairly pushed into the background, 
although they too require educational environments that match their specific 
needs and potential. 

The educational system therefore implicitly absorbs a common 
prejudice regarding gifted children, assuming that individuals who are 
already privileged by possessing exceptional ability and higher potential are 
capable of fulfilling this potential on their own account, without needing any 
assistance to do so. 

Contrary to this assumption, our own position resembles that of 
Freeman (1992), who states: “Every child needs mental and physical 
nourishment in order for ability to flourish: where the appropriate facilities for 
learning are missing, so too are recognizably gifted children. The prevalence 
of noted giftedness is related to the educational situation in different regions 
or countries.” 

We therefore advocate the need to create an adequate context in 
which potentials of varying degrees have the best opportunity to develop. 
This is the aim with which the program described below was implemented, 
as a means for ongoing, systematic study of the practice of alternative 
education that can deal with abilities, which the dominant educational 
system does not normally take into account. 

 
The experience of cooperation: identifying gaps and attempting 

to overcome hurdles 
 
The university-school cooperation program in question began nine 

years ago. It originated by request of a school which, since about three 
years after its foundation in 1970, had been persuaded by some of the more 
curious, demanding and quick to learn among its students to face the 
challenge of providing resources that are compatible with their needs. 

Teachers and supervisors, supported by management, first responded 
to these demands with a series of initiatives, from special classes to 
streams for gifted children who were allowed to move faster through the 
school curriculum. But within the confines of the school, these attempts 
systematically ran up against a number of problems, such as how to 
establish criteria for differentiated treatment and how to deliver resources 
that matched the needs in question and would be acceptable to a community 
which, to say the least, is insensitive to the requirements of more gifted 
students. 

A relevant example of such difficulties is the legislation (when there is 
any) which contradicts such initiatives and explicitly presents prejudices that 
must be dealt with on a daily basis, inhibiting any endeavor to cater for this 
contingent, which is deemed to be privileged by definition. 

Furthermore, at that time the issues involved had only just begun to be 
studied in an isolated manner by a few academics (Rosemberg, 1973; 
Barros Santos, 1978; Novaes, 1979). This li terature focused on the need for 
comprehension of some personal characteristics of gifted individuals, but 
discussed procedures only in a generic manner without providing any 
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significant indication of educational solutions, because of the lack of a 
specifi c context, in contrast with our own experience. This situation reflected 
a common syndrome, arising from the gap between the cumulative 
acquisition of knowledge and the experience of educational practitioners. 

 
The failure of cumulative knowledge to feed into praxis  
 
Incomplete, unsatisfactory relationships between practitioners and 

scientists, especially in education, permeate the activities of both groups, 
creating obstacles to the development of knowledge domains and to 
enhancements in educational practice. 

The problem is often justified by a variety of arguments, from the 
scientific nature of social science and educational theory, to the fact that the 
knowledge acquired, whether or not it is considered from the standpoint of 
more or less strictly scienti fic principles, is unlikely to fulfill the needs of the 
practitioners in their search for elucidation. The considerable complexity of 
educational praxis speaks against the usefulness of acquired knowledge, 
which is fragmented and not easily accessible. This leads educators to 
resort, after several attempts, to a “logic of experimentation, disappointment 
and abdication” (Hédoux, 1994). In other words, even in the notoriously rare 
cases when educators gain access to the latest discoveries in their field, 
they are found to return to them repeatedly and with frustration, experiencing 
only disappointment at the realization that the scope of practical experience, 
which the theory is supposed to inform, systematically outstrips the 
acquisition of knowledge, which is always partial. As a result, they abandon 
the attempt to use this source of enlightenment and possible solutions. 

As I have discussed elsewhere (Cupertino 1995a, 1995b), the 
discrepancies between theory and practice offer an undesirable opportunity 
for similarly diverging tendencies by practitioners in the attempt to 
understand students. “When faced by this impasse, we tend to ‘forget’ the 
theory and will often fall back on good old common sense. Alternatively, we 
may resort to incompatible concepts or opposite theories (...) In other cases, 
we behave as if the client or student facing us really is what the books say 
they are supposed to be. We overlook the fact that our theories are based 
on mental elaborations, abstractions or constructs which do not correspond 
to a concrete ‘reality’. For the sake of coherence, we give opt for the 
concept rather than experience, the theoretical framework instead of the 
person”. (Cupertino, 1995a, op. cit.) 

This situation shows the need to reconfigure research in education so 
as to involve practitioners in the process of knowledge production (Lather, 
1992; Collins, 1992; Sears, 1992) and ensure a dialectical relationship 
between theory and practice. 

This key step equally involves academics, educators and students, in 
a recurrent process of productive collaboration. By not being involved merely 
in processes that entail forecasting and control, researcher-practitioners will 
aim at understanding, emancipation and deconstruction of experiences as a 
means to describe phenomena. 
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Thus, in this confluence between theory and practice, between doing 
and researching, it will be possible to establish the necessary room for 
cooperation between universities and schools. 

To build this bridge between cumulative knowledge and practice, it wi ll 
be necessary to some degree to review the concept of “pure” science, 
developed in an academic environment with no links to the practice into 
which it is supposed to feed. The alternative, currently being developed, is to 
see science as having to develop in a given context, where it is linked to 
practice as the best possible place for deconstruction and analysis. This 
position has been advocated since it became clear that the rational 
positivist paradigm has collapsed as an exclusive framework for 
apprehending real-world phenomena, leading to the introduction of 
alternative research methodologies designed to deal with the new reality.  

Praxis now comes to the fore as a locus for research and a source of 
contextualized knowledge, forcibly leading to a transition whereby the 
university must rethink its objectives and to a certain extent return to its 
original function as a place for discovery and consolidation of original 
perspectives. It has gradually lost this status owing to the increasing 
demands of specialization, and the establishment of a routine designed 
more for reproduction than production of knowledge (Demo, 1994). 

Elimination of an existing process of isolation creates an obligation to 
produce original knowledge. The usefulness of such knowledge, as 
distinguished from the purely academic measures based on what Lather 
(1992) calls “methodolatry”, can be evaluated in terms of the benefits 
afforded to the community, which should appraise its worth jointly with 
academia. The university, which used to be walled up in a position of distant 
objectivity, is gradually occupying a space defined by approximation to the 
places in which praxis is developed. Meanwhile, in order for the school to 
guarantee the credibility of its practices, it is opening up to the outside world 
and equipping its professionals to conduct research, in face of the risk of 
navigating without the help of any fundamental criteria. 

With these arguments in mind, let us now take a look at the case 
study, which provides a clear example of the process I have propounded. 

 
The creation of multiple possibilities of cooperation 
 
When the school found itself lost, without criteria for establishing 

guidelines and isolated because of the lack of information to adequately 
underpin its activities, it did not give up but decided to approach the 
problem systematically by calling on the assistance of teachers and students 
of a graduate course in psychology. 2 The university, on the other hand, 
willingly took the opportunity to work with this specific contingent in a single 
location, expecting the experience to enrich the psychology course without 
requiring a demanding process of contacts and negotiations with outside 
institutions. Moreover, the joint participation of university teachers and 
students in the project would enable the entire team to reflect upon the roles 
of the various professionals involved in such an initiative, offering them a 
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model for understanding the interdisciplinary functioning of the intervention 
itself. 

The problem of catering for gifted students, approached as if it were a 
laboratory for research, presented a promising opportunity for both, school 
and university. We were faced with a typical situation of possible 
manifestations of differentiated potentials and unique forms of existence, 
with all the implications involved for the educational system, on which they 
imposed their characteristics and from which they could receive 
encouragement or constraint. 

Relevant knowledge can be extracted from the experience, permitting 
explicit action and reflection upon it, thereby deepening and enhancing 
teachers’ and students’ grasp of the subjects taught in the university. 
Through this process, originally triggered by a need to characterize the 
clientele in question, under a request which we felt perfectly qualified to 
fulfill, we gradually established closer and closer links, and these extended 
to other areas. 

With the support of educators, we began preparing differentiated 
course material to cater for students we identified as having high ability. We 
formed a multidisciplinary team of managers, psychologists, educators and 
teachers to conduct research into leading-edge educational facilities. 
Together with the school supervisors, psychologists acted as facilitators in 
counseling meetings with parents of the children who took part in the 
program, and were later also invited to participate in some of the meetings 
with parents of other children.  

As a result of the need to expand the program, groups were set up at 
the university to train and supervise professionals who wanted to do clinical 
and teaching work with this contingent. In the clinical area, members of the 
team and trainees began to offer their services to the whole community, in 
order to assess and orient individuals with special talents and/or high ability.  

The university was interested in systematizing the knowledge 
produced, while the school wanted ongoing assessment of the new praxis 
introduced. Thus the university coordinated constant research work, which 
was systematically disseminated through attendance by team members at 
congresses in Brazil and abroad. This participation began to move us 
towards organizing our own events, initially sparsely attended but currently 
with a significant number of participants (1,400 at the latest, held in 1993), 
including both lay people and professionals pursuing specialization. We 
joined international associations, requested supervision by organizations in 
other countries where knowledge in this field is more highly developed, and 
promoted exchange activities. 

We began offering specialization courses for graduates, leading to the 
establishment of a line of research on the development of human potential, 
as part of the official program awarding a Master’s degree in Education. 
This has produced dissertations on the subject and thereby provided a more 
solid basis for the entire project. 

The project, which has been the subject of media reports (magazines, 
newspapers, TV and radio), is now a yardstick throughout Brazil in the field 
of education for gifted children. We receive a steady stream of students from 
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other universities and secondary schools to apply for help in preparing 
academic papers and similar work. 

The experience has not been without its hitches, although a brief 
summary such as this one may give that impression. At times, seemingly 
interminable negotiations had to be conducted to administer the spaces 
occupied by the different components of the project. Jealousy, differences of 
opinion, retreats and reconstructions — all the characteristic stumbling 
blocks that crop up in human relationships have been experienced, to be 
overcome only thanks to the positive achievements of a project that visibly 
makes incessant progress. 

The project continues even though it has been implemented and 
consolidated. But it is now possible to take a closer look at specific aspects 
and components, which I shall exemplify briefly in the form of highlights. Let 
me stress that my aim is not to discuss what happens but how it happens. I 
want to focus on the processes triggered in everyone involved — students, 
professionals, academics, and above all the community.  

 
 
Some of the outstanding achievements are self-evident. We are 

building up a psychological and pedagogical understanding of the contingent 
in question, together with research on the educational facilities required to 
cater for its needs. This is no more than is expected of us, of our specific 
function in the institutional context, but it is a major contribution precisely for 
that reason. However, the most important aspect of this experience over 
time turns out to be not just the attempt to close the gap between theory and 
practice in education, but the transformation of some basic cultural values 
relating to prejudice about special education for those with so-called 
“superior” ability. To put it another way, through this joint work, which other 
institutions see as a yardstick, we believe that we are gradually creating a 
framework approach to education for gifted children, to replace the prejudice 
and discrimination that existed hitherto. 

To some extent, this has happened because of the possibility of 
addressing some of the obstacles that produce this lack of provision for 
talented individuals, arising out of a confluence of several ambivalences 
regarding the need for special education, and of clarifying the role of the 
university in making it possible, through a study of this praxis, to implement 
and consolidate a solid, consistent program in this field. For all these 
reasons, this isolated initiative has particular significance in the Brazilian 
context because it offers solutions to some of the nation’s educational 
shortcomings and presents suggestions that can be used in other areas, 
countries or regions. 

Another key benefit of this cooperative program — possibly one of the 
richest — is the experience of working according to an interdisciplinary 
approach, understood here as an attitude “of seeking alternative ways to 
know more and better; an attitude of wait-and-see in the face of 
unconsummated acts; of formality which induces an exchange and a 
dialogue with identical peers, with anonymous peers, with oneself; of humility 
in the face of one’s own limited knowledge; of perplexity in the face of the 
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possibility of unearthing new knowledge; of seeing what is new as a 
challenge, of seeing the need to redesign the old as a challenge; an attitude 
of involvement with and commitment to projects and the people involved in 
them; a commitment, therefore, to always teach in the best way possible; an 
attitude of responsibility but above all of fun and vivacity, revelation and 
encounter — in short, of life” (Fazenda, 1991). 

As I said at the outset, we believe that we are laying the foundation for 
a micropolitical approach which is effectively capable of bringing about 
change and of accommodating unique manifestations expressed by 
differentiated potentials. More often than not, the inevitable discord and 
differences of opinion, which may at first seem burdensome, become 
dynamic and productive, constituting an environment in which it is possible 
to “learn by doing” under constantly shifting conditions. This is an essential 
capability for educators in today’s world. 
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1Here it is in  order to define what is  meant by a school.  This is  a private educational 
establishment in Brazil,  with some 200,000 students attending the full  range of basic education 
from preschool through senior high school,  at  several  different locations and campuses  
throughout the country.  The project  on which I  focus here,  however,  is  confined to the ci ty of  



 10 

                                                                                                                                                        
São Paulo and surrounding areas, including 16 primary schools and some 700 gifted children 
per year who are involved in a diversified range of activities. 
2It s hould be noted that  in  our  case this  process  was faci l i ta ted by the fact  that  both the school  
and the universi ty in quest ion are subordinated to the same governing body and endowment,  
so that  resource allocation and an exchange of professionals are made re lat ively easy. 


