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I must, in the first place, thank for the honor of being invited to speak in this Assembly and acknowledge my pleasure for having the opportunity to collaborate with ICET once again and to do so in the prestigious UNIFOR. The pleasure is even greater when we are able to get together in the dear and beautiful city of Fortaleza.

The central theme of this meeting – Local and global perspectives and changes in teacher education – brings up the issues of identities, identifications, individualities and differences, and inevitably makes us establish some comparisons and inquiries. On the one hand, a global perspective – or putting it in a simpler way, globalization – implies approximation, likeliness. On the other, the idea of a local perspective suggests the setting of cultural boundaries. This is, no doubt about it, a real challenge, although I do not think we can apply, in this case, Toynbee’s vision of challenge-response. Rather than a response, which we are constantly seeking, this theme posits reflections and raises questionings.

Would it make any sense to assume a unique global perspective for the education of teachers in the varied contexts of Brazil, France, United States and Namibia? However, if we consider more attentively the tight bonds linking education with social communication, shall we not identify a commonality underneath social realities so apparently diverse?

Maybe one of the professional vices of the teacher of History of Education is the belief that comparing, questioning or even understanding social phenomena (in this particular case, education) will only make any sense after the knowledge of the origin of facts. And these vices are even worse when this teacher also teaches Philosophy. As we all know, the Philosophy teacher is involved, above all other things, with concepts, meanings and signifiers. Thus, our proposal is to trigger out the discussion. If we are to address the formation of educators, educational main agents, let us start with the primary action – education.

1. Education: perennial or contextual?

The discussion surrounding the perennity or contextuality in education is an open philosophical issue. It is not our intention to resolve it here for, among other reasons, the complexity of this argumentation would exceed our limitations. Let us just remind that education is not only ruled but is defined by values. Consequently, this discussion passes through the axiological terrain.

On one side we see ranked those thinkers who conceive education’s values and goals as perennial, fixed, immutable, almost sharing a Kantian idealism. So, education’s goals would be the accomplishment of great objectives like perfection, happiness, truth, and so forth. The difference between search and/or making these values effective in diversified and multiple societies in different historical epochs would be merely interpretative, leading educators to approach or to “work” on values in different ways.

On the other extreme are those philosophers who are predominantly pragmatic, who understand values as time-space products related to the efficacy of actions, targeted to the good of society. As a consequence, each culture and each epoch would have their own corresponding values.

The immediate unfolding is that education will be basically envisaged from the same perspective. If values last eternally, education is perennial in the effort to achieve its goals; if, on the other hand, values are contextual, education is conditioned by them. 

One truth is undeniable, though: education exists with the man and the matter of the educator and his formation must be regarded as an anthropological-existential phenomenon. 

This will bring us back to the central issue of this assembly – local and global perspectives and their impact in the task of educating teachers.

2. Global perspective = globalization?

Are these two words semantic equivalents? Shall it be true that a global perspective homogenizes the axiological and behavioral patterns?

We live in an increasingly bigger and paradoxically closer world. The moment we come to know of regions that a few decades ago were absolutely unknown to us, new transportation and communication media take us to those once remote region; is this the so called globalization?

Globalization is broad and includes several socio-cultural fields and, naturally, education. It is characterized by the revolution and acceleration of technological processes, by the expansion of the international commerce and capital flows. It results, generally speaking, in the formation of economic blocks and competitive corporations and arrangements.

In this context, education interconnects with the processes and media of communication. This is easy to understand, once education has as its main and almost exclusive vehicle language in all its modalities. The mass media then spread and impose languages, expressions, postures, attitudes and values which, at the end of the day, will result in uniformization. Although the term “globalization” is relatively recent, the idea behind it is not so. In the 19th century Alexis de Tocqueville, in a visit to the United States, made the following appreciation of the North-American society

When I survey this countless multitude of beings, shaped in each other's likeness (...) the sight of such universal uniformity saddens and chills me and I am tempted to regret that state of society which has ceased to be
.

That is evidently the vision of an European to whom the sharing of material and immaterial goods practiced by the North-American society, back in the 19th century, had a peculiar impact. This vision confirms, however, the lack of novelty of globalization while uniformity.

Authors like Baudrillard, for instance, (French like De Tocqueville, but our contemporary), understand  globalized culture as an extension of communication mass media that expands and reaches other cultures. In this sense, and going back to great technological cultures like North America’s, the media becomes the message, in which case reality is hyper-reality, making the United States a giant Disneyland built by technology.

Yet other authors, such as Frederic Jameson and Stuart Hall, regard globalization as a superstructure of political and economic ideologies. Less developed countries tend to imitate the more developed, which creates a series of conflicting reactions.

Still pursuing a characterization of globalization affecting education in a more direct way, it is worth considering the opinions of Molnar and Ellul.

The conquest of people through desires and aspirations, that is, through the “massification” of the self (whatever this may be) promotes the organization of an integrated behavior, imposed and manipulated by the system needs
.

Ellul adds, to characterize a “technological society” that 

Ancient societies used to adopt the character of men who composed them (...) This is no longer true. The process of massification occurs not because man is, by nature, a “mass being”. Man becomes “mass” due to the structure imposed upon him, because he is uncapable of enduring for a long time a situation of disagreement with his social environment
.
All these visions, however, some of which are rather radical, authorize us to think of an education which, at least in terms of the benefits of technology, shows a certain level of uniformity. This brings back the implicit question underlying our theme. Are we to prepare a “global” teacher, or are we to deal with teachers with regional and multiple identities?

      3.
Local perspective   =   cultural identity?

Information dissemination, the stimulation of new patterns of behavior, the velocity and intensity of changes may cause diversified reactions. Simultaneously we see emerge attitudes of identification with the new and yet attitudes of resistance (as to the latter, many speak of “cultural racism” or even of a “Chinese wall” built around our minds). Nevertheless, there are undeniable consequences such as a decrease in the level of alienation among certain social minorities (such as women, rural populations, etc.). These cultural changes are commanded by technology and its most important auxiliary process: communication.

The trend to imitate, proper to Mankind, stretches out to the social, although one frequently may see a bondage to tradition among some groups. Stuart Hall, for instance, provides the example of groups of immigrants that promptly adhere to consuming goods offered by the new groups and yet create linguistic and cultural associations, and even live in ghettos. Developed countries are facing this problem nowadays. (See what happens in France and Italy, among others).

At this point we could also have a glimpse at some other radical authors who speak of a Counter-culture on an Anti-Man culture.The former was concept  was introduced by  Kurt Vonnegut and the latter by Tesconi and Morris in the 70s, meaning by this that  Man would be drowned by technology (mainly the material aspects) and would l be lost culturally speaking.

Some countries, notwithstanding, search development through intelligent ways, transposing technology without losing their cultural identity. The world today admires a new model – India – which illustrates, with its incredible development, the possibility of maintaining cultural identity.

Is this the perspective we are looking after?

4. Time and space – tradition and innovation – the great system of education
Maybe we could, just to illustrate that there is almost nothing new in the epistemological discussion surrounding education, summarize the matter of formation of teachers in either a global or a local perspective with the aid of Durkheim’s vision. This author posed that education, from a social standpoint, consisted of transmitting the social heritage by means of conservation and renovation. This characteristic emphasizes the antinomy beneath the educational process. Conservation and renovation are antagonistic processes. How can one conciliate them if they are ontologically irreconcilable?

How can we form the teacher with his/her cultural heritage and at the same time prepare him or her, not only for the renovation waiting ahead, but also to be an agent of this renovation?

Let us see how this teacher will be “worked out” by the culture surrounding him which constitutes, in the last analysis, a great system. Could he or she be, at the same time, input and output? How are the big social systems and subsystems today?

5. The big systems and their deterioration

The study of these big systems have captured nowadays the attention of several authors. The perspectives sometimes vary. While some among them understand by great systems the technological societies, or the extensive power of certain nations (we may take the example of the United States, for the first case; and the Roman Empire to illustrate the second), others may adopt and follow the models of political/economic international conglomerates. The Italian thinker Roberto Vacca emerges in this scenario as perhaps the most original among all. In Vacca’s The Coming Middle Ages 
 the issue of the big systems is treated in a broad sense, which is, to our knowledge, perfectly adequate to education. According to this author, big systems degenerate with the corruption of their own engineering, that is to say, seeking to correct flaws through little amendments or by introducing isolated elements, strange to the structure.

To illustrate what happens with education and teacher education, the introduction of computers in the classroom by itself will not improve learning. Likewise, teaching informatics dissociated from other subjects will not transform a teacher into a better teacher, although computer is a necessary instrument, as were fountain-pens or ball-point pens in the past. The introduction of an isolated element in the context does not necessarily correct its faults; on the contrary, renders it confusing and contributes to its degenerative implosion. In recent times, it was common to try to “cure” education by adopting a new method of teaching, altering curriculum, adding or suppressing disciplines or, what is even worse, changing the names of the structures without changing their contents. This is, according to the social engineers, the greatest flaw. A big system can only improve through the reengineering of the system itself. In order to change teacher education, we must redefine the teacher’s role as a conservator and a renovator of culture. Roberto Vacca presents an interesting proposal in this regard. Teachers and researchers play both in the present times and in the years to come a role curiously similar to that played by the monks in medieval libraries. Would these scholars be mere copyists then, or would there be something else?

6. The teacher – an anthropological-existentialist approach

It should go to the institutions of education and research, presuming we are close to a Middle Age when intellectuality will be submerged by technology, the role of cultural repositories. Thus, teachers, researchers, educators in general would not be involved by products, but would not detach themselves from intellectual and investigative processes. This way, culture would be preserved.

In addition, it would be their task to identify distortions, functional defaults and propose solutions. These solutions would include administration, economy, the axiological direction of the big system. And the latter, the aspect of values, would have the function of  guiding all the others

According to the vision of Cultural Anthropology, the teacher would be a conservator and, at the same time, by means of his perception and personal creativity, would also be a renovator.

However, these propositions alone cannot simplify the problem; they make it, if anything, more complex. But they underline and help us pose some questions: what should be conserved and what should be renovated? How to renovate to an uncertain future? What teachers we will be preparing?

7. Do we train teachers for the present, or is the present past already?

We can only train teachers within the anthropological-cultural context we are in and which the teachers too partake. These are the values that guide our action and shall continue to guide it. However, we must provide these teachers with elements of flexibility that allow them to change. Here, reference is being made to the absorption and command of technology as process and product.

Going back to the matter of global or local perspectives, our choice is to work with a local perspective, leaving “openings” to the global. In other words, we could say that these openings are part of the technological values and the present is constituted of values, values which provide the cultural structure. Obviously, there is no tomorrow without the present. Education, thus, shall function as an open system, ready to interact with the cultural macro system.

We gave this lecture the title “Teacher education – system or adventure?” The fact that we have been so far presenting a systemic vision, which implies the knowledge of the phenomena and the praxis of education, does not exclude something essential for those who work with education and the formation of teachers: passion. Only those filled with this passion for education will make the system work and will involve themselves with human values and culture.

There are no doubts, however, about the fact that our work in educating teachers/educators is in the present and immediate. We should remind, at this point, that, no matter how complex this problem is, our concern means a step forward. As Albert Einstein says “The correct formulation of a problem is part of its solution”.

To finalize this presentation we recall two old stories which, from a local perspective, are perfectly applicable to Brazil. And who knows? Maybe they are applicable from a global perspective too.

One general of Napoleon’s army brought, when returning from the battlefield, the seeds of a rare flower. He gave them to his gardener who said – Sir, this flower takes a hundred years to bloom. And the general replied – In this case, plant them right away!

The second story refers to a foreign teacher who, in a visit to Oxford University in England asked the don – What is necessary to have a university like this? Answer – Three things: an outstanding  faculty, excellent administrative rules and eight hundred years.

We, Brazilians, have already surpassed the four hundred years. There is less than half of it left. If we begin our work immediately, education will flourish.
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