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First words first

This paper aims at discussing the development of 
Higher Mental Functions (HPF) in their relation to the 
education of children and adolescents with (or without) 
specific educational needs or disabilities in impover-
ished school contexts mostly in the outskirts of a large 
city (São Paulo) in Brazil. We show that certain circum-

stances might affect or hinder education, and more spe-
cifically the development of HMF, especially in times of 
the pandemics1, in a context that encompasses (1) the 
lack of financial means for families to support their chil-
dren’s distance learning in the current social-education-
al situation (imposed by COVID-19), for example, and 
where (2) schools and universities had to interrupt their 
activities for months in order to search for financial sup-

1 We refer to COVID 19 that has been considered a pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) that have urged everyone to stay 
at home in the early months of 2020 – and possibly until mid-2020 at least.
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port to try to provide students with computers and in-
ternet services for some educational work to be resumed. 
Nonetheless, in the outskirts of São Paulo, most teachers 
report not having any contact with 50% to 80% of their 
students during most of the school year, which initiated 
in March 2020, a couple of weeks before everyone was 
instructed to stay at home.

Moreover, lack of information about the pandemic and 
shady political stances, have led to other complications 
that affect education: teachers’ wages can now be cut down 
on the premise that if they are not going to school, they 
should not receive some of the benefits to which they were 
entitled. However, the decision to cut down on salaries 
does not take into account that teachers are using their 
own electricity, paying to upgrade their computer (appli-
cation) software and to have access to improved internet 
services in order to work with students. There is no finan-
cial benefit from the part of the government for this. Let 
us clarify that we are speaking of people who sometimes 
earn between one and two minimum salaries per month2 
for a teaching position of twenty hours per week — which 
means at least 10 more hours of planning, correcting and 
marking tasks on a regular week (one that has not been 
affected by the pandemics). Let us clarify further that the 
work is greatly increased when everything is carried out 
by distance learning. And to make matters worse, many 
(we dare say most) teachers do not know how to use the 
applications provided on the internet. So, they also need 
to learn at a rapid pace in order to use them. This may re-
quire them to spend some money on crash courses besides 
the equipment upgrading.

Some teachers, as well as most students attending 
public schools are in the group 14 million Brazilians that 
are considered impoverished. These are people that live 
with less and US$1.9 per day. Some of the students in 
this group attend school in order to make their daily 
balanced meal. With the pandemic, they are not receiv-
ing this benefit. So studying or purchasing equipment 
that might enable learning processes is not an option. 
In fact, there are school principals and teachers who are 
themselves campaigning to gather food and clothes for 
households in need. And they take the bags of grocer-
ies and clothes from house to house, sometimes enter-
ing and preparing the food for the children, cleaning the 
houses when the parents are unable to do so for reasons 
of health, disabilities or even drug/alcohol abuse. These 
teachers and principals are, therefore, putting them-
selves at risk to help provide for small children who have 
no one to take care of them. And many times, they are 
doing so by going into slums, where houses are built so 
close together that it is a wonder that the pandemic has 
not affected every individual, the entire community at 
once3. Needless to say, some of these teachers and princi-
pals are getting sick.

Bearing this context of social exclusion in mind, it 
is important to also clarify the general situation of stu-

dents with specific educational needs (SEN) in Brazil-
ian schools. Prior to the quarantine, most students with 
SEN were already excluded from the classrooms where 
they ought to have been included — a result of poor 
teacher education, as we have discussed in many other 
occasions [3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 29; 28]. This is often due to lack of 
knowledge from the part of the teacher (or lack of educa-
tion to work with children/adolescents with additional 
needs), as the data excerpt below informs:

C5: There is no pedagogical meeting for the design of 
different activities for students of inclusion4. Most meet-
ings are used to discuss bureaucratic stuff: absent stu-
dents, poor behavior, students that are sick and need to re-
ceive activities at home, I mean, there are so many things.. 
we unfortunately don’t have time to adapt the curriculum.

Researcher6: Taking into account the changes in edu-
cational context and public policies regarding the process 
of inclusion and the need for the school to guarantee learn-
ing to all students, can you tell me what you think is the 
teacher’s role today?

C6: I mean... I try to do something that is close to adapt-
ing the curriculum, but I can see that there is no guidance. 
We miss something that may help us to understand what 
inclusive education is about (…). I need to learn before I 
can be requested to do something.

Researcher7: Have you ever had any teacher education 
regarding inclusive education that might help you to adapt 
activities for the students?

C7: No. Never.
Researcher 8: And what about here, at school, any 

course about that theme?
C8: Not that I remember, no. Except for the talk you 

gave us. [31, p. 133—134].
With the new world order, the situation of students 

with SEN has become worse, and to a greater degree be-
cause parents do not know how to work with their chil-
dren when they present additional needs. However, we 
must clarify that most of the data provided here is not 
from the current moment of home schooling. We mostly 
discuss data collected from regular classroom periods, 
involving interactions between students with special ed-
ucational needs and teachers, but we base our statement 
that the learning situation has worsened on interviews 
and research carried out with parents, in which most 
have similar statements as the one below:

Mother of boy with intellectual disability: I have to ad-
mit that it is a challenge… I mean, I am at home and can 
support him. If I don’t, he won’t do anything because he 
gets distracted really easily. But I don’t know what I would 
do if I had to go out to work everyday and had no one to 
leave him with or to help him with his homework. I can see 
that he is improving, slowly, but he is. But, for example, I 
have a niece who also has intellectual disability and she is 
not doing anything. Her mother can’t help because she has 
to go work. So she just plays the whole day. It’s a school 
year with no learning.

2 The minimum salary in Brazil is currently just under US$184.
3 For more information on the context referred to in this paper, please refer to Fidalgo [4; 5; 6].
4 Many educators in Brazil refer to students with specific needs or disabilities as students of inclusion when they attend regular schools.
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And teachers’ statements, informing that:
I have about 430 students, but I could only contact 

about 90 in these last 6 months. No matter how much I 
try, by phone, email, etc., I receive no answer from most 
of them5.

After explaining, in a nutshell, the general situa-
tion of Brazilian schools and their students, we turn to 
the questions that we aim to answer here: to what ex-
tent are HMF pursued in classrooms allowing young 
people with and without specific educational needs to 
develop (as close as possible) to their fullest potential? 
And how does/should learning take place so as to ensure 
this development? We begin by discussing the concept 
of HMF. After that, we discuss the concepts of collabo-
ration and the organization of argumentative texts — 
showing how they might enable or be linked to the de-
velopment of higher mental functions. We anticipate 
that the discussion is likely to be better understood with 
the examples — data drawn from theses and dissertations 
that have been completed in graduate programs where 
we supervise young researchers. And we finish with con-
clusive remarks, fully aware that it is not by far the end 
of this discussion.

Higher Mental (or Psychological) Functions

The concept of Higher Mental Functions is one of 
the most important in Vygotskian work — especially for 
researchers investigating the teaching-learning process-
es of people with disabilities. Higher Mental Functions 
are what makes humans unique as an animal species. One 
can infer from this that denying people with additional 
needs the means for developing HMF is denying them at 
least part of their humanity.

About his studies in this area — which, according to 
González Rey [12], can be considered the core of the sec-
ond phase of Vygotsky’s work — Vygotsky [37, p. 97] 
says:

(…) the uniqueness of this process of development of 
higher forms of behavior that comprises the subject of our 
research is still inadequately recognized by contemporary 
psychology. The cultural development of the child, as we 
have attempted to establish (…), represents a completely 
new level of child development which not only is still inad-
equately studied, but usually has not even been singled out 
in child psychology.

Encompassed in the notion of HMF are such func-
tions as voluntary attention, memory, perception, be-
havioral control and, more importantly for our studies, 
language. These functions are socio-culturally and his-
torically developed, i.e., they require socio-cultural-his-
torical relations to take place in order to be developed, 
and follow a dialectical process: language (speech) as a 
cultural tool mediates the organization of collaborative 

loci that allow for relationships that are socially contex-
tualized to produce cultural experiences through which 
humans produce meaning of the very experiences that 
they have and that they enable for others. As González 
Rey [12, p. 65] puts it, Vygotsky “explicitly presents his 
idea of higher psychological functions as functions that 
are regulated by signs that are culturally developed and 
used for the production of a new type of human behav-
ior (…).” In Vygotsky’s own words [35, p. 130], “Just as 
speech serves as the basis for development, so, too, does 
the external form of collective collaboration precede the 
development of a whole series of inner functions”.

However, in so-called bilingual classrooms for deaf 
students learning Portuguese, we find teaching interac-
tions justified with such explanations as:

I2: [...] the work we do is really repetitive, you know?
(...)
I21: No, I don’t think it is only an activity... I mean, 

it is an activity, but... it has to be that way, repetitive…. 
Do you understand? You repeat and repeat in several dif-
ferent ways and...so that they can really internalize that… 
that word, really, learn how it’s written you see? Because 
I know that they have learned the sign, but writing is dif-
ficult.

(...)
I42: (...) it is pointless for me to show them lots of words 

if they do not know the sign (...) so it is really a repetitive 
work, something that you have to do day in, day out, you 
repeat the words, like you repeat their names, every day, 
because they know their signs… [25, p. 150].

The above excerpt was taken from a Reflective Ses-
sion [16]6, in which teachers and teacher educators dis-
cuss a lesson that was video recorded. As we can see, it 
was about deaf students and their teacher’s interaction. 
Students were in Primary School. However, the same 
approach is seen in a High School classroom with deaf 
students, as the following data exemplifies:

J4: We were continuing from the last class, you see? Be-
cause the coursebook brings a number of exercises [...] and 
I require them to do these. [...]. If they don’t, you know??? 
They need to train, they need training. If they are taking 
a governmental exam and this content is in the test, some-
thing… and they don’t know how to do the task… So they 
have to do the exercise. (…). [28, p. 302].

In such contexts, we can see that the collective col-
laboration is still dictated, top-down, it is still one in 
which students will learn how to repeat and copy, and/
or learn by translating words from Brazilian Sign Lan-
guage (Libras) to Portuguese and vice-versa.

However, Vygotsky [37, p. 101] explains that for 
HMF to be developed, one needs to consider that

Intellectual reaction (…) differs in many essential 
characteristics of origin and function, cannot be placed 
in the same order as mechanical formation of habits that 
arise by trial and error (…)

5 The mother and the teacher quoted here have reported their situation during the XVIII Forum in Linguistic Inclusion in Scenarios of Educa-
tional Activities; I Colloquium in Social-Educational Inclusion and Teacher Education, II Colloquium Studies in Deaf Identity and Culture and 
II Colloquium in Inclusion and Accessibility Nucleus — a conference held at the Federal University of São Paulo in Septemberr2020.

6 Reflective session is moment in teacher education in-service programs in which participant’s actions are looked at and challenged.
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Thus, according to Vygotsky’s work, what makes hu-
mans unique are features that they do not have from birth, 
nor do they develop naturally; features that are construct-
ed within the individual’s dialectical interaction with the 
environment where s/he lives, works, studies, i.e., with 
his/her communities of practice, considering that

Every higher psychological7 function occurs twice dur-
ing the process of behavioral development: first, as a func-
tion of collective behavior, as a form of cooperation or 
cooperative activity, as a means of social accommodation 
(i.e., on an interpsychological plane) and, again, a sec-
ond time, as a means of a child’s individual behavior, as a 
means of individual adaptation, as an inner process; that 
is, on an intrapsychological plane. [36, p. 192].

These are functions that differ from the Elementary 
Mental Functions as the latter are biologically, organi-
cally developed. It does not seem to us that HMF are 
usually developed by copying, repeating and translating 
in between languages — the latter being a skill whose 
pre-requisite is having a lot of intercultural knowledge, 
and the formers being tasks (i.e., copying and repeating) 
usually carried out individually rather than collectively.

The HMF are then merged with the person’s natural 
features, converging to form his/her unique sociobiolog-
ical personality. Again, in Vygotsky´s [34, p. 42] words:

A normal child’s socialization is usually fused with the 
processes of maturation. Both lines of development — nat-
ural and cultural — coincide and merge one into the other. 
Both series of changes converge, mutually penetrating 
each other to form, in essence, a single series of formative 
socio-biological influences on the personality. Insofar as 
physical development takes place in a social setting, it be-
comes a historically conditioned biological process.

It seems therefore, that by requesting the child and 
adolescent to endlessly copy, for at least 8 years (from 
5th grade — Primary and Mid-School — to 3rd year High 
School), our educational system is trying to promote the 
development of HMF as if these were biological, at the 
tip of the students’ fingers.

If we consider that, in the case of our work, that led 
us to investigate the HMF and write this paper, was Vy-
gotsky’s [35] statement that the general principles that 
lead the development of children with disabilities are the 
same that guide any human development, we see that 
there is something terribly incorrect in the classrooms 
depicted here. The tasks provided to deaf students focus 
on the disability, focus on the assumption that, if a child 
or adolescent is deaf, they will only learn Portuguese 
from repeating, copying and translating

 However, a child with disabilities is not simply 
that, i.e., s/he is not simply the disability. Vygotsky [35, 
p. 123] states that

It is impossible to be guided only by what a given child 
lacks, by what he is not. On the contrary, it is necessary to 
have some conception, even if the most vague understand-
ing, of what his capabilities are and what he represents. 
In this vein the bourgeois school accomplished exceedingly 
little.

And he claims that the same misguiding idea is used 
to understand children without disabilities, when he 
states that

All methods used thus far for studying the behavior of 
the normal and the abnormal child, regardless of the great 
variety and differences that exist between them, have one 
common characteristic that links them in a certain respect. 
This characteristic is the negative description of the child 
that results from existing methods. All the methods speak of 
what the child does not have, what the child lacks in com-
parison with the adult, and what the abnormal child lacks as 
compared to the normal child. (…) Such picture tells us noth-
ing about the positive uniqueness the child from the adult or 
the abnormal child from the normal child. [37, p. 98].

In many Brazilian schools, this statement still holds 
true, i.e, children are assessed as per what they lack in 
comparison with the adult. For this reason, sometimes, 
we will find schools that teach by filling up a board with 
information or by lecturing as if trying to squeeze as much 
information inside the child’s seemingly “empty” mind:

S17: So, in this lesson, I actually was continuing to ex-
plain the content of last class because it’s in the 9th grade 
planning; we have to teach grammar aspects such as sub-
ordinate clauses and adverbial subordinate clauses. How 
was I supposed to do that without reminding them of what 
an adverb is? (…)

S18: So, I thought of a lecture, you see? With the objec-
tive of reteaching them the concept, in a more superficial 
manner because, in fact, I was just reminding them. (…). 
[27, p. 299].

Contrary to this teaching methodology, Vygotsky’s 
work seems to show us that to understand the child’s ca-
pabilities and how children make sense of the world, we 
need to understand that the general human processes of 
development are socially derived, and later internalized, 
and further understand the responsibility that this state-
ment alone poses for the school, the teachers and every-
one who works with children and adolescents with(out) 
additional needs. If, as stated by Vygotsky, the develop-
ment of higher forms of behavior is the key for the social 
development of all children, and if social development 
is achieved in social interactions and engenders psycho-
logical advancement, then, the organization of collabora-
tive relationships is also the key to developing HMF, as 
we discuss next.

Collaborative settings and argumentative 
language frame: enhancement of HMF

Based on Marxist tradition, Vygotsky sees the role of 
collaboration as a central element for the construction of 
loci that may allow shared participation in schools. This 
is clear, for example, when the author argues that

Only with the increasing socialization of the child’s 
speech and all of the child’s experience does development 
of the child’s logic occur. It is interesting to note that in the 
development of the child’s behavior, the genetic role of the 

7 Same as Higher Mental Functions.
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group changes, higher functions of thinking are manifest-
ed in the beginning in the group life of children in the form 
of arguments and only later lead to the development of re-
flection in the behavior of the child himself. [37, p. 103].

As we can see from the quotation, another fundamen-
tal element in Vygotsky’s view is language, since it is 
the blend that enables shared participation and allows 
reasoning to be revisited and re-signified many times 
throughout life. However, as the excerpt below shows, 
for many students who are deaf, the bilingual school — 
despite its limitations as we have shown here — is the 
first moment in which they will have contact with any 
language, i.e., prior to their first day at school, deaf chil-
dren who are born in hearing families, whose members 
often do not know Sign Language, will have no contact 
with a language per se8. Until then, these children and 
their families develop some signs (in Brazil, these are 
called family signs) that will enable them to ask for their 
basic needs (water, food, having a shower, etc.).

I34: I think that it is the first language, it is the language 
in which… in which they will have knowledge of the world. 
Because they arrive here, and they, especially the children 
who have never had any contact with the language, with Li-
bras, you see? They live in a world of hearing people, and 
for them the world has no meaning (…) then they come here, 
they discover a world, “now I can communicate, now I 
can… now… I have found my language, right? [25, p. 156].

Since most deaf children in Brazil are born in hearing 
families who do not know Sign language, and since medi-
cally, deafness is still treated as a disease — i.e. it needs to 
be cured — parents do not learn Sign language even after 
discovering their child’s deafness. They treat the child for 
the “disease” and, in some cases, force them to speak Por-
tuguese, while, in others, simply rely on the “family signs” 
created in order to communicate the basics. In both cases, 
the deaf child is educated to believe that s/he is never go-
ing to be able to live a “normal” life. They only realize that 
this is not true when they go to school and meet other 
children and adults who are also deaf. Then they begin 
to socially construct a different idea of themselves and 
to understand the world differently. “Through others, we 
become ourselves”, says Vygotsky [37, p. 105]. This rein-
forces the relation between the interpsychological and the 
intrapsychological planes in the learning-development 
process, but it also clarifies that “(…) cultural develop-
ment is based on the use of signs and that including them 
in the whole system of behavior occurred initially in a so-
cial, external form [37, p. 103].

Nonetheless, as the excerpt shows, many teachers 
see the language that is taught to the deaf child as hav-
ing solely the function of communicating. This function, 
i.e., language used for communication, which the hearing 
child masters at a very early age, the deaf child will begin 
to learn when they go to school (and if their parents find a 
bilingual school for them, i.e, one that can teach them Bra-

zilian Sign Language)9. Until then, as mentioned earlier, 
they will have created a few signs that will allow them to 
request what they need, but most of the communication 
that takes place in a family will not include the deaf child 
— for lack of a shared language per se. So, for example, 
during the pandemics, the child may not even know the 
reason why s/he is not leaving the house, why no one vis-
its. If s/he has started to attend school, but stopped due 
to the period of social isolation, s/he many not even know 
the reason why. Further developments in/with language, 
such as, for example, the child’s ability to negotiate senses 
and meaning or challenge points of view (i.e., the person’s 
argumentative skills), thus developing critical thought 
may not be the focus t in the early years10.

It is decisive that collaborative work is part of the 
school environment, so as to create a place where ev-
eryone feels at ease to discuss themes as broad and 
ideologically set as the political role played by school 
agents (the teachers, for example) in decision mak-
ing moments of theoretical-methodological paths, of 
school material and the classroom organization itself. 
In Brazil, since 2016, schools are told to avoid discus-
sions that are ideological because ideology has been 
considered as synonymous to political party activism. 
Therefore, many schools, many classrooms are becom-
ing even more dictatorial establishments, i.e., places 
where there is no room for discussion and difference of 
opinion, which means no room for the students to learn 
how to think argumentatively. As a matter of fact, the 
number of militarized public schools in Brazil had in-
creased 212% by mid-2018.

The school — the environment par excellence to cre-
ate the possibility for the child to access cultural tools, 
thus developing cognitively — may do so by vertical, 
and therefore dictatorial, organization, or by a more col-
laborative environment, i.e. more horizontal decision-
making and task distribution, one that will cross frag-
mented cultural borders of individualism. In both cases, 
language plays a very important role: in the latter situ-
ation, the kind of language that circulates and is taught 
is argumentative, allowing students to see the pros and 
cons of each position taken by those that participate in 
the activity. In the former, language is used to make an-
nouncements, not for communication [9], it is used to 
tell others what to do, how to act; language is a power-
related tool and a strong power-enabler.

Brazil has been failing to recognize that this mis-
guiding duality exists both in schools and in school 
policies. There is still very little work on how children 
learn; their skills are not taken into account, while their 
shortcomings are. In other words, their limitations are 
often pointed out to justify the reason why the children 
are excluded even within the so-called inclusive school. 
Therefore, their zone of real development, as well as their 
often background of scarcity are pivotal to forming an 

8 School age in Brazil is from 6 to 14 years of age. Some children may go to pre-primary schools, but this is not compulsory.
9 There are only seven in São Paulo.
10 In São Paulo, deaf children stay the initial 4—5 years in a Bilingual school — if there is one available and if there are vacancies in this school. 

Then, they go to a regular school — preferably one with a bilingual classroom, if there is one available. In the latter, they learn Portuguese. It is 
understood that they will have learnt how to communicate in Sign Language at the end of the fifth school year.
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image of the child that will stay with him/her for the rest 
of their school years. What they could develop within 
the school, collaboratively and argumentatively is not 
considered. In this environment, teachers will inevita-
bly feel frustrated — even angry — because they feel (or 
maybe they were taught to think) that it is their duty 
to deal with the “problem” they have in the classroom. 
This is clearly seen from the choice of words used by the 
teacher in the excerpt below:

E2: I still think that inclusion is only seen on paper. In 
practice, despite our attempts, this creature will be kept 
separately. I may bring specific material to work with 
him; I may flexibilize the material, and he is being treated 
differently. I think that inclusion should make him equal to 
others, and if I have to do something specific, different for 
him, I am not making him equal. On the contrary, if I do 
things differently, then he really is excluded like a vase in 
the classroom. (...) even if we try (...) I still think that they 
remain excluded (...) they are still there, in their own 
little world. We don’t have the necessary time to give them 
the necessary attention with these classes with forty stu-
dents, (...) and the teacher’s role, unfortunately is not 
only to explain content, but to take care, keep an eye 
on them, make sure they don’t kill themselves. When 
I sit to do something different, (...) I have to use at least 
20 minutes from my 50-minute lesson with this student… 
so I have to reduce everything to make him understand in 
20 minutes (of which, ten will be used to ask the class for 
silence: “People, please stop! I’m trying to speak here.”) It’s 
complicated. I think that inclusion is a fallacy; we have 
it on paper; we try, but we actually don’t have inclusive 
classes yet. [31, p. 85].

This considered, one would think that more stud-
ies would be taken into account to think of educational 
policies. This is not the case. Few studies are carried 
out focusing on how students deal with their specific 
needs or disabilities, and there is a blatant disregard 
for these studies from a political point of view. More 
often than not, there is very little consideration given 
to the many cultures that congregate in the same class-
room. All teaching is provided following a top-down 
and transmissive perspective, designed for an ideal stu-
dent and what he/she should be able to accomplish in 
each given term. Therefore, in a class of 40 non-ideal 
students, as the one depicted in the excerpt, one would 
expect a great deal of frustration and a strong dose of 
disbelief in policies.

The language used mirrors what Gee [11, p. 42] ex-
plains when pointing out that the language organization 
usually seen in schools is one that is “disconnected from 
the transformations of society and supported by systems 
based on an authoritarian and pyramidal hierarchy (…).” 
And we can add that teachers themselves are often dealt 
with in a pyramidal relationship by policy makers, prin-
cipals, heads of educational departments, among oth-
ers. Therefore, the process of shared and collaborative 
knowledge production, organized in the form of ques-
tioning, challenging, negotiating meaning — advocated 
by Vygotsky, as well as Freire [9] and the followers of his 
Critical Pedagogy (McLaren, Giroux, Kincheloe, among 
others) — is denied the student, especially if s/he has ad-

ditional needs. As we could see in the previous excerpt, 
the teacher sometimes has twenty minutes to talk to the 
student who has specific needs, and even these might 
be cut short. Students, therefore, are often granted the 
right to copy from the board and complete repetitive 
tasks aimed at educating people who will repeat actions 
rather than delve in challenging the status quo, as well 
as problem-solving and creative ideas, which would re-
quire, according to Freire [10], that schools turn from 
the narrative by the teacher to the involvement of stu-
dents in critical actions that challenge unsubstantiated 
power and seek social justice. They need to regard the 
students’ life stories as stories of possibilities rather than 
of determination [10]. And in the case of children with 
additional needs, schools, policy makers, and everyone 
that is involved in education, need to remember that any 
disability is “miniscule in comparison with the colossal 
areas of wealth which handicapped children possess” 
[33, p. 68].

By the same token, the dialogical approaches of 
Vygotsky´s late works (1930—1934) and Freire´s criti-
cal dialogue (which he considers central for the develop-
ment of students’ critical thinking) stress the key role of 
argumentation in the organization of classrooms teach-
ing-learning and development. In the classroom, collab-
orative relationships and argumentative organization of 
language use enables participants to act so as to place 
their points of view in relation to what others have said, 
thus agreeing, disagreeing, expanding ideas, requesting 
that ideas be expanded to further the understanding. 
This involves contradiction of senses that have been put 
forward, since these senses have been socio-historically 
constituted in and through the several experiences that 
each individual has lived. Therefore, collaborating re-
quires the creation of cognitive and affective conflicts 
that are inseparable from each other, leading to the or-
ganization of critical dialogues [9] which, in turn, allows 
for a collaborative process to take place, besides shared 
internalization, productive interdependency, construc-
tion of new and shared meanings that may transform the 
object under discussion.

One could call this, as does Mateus [24, p. 9], a peda-
gogy of argumentation, since knowing how to use the 
argumentative text “broadens the potential for demo-
cratic participation when it allows for differences to be 
openly discussed and positions reviewed.” Besides, in 
these environments, differences (or positions) can also 
be safely discussed, since the debate is not sought as a 
means for defeating one’s opponents, but for jointly con-
structing new meaning and knowledge. In other words, 
even though the teacher (or the principal, the coordina-
tor, the policy maker) may be stronger in the position 
they occupy, the collaborative environment, contrary to 
the dictatorial environment, will have to make room for 
other arguments to be evaluated as more appropriate as 
per the situation discussed.

It is important to emphasize that this critical-collab-
orative language organization requires the involvement 
of everyone — the teachers and the students (regardless 
of age or of the specific needs that they may have). It 
aims at intentionally listening to and understanding the 
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senses that are put forward by the others (peers, teach-
ers, anyone), and requesting-providing clarification be-
fore another point of view is presented. In Bakhtinian 
terms, this was called responsive listening. Participants 
must listen attentively so as to probe into words with a 
view to clarifying them and thus, better collaboratively 
constructing the meaning/knowledge under discussion. 
As a coordinator of the whole teaching-learning process, 
the teacher, rather than providing answers, will (even 
with students from very early ages) pose questions that 
are organized to request clarification and argumenta-
tive support — which could be presented in the form of 
theories that support the meaning being constructed, or 
explanations, examples (any of the known forms of sup-
port in an argumentative text). Liberali [14], discuss-
ing Adam and Bonhomme’s [1] forms of argumentation, 
concludes that one may also provide arguments by de-
scribing something and by telling a story, which will evi-
dently differ in the textual organization.

In other words, “the concept of collaboration has 
always a critical co-participation focus, since it is orga-
nized by means of a dialectical process that shapes par-
ticipants’ relationships through the argumentative lan-
guage [19, p. 5].

It is thus our premise that a collaborative language 
organization, achieved by means of argumentation, 
may create interdependent cognitive and affective 
conflicts that allow for shared internalization of the 
object being discussed, with a view to developing a 
collective and transforming view of this object. John-
Steiner [13, p. 188] illustrates the key importance of 
collaboration for knowledge production when stating 
that: «Through collaboration we can transcend the 
constraints of biology, of time, of habit, and achieve a 
fuller self, beyond the limitations and the talents of the 
isolated individual.”

Along the same lines, the work carried out by Magal-
hães and followers [8, 17; 18; 19; 15; 20; 21; 22; 26], in the 
last 30 years highlights the understanding that collabo-
ration is a process, placing activities (in this case, activi-
ties carried out in schools) under constant review and 
requiring participants to work together so as to compre-
hend and transform the world whilst transforming them-
selves in the world, both the specific and the broader col-
lective contexts in which they are involved (including 
the transformation of society per se), i.e., collaborative 
work is constant, it is a co-construction of the world, and 
one that requires a language organization.

However, collaboration requires that teachers also be 
collaboratively educated. The excerpt below exemplifies 
this. It is data collected in a reflective session. Questions 
asked here allow the teacher to clarify what she is doing. 
They also should allow the teacher and the teacher edu-
cator to create an atmosphere in which the teacher can 
confront her senses about teaching, education, her stu-
dents. The teacher educator (here also the researcher) 
cannot be the ole knowledge producer and provider. So, 
challenging what is said is a process leads to confronta-

tion of senses whilst avoiding the researcher from taking 
a top-down position.

N113: I am very anxious all the time. I want to see re-
sults quickly. I would like to be different, but perhaps be-
cause I have been just like them, I try not to raise a lot of 
barriers between us, do you see?

 S4: What do you mean... why do you think you have 
been like them?

N4: POOR! Just like them because...(...) there are 
some colleagues that think they are superior and don’t get 
involved with the children. And this ... this makes me... a 
little...I try to... I may make mistakes because I think that 
sometimes I am not playing my role as a teacher. Some-
times, I am a mother and I think this may jeopardize teach-
ing. I think I should keep a bit more of a distance, but I 
can’t. So, I think this is where I am wrong. I wish I could 
improve.

S5: But.... if you think of the lesson that you taught... 
the one I recorded, in which moments do you think you did 
not act as a teacher? Or, in other words... what do you 
consider to be the roles of a teacher?

N5: Ah! Moments in which I see that a child did not 
do her homework (...) I call them, I talk to them and I ask 
them what is happening. I talk to each one, do you see? I 
try to raise their awareness. I would like to bring them to 
the coordinator’s room, but then... I think: “talking to them 
might be better.”

(...)
N8: I could have used the book, right? And then, I 

think... “Am I right?”
S9: So, again... in order to answer this question, we 

need to go back to that question about roles. What role 
does the course book have for you? When you say “I could 
have used the book” but decided not to. When you say that 
you decided to ask them to create their own math’s prob-
lems, why are you in doubt about acting correctly? Do you 
think that the book is sovereign? [20, p. 335—336].

As the dialogue shows, it is a matter of going back 
and forth in one’s knowledge construction process. So, 
it may take a few extra turns for the questions to be 
raised again. We believe that by teaching about collabo-
ration and argumentative reasoning, we are educating 
teachers. However, by using collaborative tools and ar-
gumentative reasoning with them (in the teacher edu-
cator’s meetings and programs) we are modelling what 
this rather difficult organization can be employed. Both 
moments are important to allow teachers to go from a 
repetitive, top-down, transmissive lesson organization 
to one that might allow students to exercise their criti-
cal thinking and thus critically develop their HMF, re-
gardless of whether they have students with or without 
specific needs in their classrooms. After all, the data dis-
cussed here shows that they are educating all students 
to solve exercises, but not problems, to repeat tasks, but 
not think about the roles that these tasks have in their 
education. And when a teacher uses a little bit of creativ-
ity — as does the mathematics teacher above — she feels 
guilty that she is not conforming.

11 N is a Mathematics teacher; S is Sueli Fidalgo.
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In lieu of conclusion

We aimed, in this text, to discuss, albeit briefly, the 
concept of Higher Mental/Psychological Functions, 
more specifically that of language, in its relation to con-
cepts such as collaboration and argumentation. We also 
aimed at looking at school practices and the language 
used in school environments, discussing the extent to 
which this may allow for HMF to be developed. We 
argue that if we want children to go beyond the prac-
tices of repetition, and to have the possibility of social 
inclusion, it is necessary that these children be educated 

within a collaborative, argumentative perspective, one 
in which language is not taught with a view to simply 
allowing for communication to take place, but also to 
analyze, asses practices, negotiate senses/meanings, re-
signify points of view, supporting ones ideas and taking 
into account those of others. Unfortunately, data shows 
that this type of linguistic practice is rarely seen in the 
Brazilian school environment today. We do, however, 
remain truthful and strongly supportive of education be-
cause it is our strong belief that even if education alone 
does not transform the world, without education, there 
is no change at all [9].
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качественного образования у педагогов приводит к эксклюзии детей и других участников образова-
тельного процесса, в том числе самих педагогов, которые ощущают постоянную перегрузку, работая 
в классах по 45—60 человек, в условиях систематического недофинансирования сферы образования. 
Можно даже сказать, что государственные школы Бразилии перманентно погружены в противоре-
чивую реальность, одновременно и раздираемую конфликтами, и порождающую их, отчужденную 
и отчуждающую, угнетенную и угнетающую; и дихотомия «эксклюзия/инклюзия» лишь усиливает 
эти противоречия, препятствуя диалогическому выстраиванию деятельности педагогов и учеников. 
Подобная ситуация мешает полноценному развитию высших психических функций, для которого 
важна дискуссионная, критическая языковая организация, зачастую недоступная ученикам, пока их 
продолжают обучать по системе передачи знаний, как когда-то и их учителей. Принимая во внима-
ние все вышесказанное, в данной статье мы постарались ответить на вопрос: в какой же степени со-
временная бразильская школа способствует развитию ВПФ и позволяет как здоровым ученикам, так 
и детям с ОВЗ раскрывать свой потенциал настолько полно, насколько это возможно?

Ключевые слова: высшие психические функции, дети и подростки с ОВЗ, специальные образо-
вательные потребности, контекстно-зависимое образование.
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