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ABSTRACT: This article discusses the meanings attributed to teaching
work, highlighting ambivalent perceptions, such as professional fulfillment
and devaluation, in a historical-cultural context. When investigating the
meanings of teaching work in the literature, positive and negative factors
that permeate the daily teaching routine were explored. This is a qualita-
tive review based on the state of knowledge, with an analysis of articles,
theses, dissertations, and books, and a time frame of the last ten years. An
ambivalence was identified: positive meanings (fulfillment, recognition,
social impact) and negative meanings (overload, precariousness, deva-
luation). Teaching work is influenced by neoliberal policies, but it is also
reinterpreted by teachers through autonomy and affection. It is concluded
that the valorization of the profession requires better working conditions
and public policies aligned with the needs of teachers.
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RESUMO: O artigo discute os sentidos atribuidos ao trabalho docente,
destacando percepgdes ambivalentes, como realizagdo profissional e des-
valorizagéio, em um contexto historico-cultural. Ao investigar os sentidos
do trabalho docente na literatura, foram explorados fatores positivos e ne-
gativos que permeiam o cotidiano docente. Trata-se de uma revisdo quali-
tativa baseada no estado do conhecimento, com andlise de artigos, teses,
dissertagdes e livros, com recorte temporal dos ultimos dez anos. Identifi-
cou-se uma ambivaléncia: sentidos positivos (realizagdo, reconhecimento,
impacto social) e negativos (sobrecarga, precarizagdo, desvalorizagdo).
O trabalho docente é influenciado por politicas neoliberais, mas também
ressignificado pelos professores por meio da autonomia e da afetividade.
Conclui-se que a valorizagéo da profissdo requer melhores condigbes de
trabalho e politicas publicas alinhadas as necessidades dos docentes.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Sentidos. Trabalho. Docente. Sentidos do Trabalho.
Sentidos do Trabalho Docente.

RESUMEN: El articulo discute los significados atribuidos al trabajo
docente, destacando percepciones ambivalentes, como la realizacion y la
devaluacion profesional, en un contexto histdrico-cultural. Al investigar los
significados del trabajo docente en la literatura, se exploraron los factores
positivos y negativos que permean la ensefianza cotidiana. Se trata de una
revision cualitativa basada en el estado del conocimiento, con andlisis de
articulos, tesis, disertaciones y libros, con un marco temporal de los ultimos
diez afios. Se identificé una ambivalencia: significados positivos (logro,
reconocimiento, impacto social) y significados negativos (sobrecarga,
precariedad, devaluacion). El trabajo docente estd influenciado por las
politicas neoliberales, pero también reinterpretado por los docentes a
través de la autonomia y la afectividad. Se concluye que la valorizacion de
la profesion requiere mejores condiciones de trabajo y politicas publicas
alineadas a las necesidades de la ensefianza

PALABRAS CLAVE: Sentido. Trabajo. Maestro. Significados del Trabajo.
Significados del Trabajo Docente.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout the professional and academic trajectory, particularly in teaching, it is evi-
dent that the meanings attributed to teaching work are diverse and, at times, contradictory.
While some teachers highlight aspects such as professional fulfillment, vocation, and the so-
cial role of the profession, others point to challenges such as workload, devaluation, and a lack
of meaning in their work. These processes are direct consequences of teachers’ professional
performance and affect them subjectively (Castaman & Ferreira, 2024). This duality reflects
the complexity of teaching activity, influenced by contextual and social factors.

This article presents a literature review that aims to map and analyze the meanings at-
tributed to teaching work, based on theoretical frameworks from the historical-cultural pers-
pective. The study assumes that teaching work is carried out by individuals formed within
a historical and cultural system (Leontiev, 1978), which implies multiple interpretations and
experiences. We begin with the reality faced by teachers who, despite being affected by iliness
and confronting numerous difficulties, continue to believe that education is a form of resistan-
ce and a means of building a new future (Batista & Kalmus, 2024). The guiding question of the
research is: What meanings do teachers attribute to their teaching work?

Although the theme is widely discussed both nationally and internationally, this review

® explores the meanings teachers assign to their work, considering both individual experiences
and the social and historical determinations that shape them. Thus, the study aims to contri-
bute to the academic debate by highlighting teachers’ voices, the re-significations that emerge
from the relationship between theory and practice, and, as Alexandrino and Raitz (2023) sug-

gest, the potential that can be developed from the lived experiences of educators.

Methodological Procedures

This study adopted the concept of the state of knowledge to structure the literature
review. According to Morosini and Fernandes (2014), the state of knowledge refers to the
reflection and synthesis of scientific production, encompassing articles, dissertations, theses,
and books on a given topic. The authors emphasize that both the historical context in which
knowledge was produced and the elements involved in its development must be considered.
Despite presenting methodological challenges, the state of knowledge has emerged as an ex-
panding phenomenon in the Brazilian academic landscape, allowing the analysis of different
paradigms in relation to a study object, as well as the examination of its historical develop-
ment and various publication sources (Morosini et al., 2021).

The research was conducted through a literature review using the SciELO database, the

Brazilian Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations, and the CAPES Periodicals Portal, covering
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a ten-year timeframe. In addition, articles, theses, dissertations, and books considered essen-
tial for the theoretical foundation of the study were included, with the consultation, organiza-
tion, and analysis of publications on the topic enhancing the quality of the research (Morosini
et al., 2021).

What Does the Literature Say About the Meanings of Teaching Work?

Over time, the relationship between human beings and work has been linked to se-
curing the means of survival. The category of work is understood through the relationship
between the ontological and historical foundations of human beings, as an activity exclusively
performed by humans through rationality (Saviani, 2007). Consequently, work involves activi-
ties that require planning, organization, reflection, and adaptability—transcending instinctual
behavior. In this regard, Coutinho (2009) notes that work is a complex and dynamic activity
that meets human demands, encompassing what Antunes (2009) refers to as the various sphe-
res of social being.

Discussions involving the concept of work often touch upon issues related to capitalism,
labor exploitation, and alienation. The relationship between individuals and work has been sha-
ped by different labor arrangements—whether waged, enslaved, subsistence-based, or otherwi-
se (Godinho, 2019). As such, the meanings attributed to work have been shaped by the individu-
als interpreting it, based on the nature of their activities, the social relationships they experience,
the structures to which they are subjected, and the types of goods and services they produce.

Thus, meanings are interpreted from an individual perspective. Coutinho (2009) points
out that meanings are produced by individuals based on their particularities. In the context of
work, human experiences give rise to the attribution of meaning, through a dialectic between
social representations and one’s interpretation of the world, which is inherently subjective to
each human being.

The meanings attributed to work, therefore, become the subject of numerous defini-
tions and interpretations. The difficulty in reaching a consensus on its definition is noted by
Ferraz and Fernandes (2019), and it is essential to consider the specificities of the lives and
experiences of the individuals involved (Tibola et al., 2020). In addition, Tolfo and Piccinini
(2007) point out that the meaning of work is related to the worker’s perception of the social
value of the activity they perform—in this case, teaching—alongside the issue of labor exploi-
tation mentioned by Castaman and Ferreira (2024), which involves the conditions, means, and
possibilities for carrying out work within the capitalist context.

Within this framework, the literature reveals both positive and negative aspects, highli-
ghting a dichotomy in the meanings attributed to work. However, many studies underscore
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elements that reinforce its significance and potential for individual well-being, a critical pers-
pective also persists, shaped by issues that do not always align in favor of the teacher.

Given this, the discussion surrounding the meaning(s) attributed to teaching work
requires acknowledgment of the transformations brought about by the implementation of
neoliberal policies in Brazil, as discussed by Raitz and Silva (2014). These changes have led
to the precarization of teaching in contemporary times. As the authors point out, teaching
is an activity that demands specific knowledge, implying profound changes in how the me-
anings of teaching work are analyzed. Caldas (2007) posits that this space is permeated by
both objective and subjective dimensions linked to the ways in which human existence is
constituted, thus establishing a scenario marked by theoretical disputes. These dynamics
may manifest in the school environment both to meet the demands of the capitalist system
and to challenge such forms of existence, through a practice oriented toward the social pro-
duction of life (Frigotto, 1989).

Historically, teaching work has adapted to the changes occurring in society (Ferreira,
2010). This includes both the way knowledge is produced and the socially constructed inter-
relations. According to the author, teaching work possesses a cultural and symbolic character,

aligning with the historical-cultural perspective.

Ambivalences in the Meanings of Teaching Work

We refer to the ambivalences in the meanings of teaching work as the ambiguity pre-
sent in the literature, which often defines these meanings in both positive and negative terms.
This is due to the fact that teaching involves work permeated by both objective and subjective
dimensions, which vary according to context. However, despite this diversity, certain meanin-
gs emerge more prominently in the literature, revealing commonalities in the perceptions of
teaching work.

Among the negative factors recurrently highlighted in the literature are the precariza-
tion and devaluation of the profession (Dias & Cruz, 2013; Dziekaniak et al., 2017; Lima, 2020;
Nascimento et al., 2016; Nunes et al., 2022; Rocha, 2020; Rocha & Hypolito, 2020; Roque et al.,
2022; Sousa et al., 2021; Castaman & Ferreira, 2024). Teaching is described as work with long
hours (Basso, 1998; Castaman & Ferreira, 2024), an exhausting routine, lack of time for plan-
ning and organizing activities (Abdalla, 2011), excessive tasks inside and outside the school
(Dias & Cruz, 2013), and a burdensome and highly regulated nature (Cunha & Card6zo, 2015).

The presence of capitalism in education (Dziekaniak et al., 2017) reveals the compe-
titiveness of the labor market, where a high-performance culture is established (Castaman &
Ferreira, 2024), and the suffering inherent in the work is normalized (Nascimento et al., 2016).
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Along these lines, Barros, Pereira, and Oliveira (2022) also mention the actions of the State
upon teachers, through public-private partnerships and regulatory mechanisms that increa-
singly treat education as a commodity. The study by Irigaray et al. (2019) cites the pressure
faced by teachers, in addition to job instability and the intensification of work, characterized
by intense routines. This model emphasizes tension, alienation, anxiety, and fatigue (Mateus
& Hondrio, 2018), reinforcing a Taylorist view of labor (Godinho, 2019; Haskel, 2021). Dias and
Cruz (2013) mention, at the institutional level, top-down policies and issues related to edu-
cational investment, as well as increasing demands for qualifications. In this regard, Petri et
al. (2019) address bureaucracy through meetings and management positions that are poorly
organized, and what Batista and Kalmus (2024) describe as limited autonomy for decision-
-making regarding the organization of work.

The reality presented in the literature compromises not only the quality of education
but also dehumanizes the teacher’s work, a profession marked by exhaustion and a lack of
social recognition—the latter being identified by Martinez et al. (2024) as a factor impacting
teachers’ mental health. Intensified demands, combined with a scarcity of resources, reveal
a paradox: while higher qualifications are increasingly demanded from teachers, there is little
investment in policies that ensure decent working conditions, perpetuating a cycle of burnout
and dissatisfaction.

The logic of competitiveness and productivity—an influence of capitalism on educa-
tion—contradicts the formative essence of teaching. The pressure for results, coupled with a
high-performance culture, trivializes teachers’ suffering, turning schools into spaces of tension
and alienation. This dynamic reduces teaching to fragmented and bureaucratic tasks, distan-
cing it from its central purpose: the critical and emancipatory education of students. It also
hinders what Dal’'B6 et al. (2024) consider essential to teaching and learning: breaking from
traditional perspectives and fostering teachers’ creative potential. The result is an environ-
ment marked by anxiety, fatigue, and a loss of meaning, in which teachers find themselves
increasingly distant from professional autonomy and fulfillment.

Another major challenge is that policies often ignore the real needs of schools and tea-
chers. Unproductive meetings, disorganized management, and a lack of adequate investment
create barriers to pedagogical practice, overburdening teachers with duties that contribute
little to the teaching-learning process. This disconnect between institutional demands and
school realities reinforces a sense of abandonment, highlighting the urgent need for policies
that value teachers’ voices and promote more democratic and participatory management.
Without such changes, teaching will continue to be seen as a burdensome activity rather than
a transformative profession.

In contrast, the most frequently cited positive factors include recognition and ap-
preciation (Abdalla, 2011; Castro & Cancado, 2009; Dias & Cruz, 2013; Irigaray et al., 2019;
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Nascimento et al., 2016; Pereira & Tolfo, 2016; Pires & Macédo, 2020; Rocha, 2020; Roque et
al., 2022; Vilas Boas & Morin, 2016; Martinez et al., 2024). The literature shows that teachers
attribute deep meaning to their work, such as feeling gratified by the profession (Castro &
Cancado, 2009), a strong belief in and awareness of the significance of their role (Abdalla,
2011), and the construction of identities and subjectivities, as well as contributions to stu-
dents’ success (Dias & Cruz, 2013; Godinho, 2019). Also emphasized are opportunities for
professional development (Vilas Boas & Morin, 2016), productivity coupled with enjoyment
in teaching (Nascimento et al., 2016), the formation of affective bonds (Lima, 2020; Rocha,
2020), and work autonomy (Gai et al., 2021; Nascimento et al., 2016; Pires & Macédo, 2020;
Vilas Boas & Morin, 2016). Beyond the school environment, the meaning of work also extends
to the social sphere, encompassing contributions to society (Nunes et al., 2022) and the recog-
nition of teaching as a prestigious career (Godinho, 2019).

A closer look at the positive meanings attributed to teaching reveals that these ele-
ments contribute to the construction of professional identities and subjectivities, shaping
how teachers perceive their social contributions. This suggests that, despite the challenges of
the profession, there is a rewarding dimension to teaching, linked both to pedagogical rela-
tionships and to social recognition. Batista and Kalmus (2024) reinforce the importance of sig-
nificant individuals and experiences in teachers’ professional journeys—students, colleagues,
meaningful activities, and memorable situations.

Another relevant point is the reference to aspects such as professional development,
autonomy, and pleasure in work, which point to the importance of favorable conditions for
the practice of teaching. Affection and the prestige associated with the profession also emerge
as elements that strengthen teachers’ resilience and perseverance. The diversity of positive
meanings—ranging from personal fulfillment to collective contributions to society—reveals
a multifaceted view of teaching. This plurality of meanings is a key element for retaining and
motivating professionals in the field, especially in challenging contexts, where symbolic and

emotional appreciation can partly compensate for material and structural shortcomings.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This article explored the meanings attributed to teaching work, highlighting a dynamic
marked by ambivalences. On one hand, positive perceptions—such as professional fulfillment,
social recognition, and contribution to student development—emphasize the vocational di-
mension of the profession. On the other hand, persistent critical issues—such as work over-

load, lack of recognition, and precarious conditions—reflect the everyday challenges faced by
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teachers. This duality reveals that the meanings of teaching work are not univocal but rather
the result of the interweaving of objective conditions and subjective experiences.

An analysis of the literature shows that the meanings of teaching work are intrinsi-
cally linked to social transformations and current educational policies. The advancement of
neoliberalism and the growing productivity-driven context in education have created a sce-
nario of intensified demands and weakened working conditions. However, even in adverse
contexts, teachers resign their practice by valuing autonomy, affective relationships, and the
social impact of their work. This resilience sheds light on the complexity of teaching as a
professional activity.

We also emphasize the importance of considering contextual specificities in analyzing
the meanings of teaching work. Perceptions vary according to individual trajectories, institu-
tional conditions, and public policies that regulate the profession. In this regard, it is essential
that future studies deepen the relationships between macro-level educational structures and
micro-level teaching experiences, in order to understand how social transformations influence
the construction of meaning in the school context. Moreover, the implementation of teacher
appreciation policies that ensure better working conditions and social recognition is crucial to
mitigating negative impacts and enhancing the positive dimensions of the profession.

With respect to professional practice, we believe that engaging in dialogue with tea-
chers about the meanings of their work—and identifying ways to ensure that positive factors
outweigh negative ones—is essential. Addressing this topic through continuing education, for
instance, enables teachers to reflect on the meanings they attribute to their work, seeking
alternatives to clarify and explore them more fully.

In the academic sphere, despite existing efforts to explore the topic, there remains a
need to broaden the theoretical discussion and to conduct empirical research that identifies
how teachers perceive the meanings of their work within school settings. The relationship
between empirical data and theoretical frameworks enables the development of scientific stu-
dies that can contribute meaningfully to academic reflection and the formulation of concrete
actions based on such research.

We reiterate the need for theoretical-methodological approaches that integrate both
the objective and subjective dimensions of teaching, recognizing it as a complex activity.
Despite the contradictions inherent to the profession, teachers continue to assign meanings
to their work that transcend instrumental concerns, aligning it with ethical, aesthetic, political,
and formative purposes. From this perspective, understanding the meanings of teaching work
contributes not only to academic debate but also to the design of public policies aligned with

educators’ needs, in pursuit of a more just and humanized education.
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