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Editors’ Foreword

Over a century ago Lev Vygotsky founded a Theory that was later elaborated in the works of his disciples and be-
came known as the Cultural-Historical Theory and Activity Approach. With the time, the Theory spread far beyond
the boundaries of the country where it had originated, and started to be applied by scholars, coming from various
theoretical backgrounds, and working in diverse areas of science. The special issue presents a collection of articles on
the Cultural-Historical Theory and Activity Approach that highlight different elements of the sociocultural research
field. In a sense, the articles offer an in-depth analysis of the Cultural-Historical Theory as the ground for dialogue
and collaboration of researchers throughout the world. Within this frame, the special issue deals with the present
state of the Cultural-Historical Theory and Activity Approach in psychology, discussing CHT as a “functional para-
digm”, considering its linkages with clinical psychology, as well as with the educational policy and activism. The
articles focus on such aspects as the urgency of agency, the social situation of development, mental development,
expansive learning, and social transformation. The papers highlight challenging scientific issues, triggering further
academic discussions and making a serious contribution to the socio-cultural field of research.

This special issue is dedicated to the memory of Elena Olegovna Smirnova — an outstanding Russian scholar,
specialist in child psychology, Professor, Head of the Centre for Psychological and Pedagogical Expertise of Games
and Toys, a winner of the Russian government award in the field of education for the cycle of works “The system of
the upbringing and development of children from birth to seven years old”. She passed away on February 3, 2020.
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Critical Challenges in Cultural-Historical Activity

Theory: The Urgency of Agency
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The article addresses the challenge of conceptualizing agency within a non-dichotomous, dialectical
approach that gives full credit to the social roots of agency and does justice to it being an achievement
of togetherness possible only in a communal world shared with others. Critical steps in this direction are
undertaken by the Transformative Activist Stance (TAS) approach advanced by this article’s author and
further developed and applied to various topics by scholars from many parts of the world. This approach is
firmly rooted in cultural-historical activity theory yet also moves beyond it in overcoming some of its im-
passes. The core elements of TAS are discussed to reveal how they coalesce on the nexus of social practices
of self- and world-making. Agency is the process that enacts this nexus of ongoing, ceaseless social-individ-
ual transformations whereby people simultaneously, in one process, co-create their world and themselves
so that each individual person makes a difference and matters in the totality of social practices. Ethical-
political entailments of TAS are discussed to combat the legacy of passivity and inequality still permeating
psychology and neighboring fields.
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We are all actors: being a citizen is not living in society, it is changing it.

Augusto Boal

No society has yet lived up to the principle that everybody matters...

Introduction

In this paper, T address what can be consider to be
one of today’s major challenges in theorizing human de-
velopment and mind including within cultural-historical
activity theory and related approaches such as sociocul-
tural, cultural, and critical frameworks in psychology,
education, literary theory, and communication studies,
among others. This challenge is how to conceptualize
human agency yet not slip into the pitfalls of traditional
approaches premised on assumptions about agency as
an autonomous, solipsistic achievement of isolated in-
dividuals understood either as “free-will” subjects or,
on another spectrum of views, as puppets of extrane-
ous influences at the whim of powerful forces outside of
one’s control and even awareness. These traditional ap-
proaches, formed largely in the 19" century, are unfortu-
nately increasingly powerful and popular, resurrected on
the heels of advances in biological fields such as genet-
ics and brain research (typically, with psychology and

Kwame Anthony Appiah

education uncritically borrowing from these fields) that
are hailed as providing answers to all the core questions
about human beings, while in fact being still in their in-
fancy [69; 71] or, at best, adolescence [43].

The traditional approaches are exemplified especial-
ly in what I term, with a great dose of irony, the “new
grand synthesis” [59; and see next section] with a focus
on individuals as essentially isolated strivers, walled-in
by self-interest and acting in a vacuum, a lonely and fic-
titious character equipped with inborn endowments and
traits. The challenge I pursue in this paper and my other
works is to unequivocally reject such understandings yet
to do justice to every person’s ability to make one’s own
decisions and determinations, chart one’s own path in
life and, generally, make a difference and thus matter in
the world in one’s own unique, inimitable way and from
one’s unique, irreplaceable position. All of this, impor-
tantly, is about persons mattering in the world that is
existentially and profoundly, fully and to its very core
social and communal, that is, shared with others. In other
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words, the challenge is about theorizing human agency
with an emphasis on individuality and uniqueness that
are at the same time understood to be irrefutably and
incontrovertibly, through and through, from start to
finish, thoroughly collective and social, as instantiated
in collaborative and communal, shared and distributed
achievements of uniqueness through togetherness.

Why is this important? In my view, cultural and crit-
ical theories, including cultural-historical activity the-
ory, still have to reckon with the long-lasting legacy of
passivity — and closely related assumptions of inequal-
ity — in accounting for human development and social
functioning, as expressed at its infamous and deeply
flawed extremes in behaviorism and other mechanistic
modes of thinking. This is not about merely stating that
individuality and agency need and can be understood
in social terms and that humans are not passive — there
have been many general proclamations to this effect that
remain hollow due to them not being supported by solid
conceptual work showing how this is in fact possible and
which specific processes are at play in such a view. What
is required is a painstaking and detailed exploration into
the philosophical, conceptual, and logical warrants and
supports for, and implications from, this position.

Formulating such a task might sound paradoxi-
cal — after all, behaviorism is supposed to be done with
and buried long ago, since severe cracks emerged in its
foundation around the 1960s (typically associated with
Chomsky’s 1959 critical review of Skinner’s book) fol-
lowed by its subsequent gradual demise. However, the
rumors of behaviorism’s death, unfortunately, have been
greatly exaggerated and, in fact, it has survived till today
under various guises. It is not surprising to read the re-
velatory — and also deeply ironic — assessment proudly
made recently by no less than the President of the Asso-
ciation for Psychological Science in the US that “... be-
haviorism is less discussed and debated today because it
actually won the intellectual battle. In a very real sense,
all psychologists today (at least those doing empirical
research) are behaviorists” [50; emphasis added].

The residue of passivity consists in positing that
people are shaped by the world (culture, biology or any
other extraneous factors acting upon people from either
outside or inside, or in some combination of both), de-
pend on a “given” context, and act “under” its existing
circumstances, in “responding” to these circumstances,
after the fact of them impinging on us. Seemingly in-
nocuous, the language of “stimuli” and “reactions,” or of
even just one term of this infamous pair (since no “re-
actions” exist without “stimuli” and vice versa) and of
related terms such as of people “responding” to circum-
stances and situations in their lives is actually strongly
suggestive and even emblematic of a number of deeply
seated (albeit often unarticulated) assumptions direct-
ly affiliated with behaviorism. If these assumptions are
made, and even if they are accompanied by general as-
surances that people are active rather than passive, there
is no way to avoid ultimate surrender to viewing human
beings as essentially shoved around by the all-powerful
forces not under their control. This is what has happened
again and again in conceptions of personhood and agen-

cy — including even those that profess co-determinism
[see 81; 83; 69].

The assumptions of passivity are non-coincidentally
related to a number of closely associated and deeply
flawed ideas including about (a) the separation of hu-
man beings from the world /reality whereby a false sense
of distance between them is created and, consequently,
the need for people to “represent” and “access” reality
through special channels or modes of connection is pos-
ited and (b) the inevitability of social hierarchies and
inequalities according to which some modes of thinking
and living, and even some people, are privileged over oth-
ers, in line with psychology’s colonialist heritage. These
deeply harmful assumptions are concomitant with the
legacy of passivity, behaviorism and other mechanicist
and reductionist approaches still prevalent in modern-
day mainstream psychology.

The need to overcome assumptions of passivity has to
do with many conceptual considerations including that
these assumptions fail to account for significant features
of human development such as creativity, resistance, in-
genuity, inventiveness, and spontaneity. These assump-
tions also fall far behind the realities on the ground when
it is quite obvious (one could say, painfully obvious) that
humans are shaping the world with unprecedented force,
with our collective activities dominating the planet to a
previously unthinkable degree and with drastic conse-
quences, as reflected in the notion of Anthropocene. This
is further illustrated with astounding clarity by the cur-
rent pandemic, when human agency is front-and-center,
revealing how we are all interconnected and interdepen-
dent, literally as a matter of life and death, requiring us
all to be active agents who are conscious and conscien-
tious, responsive and responsible — and implicated in
the world’s overall dynamics and change (see last section
for details). Thus, the urgency of agency is by no means
a theoretical notion only; in my view, at stake is the need
for societies in which, and theories according to which,
everyone matters and makes a difference.

This is in line with the egalitarian, non-hierarchical
and anti-hegemonic ideals that do not erect barriers and
status hierarchies among people, while privileging some
and subordinating others, and instead validates and cel-
ebrates agency, creative powers, and infinite potential
of each and every person. I understand that calls to de-
veloping theories premised on ideals of social justice and
equality are currently not in favor with many scholars in
Russia, including even those who are working within the
legacy of Vygotsky, for whom this was a paramount con-
cern [57; 68; 73; 82; 84]. Yet the world is finally awak-
ening to such calls especially at this moment in history
when, to quote Jameson [34, p. 86], “the present — and
above all our current present, the [presumably] wealthy,
sunny, gleaming world of the postmodern and the end
of history, of the new world system of late capitalism —
unexpectedly betrays us” (insert added). On the heels of
recent events, including in hopefully learning from the
current pandemic and the broader crisis of which it is a
part, there is a hope for a strengthening of critical schol-
arship that is mindful and inclusive of ethical-political
considerations exemplified, for example, by approaches
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of resistance, striving to act as “a species of dialectical
thought, a mode of critical engagement that refuses to
leave the world unchanged and static in its hubristic and
procrustean ways” [100, pp. 29—30].

The main argument in this paper is that although
much progress has been made in cultural-historical ac-
tivity theory and related approaches, now is the time
to more resolutely address and capture the dynamism
of transformation and change and the enormity of hu-
mans’ role in this dynamism, while theorizing agency
within complex relationships between the social consti-
tution of human subjectivity and the possibility of so-
cial justice [cf. 1]. This approach puts premium on the
radical-transformative agency of people understood to
be agentive co-creators of social practices in their his-
torical unfolding and endless transformations and thus
co-creators of the world and, simultaneously and criti-
cally, of themselves. In this account, termed transforma-
tive activist stance | TAS; for detailed exposition, see 69],
agency is accorded no less than a world-forming and his-
tory-making role. This approach suggests not merely that
people are situated in the world, or co-constructed by it,
but that they are its co-creators, who come into being
precisely through their own acts of real-izing the world
[i.e., literally making it real; cf. 8] — acts that are pos-
sible only in solidarity with others, in shared spaces and
through joint efforts. Placing agency in such a radically
central role as belonging to the foundations and even the
very fabric of human development, society, and even the
world/reality itself — yet staying on the grounds of a
non-transcendental and non-individualist position — re-
quires careful elaborations of worldview-level premises
about not only human development but also the world
and our position “in” it.

To reiterate, there is an important ethical-political
component in this position, inextricably related to its
conceptual-analytical components, together forming a
seamlessly merged ethico-ontoepistemology [73]. This
ethical-political component is the notion that every per-
son matters in everything that is going on in the world —
because the world as a whole is evoked, real-ized, and
created by each and every one of us, in each and every
event of our being-knowing-doing — notably, by us as
social actors and agents of communal practices and col-
lective history, who only come about within the matri-
ces of these practices through realizing and co-authoring
them in joint struggles and strivings. This position is a
departure from the canonical interpretations of Marx-
ism and also an expanded and critical take on Vygotsky’s
tradition in which agency was under-theorized for vari-
ous reasons including political ones [58; 69]. At a deeper
level, the key premise of ethical-political nature is that
all individuals are endowed with equal potential for so-
cial achievement, intelligence, creativity, and any and all
other capacities and faculties. That is, all individuals are
truly considered equal, not just in their legal and moral
rights, nor only in opportunity, but in their fundamental
capacities and abilities — albeit as these can and have
to be brought to realization within shared collaborative
practices and communities. This further implies that all
human beings have unlimited potential — and are thus

profoundly equal precisely in the infinity of their poten-
tial regardless of any putatively “natural” endowments
and ostensibly “intractable” deficits. This potential,
however, needs to be actualized by individuals them-
selves, as an “achievement” (with no connotations of
either finality or predetermined norms) of togetherness,
while being provided with access to requisite cultural
tools and spaces for agency within the collaborative dy-
namics of shared community practices [69; 71].

Building on the heels of relational approaches
and moving beyond them

There have been important developments on the topic
of agency, including by a group of interrelated approaches
focusing on the role of context, situativity, embodiment,
historicity, and interactivity including collaborative, situ-
ated, and distributed cognition theories; dynamic systems
and actor-network theories; participatory learning ap-
proaches; and theories of embodiment, enactment, and
cultural mediation [e.g., 18; 53; 36; for recent overview,
see 21]. Several of these approaches, in addition, focus
on the continuously unfolding, historically situated, and
culturally mediated developmental dynamics of human
embodied acting in environments. Typically, these ap-
proaches emphasize relational co-constitution of human
beings and the world. This includes highlighting that all
phenomena of human development are dynamically rela-
tional and contextually situated in thus stretching beyond
the person alone. Given such emphasis, these approaches
are de facto aligned with the recently influential relational
perspective (or relational ontology), sometimes dubbed
as standing for a conceptual revolution in psychology and
neighboring disciplines [40; 60].

At the core of relational approaches is the notion
that people evolve and develop within continuous rela-
tions with their surrounds and with other people, rath-
er than as separate, self-contained “thing-like” entities
with fixed inner essences unfolding from some primor-
dial sources and following pre-programmed scripts or
rules. Instead, people and their environment are posited
to have shared existence, emphasizing mutual co-con-
struction, co-evolution, continuous dialogue, belong-
ing, participation and similar processes of relatedness
and interconnectedness, blending and meshing — the
“coming together” of individuals and their world that
transcends their separation. Relational perspective, in
its overcoming the Cartesian dualism, can be considered
to be one of the staples and major achievements of the
20 century in psychology and neighboring disciplines.
For example, all three major theories of human develop-
ment of that century — those by Piaget, Dewey and Vy-
gotsky — represented relational perspective that aimed
precisely at overcoming the subject-object dualism and
therefore, bearing much similarities, juxtaposed with
significant differences, across them [59; 69]. Relationism
is influential in developmental psychology [47], cultural
anthropology [31], social psychology [27], studies of
communication and cognition [11; 15], and educational
ethnography [37], among others.
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These developments are important and laudable es-
pecially as they represent a much-needed front of re-
sistance against the all-powerful trends of biologically
reductionist frameworks. These latter frameworks are
recently uniting, in what can be termed, tongue in cheek,
a “new grand synthesis” [59].This synthesis is drawing
together the resurrected tenets of sociobiology, innatist
linguistics, narrowly conceived neuroscience, orthodox
modular cognitivism, with the impoverished and inef-
fectual test-and-control, knowledge-transmission edu-
cation models following suit. The biggest irony of this
“new grand synthesis” (and associated brainism) is that
there is nothing new and nothing grand about it except
for extraordinary ambitions and pompous declarations
about its capacity to explain everything — from altru-
ism, criminal behavior, motivation, religious beliefs to
even political choices and affiliations, not to mention
learning and development [for critique, see 3; 40; 48;
59;75; 78].

In my works through the past years, including in col-
laboration with other scholars, I have drawn attention
to both strengths and limitations within relational ap-
proaches to agency including a residue of passivity pres-
ent in them. As an illustration, I have analyzed influential
works on agency by Giddens, Bourdieu, Archer, Emirbay-
er and Mische, and especially Biesta and his colleagues
to expose their reliance on the notions that make them
susceptible to assumptions of passivity and, in terms of
ethico-political implications, those of accommodation to
the status quo and political quietude [69; 77; 83].

In order to overcome this residue, as I will further
elaborate herein, it is important to reconstrue no less
than the very basic premises about human develop-
ment including about how we are and how we can be
in the world, what constitutes humanness, what is re-
ality and, most critically, what could a humane and
just society be in which this humanness is possible,
together with a set of closely and non-coincidental-
ly related ethical-political issues. What is needed, in
other worlds, is a philosophically grounded revision
and re-articulation of the major assumptions about
human development away from assumptions of passiv-
ity, accommodation, quietism, and adaptation to the
status quo.

These are monumental questions and shifts and
they are typically supposed to be the province of a “big
philosophy” and “big theory” — approaches advanced
by hero-figures, such as Hegel or Marx, or by a select
coterie of currently prominent elite scholars who offer
solutions that are then followed and implemented by
rank-and-file researchers. Most researchers and educa-
tors are unfortunately trained to not count themselves
among such elites and typically tend to stay away from
formulating their own answers to philosophical ques-
tions they inevitably encounter, relinquishing efforts
to advance their own worldview-level conceptions and
notions. However, in my view, this goes against the
spirit of what science and research are arguably all

about: An open-ended, free-spirited, personally respon-
sible, endlessly creative, unending adventure at the
edge of uncertainty filled with contestation and dissen-
sus [to paraphrase Bronowski; cf. 72]. That is, science
and research are uncertain and unsettled through and
through — constituted by processes of questioning, cri-
tiquing, exploring, confronting, deconstructing, falsify-
ing, refashioning, reimagining, refuting, and interrogat-
ing — wherein no answers can be used ready-made and
treated as pregiven recipes. Since the processes of ques-
tioning, interrogating and moving beyond the status
quo are the very fabric of knowing, we cannot expect
ready-made answers from the classics or from anybody
else, for that matter. Instead, each and every research-
er has an obligation and privilege to come up with one’s
own answers (however provisional and incomplete they
might be), including on core philosophical questions.
Certainly, this is not about inventing such answers
from scratch or in a vacuum but rather, about hard
work based in a critical and in-depth personal engage-
ment with the legacy and views of those who one deems
important to dialogue with, though never accepting ev-
erything in toto as a “final truth.”

Accordingly, although carried out in continuation
of Vygotsky’s tradition, the approach I am develop-
ing also critically reassesses and moves beyond it. Vy-
gotsky’s project cannot be employed to develop novel
approaches without expansive critique and creative
elaboration — which, of course, is very much in the
spirit of this project itself, given its Marxist legacy,
with its celebration of critique as a major, indispens-
able premise and a methodological condition without
which it ceases to exist. This approach to Vygotsky’s
legacy is consonant with what has been captured by
Osip Mandelstam — a striving to advance “a resilient
tradition that draws from the very sources it is intended
to combat” [quoted in 9, p. 11; emphasis added]. This is
also what Boris Eikhenbaum captured in his notion of
the ongoing “battle with the craft” of other poets (and,
I would add, scholars). In his words, those who wish to
learn from others must likewise be prepared to do bat-
tle with them: “you must conquer Mandelstam [or any
other predecessor-AS]. Not study him” (ibid.). Thus,
the strategy I am using is to navigate and balance two
opposite attitudes towards historical legacy and tradi-
tion, namely, the notion that “none of the systems, none
of the doctrines transmitted to us by the great think-
ers may be convincing or even plausible” anymore [2,
p. 12], on the one hand, and the notion that “our clas-
sics are like a powder keg that has not yet exploded”
[41, p. 308], on the other. The expansive elaboration of
the worldview-level premises seeks to overcome a num-
ber of polarities especially with regards to the status of
reality and change in conceptualizing human develop-
ment, the role of human agency in enacting them, and
the notions of contribution and commitment to the
sought-after future as central to human ways of being,
knowing, and doing.

! This expression sounds really great in the orginal Russian: “Hamm knaccuku — 910 mopoxoBoil morpe6, KoTopbiil etie He B3opBasics’”.
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The transformative worldview and agency

In building upon the legacy of Vygotsky’s project —
combined with insights from contemporary critical
scholarship (e.g., philosophy of practice, critical peda-
gogy, postcolonial and feminist perspectives, new ma-
terialism, and science studies, among others), and also
works by Bakhtin, Gramsci, Fanon, Sartre and others —
my proposal has been to dialectically expand ideas about
human development, as a relational and situated process,
through the notions of transformation and agency while
exposing and drawing connections to ethical-political
dimensions indelibly present in these matters. That is,
human development, in addition to being relational and
situated, and even more originary, needs and can be un-
derstood as grounded in purposeful and answerable — in
other words, agentive or activist — contributions to the
dynamic and ever-shifting world-in-the-making com-
posed of shared communal practices colored by visions
of, stands on, and commitments to, particular sough-af-
ter futures at the core of various transformative pursuits
(or projects), always ethico-politically non-neutral. This
position, termed Transformative Activist Stance (TAS),
places agency that all human beings exercise (whether
they know it or not) at the core of not only human na-
ture and development but also — most critically and
quite contentiously (vis-a-vis both Vygotsky’s school
and Marxism) — of reality itself. The focus is on the bidi-
rectional and dynamic nexus of social practices simulta-
neously realizing human development, social life, and re-
ality — while at the same time placing emphasis on these
practices being realized by people contributing to social
change at the intersection of individual and collective
agency across the time dimensions (and with a particu-
lar emphasis on the sought-after future), while exactly
through this process, and simultaneously, also creating
themselves as agents and co-authors of the world.

Some of these themes and notions, or their elements,
might appear to be immediately familiar to many re-
searchers knowledgeable about or working within criti-
cal sociocultural frameworks and Vygotsky’s tradition.
For example, the emphasis on collaborative practices is
present, in addition to approaches in the Marxist tradi-
tion, in works by Foucault, Bourdieu, the feminist and
standpoint theories, some currents of pragmatism and,
quite centrally, Freire’s critical pedagogy, among oth-
ers. Within Vygotsky’s lineage, this emphasis can be
found, for example, in [13; 20; 31; 51; 98], among many
others. Many Russian scholars in Vygotsky’s school or
working in affiliation with it made similar points — most
prominently, Alexei N. Leontiev, Evald V. Ilyenkov,
Vassily V. Davydov, Alexey A. Leontiev, and Valdimir
P. Zinchenko (in his early works) and their followers. As
I will discuss, the ways to concretely fashion and then
proceed from such broad premises can still differ in many
respects. To paraphrase Viveiros de Castro [97]: admit-
ting the familiar is one thing; it’s a very different kettle of
fish drawing from it all the possible consequences. Add-
ing to this, I would say: The devil is truly in the details.

One of the specific elaborations in my works has to
do with vigorously, consistently, and unequivocally ex-

plicating and ascertaining the role of collaborative trans-
formative practice/activity as an ontological foundation
for human development and, importantly, also reality
itself. This entails positing such practice — that unfolds
and gradually expands in time connecting each human
being with everybody else and each generation with
all others — as a new relation to the world, precisely as
a new form of life unique to humans that has brought
about their emergence in evolution and that continues
to constitute the foundation for their development in all
its expressions, dimensions and facets. This ontological-
ly primary realm can be understood as the “lived world”
[sxusHennbIi Mup-Rus.; for a recent analysis, see 39], but
not in the sense of people merely being situated or dwell-
ing in it as a given, nor in its present status quo. Instead,
this realm is, in my view, better designated as the “lived
struggle” — an arena of human historical and life quests
and pursuits, enacted as collective efforts at becoming
fraught with contradictions and conflicts — infused with
dimensions of values, interests, struggles, power differ-
entials, and intentionality including goals, visions, and
commitments to the future. Because of its grounding in
collaborative social practices, that is, in people acting
and doing things together while co-producing their life,
the designating term for this realm, I would suggest, can
be actuality [in its etymology deriving from the term act
in many languages, in addition to English — Wirklichkeit
(German), deiicmeurenbHoctb (Russ)]. This is a realm
where human activities, actions, and deeds form the ulti-
mate grounding for the world that is not discovered, nor
merely experienced, but instead enacted and realized (or
co-created) by people themselves.

That is, ontologically, the world is understood as a
constantly shifting and continuously evolving terrain
of social practices constantly enacted and reenacted by
people acting together in performing their individually
unique and authentically authorial, or answerable, yet
deeply and profoundly social, deeds. Each person enter-
ing, or rather joining in with, this collective forum, right
from birth, is the core condition and foundation for per-
sonal becoming and development. The radical import of
this position is that the human subjectivity and agency
extend to the very core of reality because nothing exists
outside of the temporal fabric woven by human commu-
nal practices and deeds [cf. Bakhtin; 46].

The second and related proposition is that a close
synergy between ontological (what reality is taken to be)
and epistemological (what the process of knowing about
reality is taken to be) aspects or dimensions of the trans-
formative worldview is ascertained. That is, the process
of knowing is understood to be contingent on activist in-
volvements in, and contributions to, collaborative trans-
formative practices and thus, a form of practice itself that
is coterminous with being and doing. This is in line with
the well-known Marxist maxim that in order to know the
world, we have to change it. However, this maxim draws
attention to and has been typically interpreted only in
its epistemic dimension, as suggesting that humans know
the world through changing it. While fully accepting
this premise, the suggested expansion goes beyond the
epistemological level alone to instead link it to the on-
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tological one by stating that while there is indeed no gap
between changing one’s world and knowing it, there is
also no gap between changing one’s world and being (be-
coming) a unique person, with both processes simulta-
neously created as people agentively change conditions
and circumstances of their lives. There is, in other words,
no knowledge and no person that exist prior to and can
be separated from a transformative activist engagement
with the world (including, importantly, with other people
and oneself), with knowing being fully reliant on how we
position ourselves vis-a-vis ongoing social practices and
their historically evolved structures and conflicts and on
us taking a stand vis-a-vis them. Moreover, knowing is
inextricably related to being and doing — representing
a practically relevant, ideologically saturated, and politi-
cally contingent, that is, agentive endeavor that partakes
in and directly contributes to changing, and thus co-cre-
ating the world (if even sometimes unbeknownst to its
creators), always in collaboration with others. For exam-
ple, to know oneself in a new way means simultaneously
to be altered in that very act of knowing — to be literally
a changed person who emerges in the act of knowing that
alters what it contemplates [17]. The process of knowing,
thus understood, is profoundly imaginative and creative,
passionate and partisan, as well as deeply personal and
authorial, yet also social through and through, because
it involves a simultaneous work of self-understanding,
identity development, and world-making. Thus, the re-
sulting transformative onto-epistemology operates with
the notion of knowing-being-doing as a unified (though
not uniform) process.

A third, and perhaps most critical, suggestion has
been to emphasize the transformative nature of collabor-
ative practices, in their status of the primary onto-epis-
temology of human development, as their key formative
feature, thus more explicitly integrating notions of social
change, agency, and activism into the most basic descrip-
tions of the very reality of human development and the
world itself. The analytical import of taking transforma-
tion to be the core characteristic of social practices as
it has been suggested (though not fully explicated) by
Marx, is actually enormous, implying a conceptual shift
in theorizing human development and society that is no
less radical than the import of Darwin’s revolution in
biological sciences [62; 69]. The conceptual and analyti-
cal shift consists in positing the very mode of existence
of social practices and their products — and therefore,
of reality itself — as the dynamics of ever-shifting and
moving, continuously re-structuring and re-organizing
movements and flows of ceaseless changes, transfor-
mations, transmutations, and reassemblages. In this
perspective, it is not only that the world is constantly
changing, which is quite a trivial assumption currently
accepted by many approaches across the board. Instead,
a more conceptually radical conjecture is that changes
and transformations in social communal praxis is what
exists and what substitutes for the world in its fixity and
“givenness.” The change, in other words, is ontologically
primary, whereas stability and static forms, structures,
and patterns are derivative of what is the primary real-
ity comprised of ubiquitous and ceaseless changes and
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transformations in the ever unfolding and dynamic flow
of reality. Importantly, social change and transforma-
tion enacted in moving beyond the given is taken to be
no less and, in fact, more real than what is often believed
is the abstract and neutral, “brute” reality of the world
as it exists now, in its status quo and its seemingly unal-
terable givenness reified in the taken-for-granted states,
structures, circumstances, and “facts.” This insistence
on seeing change and agentive movement beyond the
given as foundational to human development and the
world itself is in sync with what Fanon [23] described as
the true leap that consists in introducing invention into
existence [cf. 99].

Fourth, the notion of individually unique contribu-
tions to the ongoing communal dynamics and changes
in the inherently social, distributed, collaborative prac-
tices — at the interface of social and individual levels of
human life and development — is highlighted to over-
come the traditional polarization of persons and societ-
ies/communities. In particular, the collective and open-
ended collaborative practices, although social through
and through, are understood to be realized through
unique contributions by individual agents acting from
their own, uniquely irreplaceable positions and inimi-
tably authentic stances. Importantly, each person not
only enters communal social practices, but agentively
realizes them while making a difference in them, thus
gradually co-authoring these practices, and therefore
oneself too, through enacting and transforming them in
view of one’s own unique strivings, struggles, and agen-
das. This process not only coincides but is fully merged
with people becoming agentive actors of the commu-
nal world shared with others. The transformative on-
to-epistemology of social praxis — augmented by the
notion of individual contributions to this praxis as its
carriers, embodiments, and enactments (i.e., its opera-
tional units) — is used to supersede the very distinc-
tion between collective and individual levels of social
practices and life. What is offered instead is one unitary
realm in need of new terms to convey the dialectical
amalgamation of the social and the individual — such as
the “collectividual” practice and agency [64]. This move
indicates a resolute break with the dualism of the indi-
vidual and the social, so that each and every individual
human being is conceived as in fact instantiating com-
mon history and the totality of humanity in all their
vicissitudes (albeit in local expressions), realizing and
carrying them on, as well as bearing responsibility for
their future. This invitation to see history and society
embodied and expressed in, even co-created through,
the deeds of each and every single person — albeit ul-
timately in the form of collective processes to which
these deeds contribute — is a truly challenging task
that still requires much attention and elaboration.

Fifth, the TAS elevates the dimension of the future
ontologically and epistemologically by rendering future-
oriented goals and endpoints integral to and constitutive
of knowing-being-doing in the present. More specifical-
ly, this critical expansion concerns the centrality of the
Jforward-looking activist positioning — what people imag-
ine, deem important and strive for in the future — and




KYJbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAS IICUXOJOTUA 2020. T. 16. Ne 2
CULTURAL-HISTORICAL PSYCHOLOGY. 2020. Vol. 16, no. 2

a commitment to bringing this future into reality. The
critical point is that we cannot locate ourselves in the
present and its history unless we imagine the future and
commit to creating it and nothing is determinate outside
such imagination [69]. Moreover, commitments ground-
ed in values, principles, and ethical projects, guided by a
sought-after future, are critical to human development
understood as an activist project of becoming. The no-
tion of commitment foregrounds specifically the struggle
for the future, rather than its mere anticipation or expec-
tation as is alternatively expressed in the notions of hope,
utopia and political imagination. In addition, though
similar to the notion of prolepsis [12; 52] used to high-
light that the future affects the present, the TAS posits
a more agentive and activist notion of human deeds as
enactments of the future in the present via their predica-
tion on commitments to the future. Thus, the process of
creating the future in the present is understood as a re-
ality in its own right. In this approach, “analyses of the
past, present and future are not split into independent
inquiries, but are instead lodged... within each other and
carried out in light of their synthetic amalgamation in-
fused with the ethics” [79, p. 6]. This position is in stark
contrast especially with many of today’s trends in social
sciences and psychology such as postmodernism that
continue to predominantly focus on the “historical pres-
ent” without much regard for how the future might be
implicated in shaping the present. Indeed, for example,
Butler is unequivocal in stating that “the critical point
of departure is the historical present” |6, p. 8]. This posi-
tion is also typical of American pragmatism according to
which knowledge is inseparable from human action, yet
action itself is understood as embedded within and de-
fined by the immediately given context in its situational
concreteness [69].

The sixth point — last but certainly not the least
one — is the notion that ethical-political dimensions be-
long right into the very fabric of reality including pro-
cesses of knowing-being-doing. The ethical dimensions
come to the fore because the transformative praxis/en-
gagements are taken as ontologically and epistemologi-
cally supreme, and given that transformation can only
be achieved from a certain position and with certain
sought-after futures in view. In simple terms, a human
being who in order to be and to know needs to act in the
world that is constantly changing and, moreover, that is
changing through our own deeds, cannot be neutral or un-
certain because such acting (unlike reacting or passively
dwelling) presupposes knowing what is right or wrong,
and which direction one wants and needs to go next.

In the transformative worldview, any and all acts/
deeds entail and carry “the right” and “the wrong” di-
rectly in them, because they inevitably change the world
for better or for worse, for oneself and for others, albeit
that the incurred changes are sometimes not immedi-

ately transparent even to the actor herself. The ethical
is therefore a distinctive and inherent characteristic of
human activity, rather than some sort of an extraneous
add-on to it that comes about in some “special” circum-
stances such as when people are solving moral dilemmas.
Ethical and purposeful dimensions inhere in how we do
things in the world in the first place — that is, they are
integral to acting and realizing the world in collabora-
tive transformative practices and, therefore, to knowing
and being as well.

With the gap between ethical dimensions and onto-
epistemology eliminated, they all can be merged into
one amalgamated ethico-ontoepsitemology. That is,
epistemology enters the realm of “ontological politics”
[44] pertaining to questions not merely about what
there is in the world — because nothing simply is, in
light of the world being ceaselessly changed by us! —
but instead about how the world can be changed in light
of what there should be, given our commitments and
ideologies, our politics and ethics. This implies that all
acts, including those of knowing and being, presuppose
a forward-looking striving and activism — acting with
the purpose of changing the world in view of a sought-
after future.

These points, taken together (as they should be,
since they all presuppose and implicate each other,
making sense almost exclusively in light of each other)
have various implications and applications?, summa-
rized in large part in [69], such as for education and
pedagogy [5; 25; 26; 28; 61; 67; 72; 92—96], creativity
and play [66; 76; 80; 87], literacy and critical literacy
practices [7; 19], child-adult interactions and child’s
agency [30], online communication [22], social move-
ments and activism [52], disability [49; 88], social care
work [16], health issues and health inequalities [14;
24], history of psychology [57; 58; 82; 84; 86; 89], as
well as for theoretical debates such as on agency [42;
77;83; 90], personhood and identity [63; 64; 65; 81; 85],
cultural mediation [4], language development [55; 56],
sociological understandings of power [54], naturecul-
ture/epigenetics [60; 62; 71; 74; 75; 78], the concepts
of work and learning [91], and methodology [10; 29; 69;
70], among others.

Explorations at the nexus of self-
and world-realization

The resulting transformative ethico-ontoepistemolo-
gy, as follows from the discussion in the previous sec-
tion, suggests that it is directly through and in the pro-
cess, and moreover, precisely as the process of people
constantly transforming and co-creating their social
world and thus moving beyond the status quo (rather
than as an addition to it) that people simultaneously

2T am providing a selected (non-exhaustive) list of works where the TAS approach is used as a grounding framework. With the exception of
several authors (Hougaard, Podlucka, Sawyer, and Vianna), these are not works by my current or former Ph.D. students. Note that the authors
working with TAS are located in various parts of the world — in addition to the US, in Brazil, Denmark, Sweden, South Africa, New Zealand, Italy,

India, England, Scotland, and the Netherlands.
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create and constantly transform their very life, there-
fore also changing themselves in fundamental ways
while, also in and as this very process, becoming indi-
vidually unique and gaining knowledge about them-
selves and the world.

Critical, in my view, is to focus on the notion of the
dual and ceaseless dynamics at the shifting nexus be-
tween people collaboratively transforming their world
and thus bringing it into existence through the process
of agentively contributing to collaborative modifica-
tions of existing realties and, at the same time, in this
very process and at once — without any gaps in either
spatiotemporal, experiential, ontological, or any other
terms — being themselves changed and de facto con-
stantly created as unique individuals who are social
agents and actors of communities and the world shared
with others. The proposition of focusing precisely on
the nexus of these processes might easily slip atten-
tion if not duly explicated and elaborated, as de facto
continues to happen in existing interpretations. To
highlight again, at stake is the centrality of the nexus
of people changing the world and of themselves being
changed in this very process — as poles of one and the
same (as “duo in uno”), bi-directional and recursive
co-constitution of people and the world in a continual
and ceaseless communal process of self- and world-real-
ization. People exist while creating themselves in and
through transformative practices of creating the world,
at the nexus of these processes — suggesting that there
is no neutral, separate world and no isolated, detached
individuals. Instead, there is one process of people si-
multaneously co-creating themselves and the world,
as a nexus of these two currents within communal, his-
torical praxis (composed of social practices) realized
through individually unique contributions by actors of
this praxis.

It is the simultaneity, or in even stronger terms, the
unity of human transformative practice on the one hand,
and the process of becoming (and being) human and
of knowing oneself and the world on the other, that is
conveyed in the TAS. Human beings come to be them-
selves and come to know their world and themselves in
the process and as the process of changing their world
(while changing together with it), in the midst of this
process and as one of its facets, rather than outside of
or merely in some sort of a connection with it. In this
dialectically recursive and dynamically co-constitutive
approach, people can be said to realize their development
in the agentive enactment of changes that bring the world,
and simultaneously their own lives, including their selves
and minds, into reality.

Therefore, it is the process of co-creating, co-au-
thoring, and inventing social practices and the world
itself, all embodied in the struggle to change the world
and the ways in which it is shaping us — in the acts of
taking a stand, staking a claim, making a commitment,
and claiming a position; and thus coming to know and
to exist, while working and laboring to realize them —
that is rendered foundational to human development
and subjectivity. That is, the core constituent of human
development and teaching-learning is posited to consist
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in taking stands and staking claims on ongoing events,
conflicts and contradictions in view of the goals, com-
mitments, and aspirations for the future — the process
of making up one’s mind as literally a process through
which human subjectivity, including mind, and pro-
cesses of teaching-learning, come about and which
they are made up of. From this position, psychological
processes have to do with people authorially taking up
social practices, in contributing to changing them, by
individuals qua actors of society and history in always
creative, novel, agentive, and transformative — that is,
activist — ways.

The term activism conveys the sense that all indi-
viduals and communities are immersed within, and are
always contributing to, not just the neutral contexts
or environments that somehow peacefully “surround”
them. Instead, human development is part and parcel
of the unfolding drama and struggle that constitute
the world infused with conflicts and contradictions,
dilemmas, and challenges — which even in their daily
expressions and everyday contexts are always about
the struggle for transformation of the world (cf. critical
pedagogy).

From this position, not only are agency and human
subjectivity this-worldly parts of the natural world (as
claimed already by James [33]), but the world and re-
ality are not some neutral, unitary, unchanging realms
separate from us. Instead, the world is imbued with
human dimensions including struggle, rupture, dispu-
tability, contestation, commitment, and imagination.
Importantly, the primary emphasis is on struggle and
striving — on people en-countering, con-fronting, and
overcoming the circumstances and conditions that are
not so much given as taken up by people within the pro-
cesses of actively grappling with them and, thus, real-
izing and bringing them forth in striving to change and
transcend them.

This approach insists that any contact or encounter
with the world has a form not of a neutral relationality
and rationality but of active (and also emotional and
passionate) striving and struggle, even confrontation.
Therefore, from the TAS position, people do not just find
themselves within the conditions and circumstances of
the world. Any contact with the world is only possible
based in people playing partial, even “partisan,” roles
and occupying non-neutral positions, directly implicat-
ing issues of power and social antagonism but also, and
equally importantly, issues of belonging and care. In this
sense, reality is not “given” — rather, it is taken by per-
sons as social actors, that is, as community members who
are simultaneously creating themselves and the world —
always in collaboration with others and with the tools
that communities provide. More precisely, one could say
that reality is given in the act of taking it.

The key premise in setting up this approach is that
human agency in carrying out and realizing chang-
es in the shared, communal practices of the social
world is a natural part of the material reality and the
key dimension of ontology and epistemology of hu-
man development and the mind. Within the broadly
transformative-dialectical worldview, human agency
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and subjectivity — including hope, imagination and
commitment — find their place not merely as linked
to social practices, but as themselves a transformative
material-semiotic process that emerges as part (or di-
mension, layer) within the matrix of social practices
and makes this matrix possible. That is, all forms of hu-
man subjectivity are understood to be a genuine part
of our world — embedded within and composed of the
material fabric of social practices, as full events of social
praxis imbued with histories and meanings. This means
that subjectivity is simultaneously a form of acting,
knowing and being by people collaborating in active
pursuits of social transformations. In this rendition, the
mind is posited to be not ontologically distinct from,
though not identical with, the other processes of people
engaging with their world (based in elaborations of
L.S. Vygotsky’s and AN. Leontiev’s ideas).

This approach avoids the extremes of mentalist views
that limit the mind and agency to individual mental
constructs, neuronal processes in the brain, and com-
putation or information processing — even if these are
acknowledged to be embodied and situated in context
and augmented with external tools. However, it also
overcomes limitations of relational approaches — in-
cluding ecological, dynamic, distributed, situated, and
embodied cognition theories, and theories of participa-
tory and situated learning — that fuse the mind with the
context and relatively disregard agency and other forms
of human subjectivity. The intention is to open ways to
advancing a fully non-mentalist, situated, and dynamic
approach to mind and agency while also capitalizing on
their transformative power and relevancy in realizing
communal forms of social life and human development.

Instead of conclusions: Agency
and the Covid-19 pandemics

The current situation with the pandemic is a mag-
nifying lens with which to address the dramatic and
drastic social dynamics — at the nexus of collective
and individual layers of social practices and with hu-
man agency at the forefront — that typically remain
hidden from view. At a first glance (for many in the
general public and even among policy-makers, unfor-
tunately, this remains the only glance), the pandemic
is caused and driven by purely biological forces that
have spawned and then spread a new virus, Covid-19,
due to virus jumping from animals to people, subse-
quently attacking vast human populations and un-
leashing havoc around the globe. However, nothing
can be farther from the truth in terms of the actual
scope, driving forces, contingences, and complexities
of the processes at the core of the pandemic. In par-
ticular, all pandemics are very far from being just, or
merely, biological — in fact, they are and have always
been geopolitical, historical, financial, and sociocul-
tural. That is, pandemics are phenomena and products

3 As in the expression The fabric of cosmos, see book with this title.
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of human practices, the fruits of our own doing. This
does not mean that viruses are nor real or that they
are literally man-made (as some conspiracy theories
speculate). Instead, this means that a pandemic can-
not be brought down to, nor explained, by biological
factors as such, taken alone, since it is what people do,
their collective practices unfolding in history, that
is the core reality at stake in the pandemic. These
collective practices are the “fabric”® into which bio-
logical factors are absorbed to then be reassembled
and refashioned in their effects and relevancy within
this fabric and in line with its dynamics and driving
forces. As Lavell et al. [38] formulate, “In the same
way that people do not die from earthquakes but
from poorly designed and constructed houses that
fall when strong earthquakes strike, the disasters and
catastrophes currently enveloping the public health
systems in many countries..., and their social and eco-
nomic consequences cannot be understood only as a
consequence of a virus.”

First of all, a virus “jumping” from animals to people
(an official expression in epidemiology) is not a common
event and, counterintuitively, it happens predominantly
due to human activities, such as animal habitat erosion
and destruction of various ecosystems. The emergence
and spread of zoonoses (human infections of animal ori-
gin) has to do with industrial-scale farming and the re-
sulting destruction of millions of small farms. Through
these and other human practices such as urbanization,
road-building, mining and so on, “we have created a
global, human-dominated ecosystem that serves as a
playground for the emergence and host-switching of ani-
mal viruses...” [45].

Second, the specific effects of the virus and its ad-
vancement to the pandemic level are, too, directly con-
tingent on a variety of effects and contexts of human
practices (drawing on [38]). While Covid-19, as a sick-
ness, or the capacity of health systems, can be analysed
from the perspective of public health and medical sci-
ence only, they are also, and quite critically, “the mate-
rialization of socially produced risk in time and in space”
(ibid.). Actually, the infectious agent (virus) per se is
not a direct hazard, unless it is transported and spread
in ways that expose large numbers of people. With the
current pandemic, it is quite obvious that the vector
that spreads the virus is directly attributable, chiefly,
to global air travel. There is a plausible hypothesis that
the rapid spread of virus “would not have been possible
except through the increasingly dense network of trans-
port corridors and air routes that connect territories,
countries and continents and with China at the centre of
many global supply and value chains” (ibid.) — with glo-
balization and the move of much industrial production
into China away from many countries, especially the US,
as the major culprit.

Third, the impact of the virus is also mediated
through the territorial structure of societies and their
social and cultural patterns (building from ibid.). For
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example, in the proximity conditions of people living
in crowded, densely populated areas and mostly using
public transport, exposure to Covid-19 is dramatically
magnified. Fourth, individual health vulnerabilities
(e.g., previous illness, low immunity etc.) are known
to exacerbate virus effects. However, there are many
vulnerability factors that are socially constructed, for
example, through dietary habits, cultural acceptance
and accessibility of substances such as alcohol, tobacco
and other drugs, and lack of physical exercise, among
others. Finally, and most drastically, there seems to be
a close relationship between vulnerability to Covid-19
and vectors of socio-politically constructed daily risks
such as unemployment, lack of income, addictions, so-
cial and personal insecurity, poor housing and habitat, a
lack of access to basic services (water or drainage) and,
quite critically, an absence of health and social protec-
tion. As Lavell et al. [38] state, “Social construction of
vulnerability is also concatenated with lack of access to
and the quality of public health services. Being able to
rapidly access good quality and affordable health care
can quite dramatically reduce vulnerability. ... In the
United States, there are broad sectors of society that
simply do not have access to public or private health
services due to lack of insurance and due to not being
entitled to paid sick leave.”

Thus, what people suffer from with the current
pandemic is not merely a new virus attacking us but a
complex and multi-layered, socio-economically and
politically-historically constructed reality within which
the virus is impacting people the way it does. This is a
human-made pandemic and its effects are far from re-
stricted to biological factors. What is a at stake here is
not some fleeting phenomenon of an airy, fanciful social
construction as this notion is often interpreted in the
sense of such construction being unreal and intangible,
made up in our minds only and fully at our whim. On
the contrary, socially constructed phenomena such as
the current pandemic are actually as solid, substantial,
and consequential as it gets; in a sense, they are more real
than real, if reality is reduced to rigid thing-like entities
impacting us from outside and irrespective of our own
social practices and actions. The pandemic is also clearly
beyond any one person’s control and will as it is contin-
gent on socio-politically and economically coordinated
policies and actions. The outcomes of the present strug-
gle come down to our collective agency, ingenuity, and
creativity — or, as the late Nobel laureate Joshua Leder-
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Introduction

The conceptual foundations and thesaurus of the
Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) have been
rather stable for decades; nevertheless, the foci of theo-
retical and empirical research shifted through its history
from one to another problem and concept.

Vygotsky’s emphasis in the late 1920s—1930s was
on the relation between individual mind and culture, on
the issues of social and cultural mechanisms of shaping
the human mind, on the problems of social and genetic
psychology. Alexey N. Leontiev’s emphasis, during the
early stages of the construction of activity theory in the
late 1930s-1950s, was on the relation between activity
and consciousness, on the issues of emerging conscious-
ness and mind at large as a phenomenon of life, and on
the problems of genetic, comparative and educational
psychology. At the next stage, in the late 1950s—1970s,
the emphasis shifted to the relations between activity,
action, and operation, to the issues of activity structure
and actual genesis, its executive mechanisms, to the
problems of general and cognitive psychology.
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Since the late 1970s a new shift of emphasis became
visible, a shift toward the relations between activity
and personality, to the issues of activity regulation
and self-regulation and its ontogenetic development.
Mikhail Kotik [22] and Oleg Tikhomirov [37] were
among the first authors who introduced the ideas of
regulation and self-regulation of object-related activ-
ity, including the thinking activity, to the context of
activity theory; both authors stressed the role of per-
sonal meanings in regulatory processes. Somewhat
later, Vyacheslav Ivannikov [18] launched his studies
of voluntary activity regulation and a large group of
authors ([2; 4; 7; 35; 36; 38]) contributed to the de-
velopment of the theory of regulatory function of per-
sonal meanings and meaning formations (see [24; 25]
for details).

Probably the first scholar to have noticed this last
shift and to have given it a conceptual shape was Bluma
Zeigarnik, who published a paper entitled “Mediation
and self-regulation in norm and pathology,” in which she
characterized these two concepts as central ones for the
given period of the activity theory approach ([43]; see
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also [44]). Her understanding of mediation as the stable
modus of behavior in the mature person and her analysis
of mediation distortions in different mental pathologies
allowed her to proceed from activity regulation to self-
regulation. The latter was conceived as the functional
capacity of the whole person as an active agent, possess-
ing multiple degrees of freedom regarding her activity.

Since then, the issues of regulation and self-regu-
lation have become and still remain one of the central
problem fields in CHAT. Specifically, this refers to cog-
nitive processes (Boris M.Velichkovsky, Tatyana Ko-
rnilova, a.0.), motivation (Tamara Gordeeva, Ekaterina
Patyaeva, a.0.), personality (D.Leontiev, Vadim Petro-
vsky a.0.), developmental psychology (Elena Smirnova,
Katherine Polivanova a.o.), clinical psychology (Elena
T. Sokolova, Elena Rasskazova a.0.), etc. The aim of this
paper is to reveal the methodological status of the self-
regulation approach as a part of what may be called the
functional paradigm in the psychology of the 21st cen-
tury, and highlight the place and the meaning of CHAT
as an important part of this paradigm today.

Two competing paradigms
in modern psychology

Every meaning, including the meaning of a scientific
theory, is defined by the context. Nowadays, the purity
of a scientific school is not as important as it used to be
some 50 years ago; on the contrary, a broader integra-
tion and broader contexts are required to see the mean-
ing of our work better. The leaders of CHAT refer to the
failure of essentialist thinking, focus on change, future-
mindedness, probabilistic world, self-organization, and
soon (e.g. [3]).

The classical psychology of the 20th century was
based on the idea that individuals maintain a stable iden-
tity and are equal to themselves. This essentialist natu-
ralistic explanatory paradigm proceeds from Aristotle,
who stated that all bodies behave in accord with their
underlying inherent nature; the point is to ‘cognize’ this
nature that would allow us to predict all its individual
manifestations.

James Bugental, prominent existential therapist,
coined a metaphor of human life referring to a comic strip
published in a newspaper: in the cartoon a small child is
asking his parents whether we are alive or on tape. This
is the main question, are we alive or on tape, because our
experiences accumulated through our lifetime are being
recorded on multiple tapes (today we would call them
files or routines). Traits, drives, instincts are examples of
such mental tapes. Recorded stereotyped responses can
be reproduced in an appropriate situation. There is how-
ever an alternative which Bugental called being alive,
which means doing something above and beyond the
tapes. Being “alive” means the capacity of changing one’s
action at any moment independent of the pre-existing
patterns, the capacity of being different at any moment;
this is something that cannot be recorded on tape [8].

Human personality refers to being alive rather than
being on tape. Russian philosopher Pavel Florensky
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wrote about a hundred years ago that both human per-
sonality and human activity emerge through overcom-
ing the logical law of identity, a being equal to itself [13,
p. 80]. That means that personality emerges at the point
at which a person stops being equal to themselves, stops
being predictable and manageable.

True, the challenge of the 20th century was making
sense of human psychological consistency, but the chal-
lenge and demand of the 21st century is making sense of
human psychological change. The essentialist paradigm
is no longer satisfactory and this became clear even by
the middle of the last century. Gordon Allport [1] said
that “personality is less a finished product than a transi-
tive ptocess” (p. 19). George Kelly [20] introduced the
concept of ontological acceleration, meaning by this that
a human being changes, and this refers not only to on-
togenetic or functional development but what changes
is rather the human being as the species; our theories
describe the human being of yesterday rather than the
human being of today. Erich Fromm [15], having ana-
lyzed the problem of human nature, concluded that it
consisted of the lack of any fixed nature. Recently Alex-
ander Asmolov [2] stated that the target of psychology
of our days is studying the changing person in the chang-
ing world (p. 365).

What can be the essence of this new paradigm, which
is coming to replace the essentialist one? Jean-Paul Sar-
tre phrased it in terms of his famous statement, “exis-
tence precedes essence” [34]. This means that there are
no stable essences which would help to explain what is
actually going on in the course of our existence. Alexey
N. Leontiev [23] expressed the same idea in a somewhat
different way, saying that all mental structures emerge
and take shape through intentional activity. This state-
ment had multiple empirical proofs. One more phrasing
of the same fundamental idea belongs to the prominent
physiologist, Nikolai Bernstein [5], who summarized his
studies of human physiology, which he called the physi-
ology of activity, in this way: “the task gives birth to the
organ”.

All three approaches remained rather marginal
through the 20th century; however, they seem to be
most relevant for the new challenges of our century.
More than this, the underlying principle of all three ap-
proaches is essentially the same, and it constitutes the
most contemporary paradigm which may be called the
functional explanatory paradigm (see [26]). It says: an
individual resides in a permanent stream of changing
relations to the world. These relations precede any sus-
tainable mental structures of mind and personality and
explain their emergence and change.

The functional explanatory paradigm

The word “functional” in this context was borrowed
from Norbert Wiener [42], who used it to oppose his
approach to behaviorism. Another prominent author,
Ilya Prigogine (see [30]), preferred the word “pro-
cessual” for the same idea. Functional, or processual
views, are being thus opposed to essentialist, reactive,
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and dispositional views. For the former, the focus is on
change. The functional explanatory paradigm says that
all living creatures are in a constant motion toward a
better state of affairs and evolve in the course of this
motion, motivated by the challenge of adaptive change:
improve or fail. We can speak of a functional sustain-
ability as a special form of sustainability, which means
keeping balance in movement, dynamic equilibrium
rather than homeostasis, which is specific to the essen-
tialist paradigm.

The functional paradigm consists of three confluent
streams of thought in human sciences and the sciences of
living processes. The first stream started with models of
self-regulated activity in the biological sciences (Niko-
lai Bernstein, Pyotr Anokhin a.o) and continued in the
post-war technical and information sciences as cybernet-
ics and general systems theory (N. Wiener, W. Ross Ash-
by, L. von Bertalanffy a.0.); in our days it is being exem-
plified most pointedly by synergetics and the theory of
complexity. The second stream was based on the existen-
tialist ontology of being in the world (M. Heidegger, J.-
P. Sartre, K. Jaspers, M. Bakhtin, L. Binswanger, P. Til-
lich, R. Laing, R. May, M. Mamardashvili, J. Bugental
a.0.). CHAT, especially as developed in A.N. Leontiev’s
activity theory approach, is the third stream (A.N. Leon-
tiev, B. Zeigarnik, O. Tikhomirov, V. Zinchenko, A. As-
molov, V. Ivannikov, F. Vasilyuk a.o.).

Multiple parallels and mutual references can be
found between these three approaches. The penetration
of the self-regulation principles into CHAT has been
briefly sketched in the introductory part of the paper.
During the 1970s through 1990s, there were multiple
theoretical and experimental studies in activity theory
on emotional activity regulation, meaning-based regu-
lation, volitional regulation, etc. The parallels between
activity theory and existentialism have been noticed
and explicated more than once, both from the side of
existential phenomenology (Hans Thomae, Alfried
Lingle) and from the side of activity theory (A. Asmo-
lov, E. Subbotsky, F. Vasilyuk), which explicitly stated
this parallel. The parallels between cybernetics and sys-
tems theory are also documented. Ludwig von Berta-
lanffy wrote that his views on the spontaneous activity
of the living organism was a more realistic articulation
of what existentialists tried to express in their very
fuzzy language [6]. And Norbert Wiener [42] also stat-
ed says that he was basing his views on premises similar
to those of the existentialists, being however more op-
timistically disposed.

Autoregulation as an explanatory framework

The regulated process we are dealing with in psychol-
ogy is activity that bridges an individual to the world.
This embraces not only observable behavior but also
mental activity without directly externalized products.
In the most general formulation, life as the process de-
veloping between a living creature and the environment,
or the world, should correspond to the way the creature
exists and to the way the world exists. Vasily Davydov
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[11] called this double imperative the bilateral plasticity
of human activity; in a sense, Freud’s [14] famous dis-
tinction between the pleasure principle and the reality
principle refers to the same bilaterality. One is to ‘fit,
both to reality and to oneself. If our activity fits to the
world in line with the reality principle, we are realistic;
if not, we are narcissists. If what we do corresponds to
what we are, the activity is authentic, and if it does not,
it is alienated (see also [28]).

The key idea of the autoregulation principle is
that of the circular process which is directed by the
perceived divergence between the desired and the
actual state of affairs. Nikolai Bernstein was the first
scholar who published this circular model as early as
in 1929. Arguing with Ivan Pavlov’s reflex arc model,
Bernstein introduced the idea of feedback reflecting
the divergence between the actual and the desired,
and proposed the model of a reflex circle instead of
reflex arc (see [5]). His colleague, physiologist Pyotr
Anokhin, published a competing, though essentially
similar model of a functional system in 1934. However,
the works of both scholars became known worldwide
much later, and it is Norbert Wiener who is usually
referred to as the pioneer of the regulation paradigm
(see [31]).

The structure of an autoregulated process, as sug-
gested in all of the above-mentioned models, must in-
clude the following functional elements: 1. The process
to be regulated. 2. The criteria of the desired. 3. The
monitoring subsystem, providing the feedback on the
actual course of the process. 4. The matching subsys-
tem that evaluates the process of fitting to the criteria
and eventually calls for corrections. 5. The correcting
subsystem, implementing corrections of the process for
better fitting the criteria. Autoregulation thus can be
defined as the functional capacity of moving from less
desirable outcomes to more desirable ones through on-
going monitoring and correcting of the current activity.
The explanatory principle of regulation provides an al-
ternative to the principle of linear determinism and the
essentialist paradigm depicted above, which presumes
that human activity is determined by the multiplication
of stable internal (dispositional) and external (environ-
mental) forces.

Jan Valsiner [39] reasonably argued for the term au-
toregulation instead of self-regulation, for the former
does not imply a reference to an essence like the self. Of-
ten self-regulation is conceived as synonymous to self-
control over impulses, forceful imposing superordinate
regulatory principles upon oneself. A broader meaning
of the term seems however more insightful. The pro-
cess may be autoregulated if monitoring and correc-
tions are provided by the same system and the results
of monitoring automatically cause necessary correcting
actions. Autoregulation is an inalienable property of
all living creatures, as well as of quasi-living artificial
systems directed by goals or other superordinate crite-
ria of the desirable. It suggests that the system strives
to keep its functioning up to these criteria, and makes
necessary corrections when the process diverges from
the criteria.
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Personality development as the growing
self-mastery: The person as autoregulated agent

An important aspect of the psychological explana-
tion of autoregulation in terms of the functional para-
digm is viewing personality development as progressive
autoregulation [16], from the most basic capacity to con-
trol immediate impulses, whether bodily or behavioral,
to the privilege of autodetermination, that is, being the
origins of one’s action and decisions, capable of choosing
the course of conduct based not only on situational feed-
back but also on field-independent higher motivations
and value orientations [12; 33], including the capacity
to reconstruct the highest regulatory instances at one’s
own discretion [17].

The dichotomy of being autoregulated vs. being
driven, conditioned, programmed, or a zombie has been
articulated as long ago as in 1892 by Russian philosopher
Vasily Rozanov: “Human life may be twofold: either un-
conscious, or conscious. By the former I mean life con-
trolled by causes, by the latter life controlled by a goal”
[32, p. 21]. These two regimes of living however are not
just a matter of individual differences, but also a matter
of intraindividual temporal fluctuations — whether we
are determined and driven by “tapes”, or, whether we are
directed to some goal and navigate the way toward it,
staying alive, that is, capable of any change. “We can al-
ways oppose our own unpredictability to any surround-
ing uncertainty” (Alexander Asmolov, personal commu-
nication, 2019).

Rozanov’s philosophical statement, as well as Bugen-
tal’s metaphor of tapes vs. living, has multiple analogues
in psychological theories. A number of recent dual-sys-
tem psychological models distinguish two types of hu-
man regulatory systems, one of them being unconscious
and automatic and the other deliberate and self-con-
trolled (e.g., “hot” and “cool” systems in [29]; “reflexive”
and “reflective” systems in [9; 10]; “fast” and “slow” sys-
tems in [19]). Essentially, all of them are reincarnations
of what Vygotsky offered in the early 1930s in terms of
the distinction between higher and lower mental func-
tions ([40]; see [21]). Lower functions are common to all
animals, which act by means of inherent uncontrollable
mechanisms. Higher functions develop over the course
of our cultural development and take control over lower
ones. Vygotsky emphasized the emerging and develop-
ing capacities of communication and self-reflection: “If
we look at the significance of self-reflection for mental
life at large, we shall see a profound difference between
a nonreflective, naive personality structure, on the one
side, and a reflective one, on the other” [41, p. 238].
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Introduction

In this article we will discuss the principles for evalu-
ating preschool children’s social situation of development
in day-care. The discussion take departure in a project
that constructed screening tools for 3- and 5-year-old
children in Greenland. The background for the project
was that in 2008 the Danish welfare Institute investi-
gated 0—14-year-old children and their families’ well-
being in Greenland [3]. This investigation resulted in a
depressing report about everyday life conditions for chil-
dren in Greenland. These results led to initiatives by the
Greenland Home-rule Government to create institutional
practices for preschool children. In 2012 also a law about
screening 3- and 5-year-old children was passed, and a
task force group were established led by Naussunguaq
Lyberth to realise the law. Mariane Hedegaard became a
consultant for this group. Drawing on Vygotsky’s cultur-
al-historical theory and the day-care tradition in Green-
land, the task force group constructed an instrument to
evaluate 3- and 5-year-old children’s social situation of

development focusing on the activities children particpat-
ed in, rather than children’s functions and abilities.

The result of the task force’s work became the screen-
ing tools UBUS 3 and UBUS 5[13; 14]' that reflected the
competences and activities that the educational system in
Greenland evaluated as important. A child’s social situa-
tion of development covers both the child’s activities and
the conditions that pedagogues and careers give to en-
able the child to take him or herself forward as a learner.
The assessment was directed at six areas, the first (1) was
connected to the child’s health and wellbeing. Focus of
health were (1.1) vision, (1.2) hearing, (1.3) physical
health (1.4) height and weight and (1.5) wellbeing. The
following five were connected to how the child relates
to other people participating in shared activities: these
were (2) Social interaction and competences. Focus area:
how the child relates to other people and creates contacts.
(3) Communication and language competences. Focus area:
how the child relates to other people through communi-
cation and language. (4) Sensation and movement. Focus
area: how the child relates to other persons by moving

! The task force project lasted nearly three years as it included testing of the material several times in different daycare-institutions.
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around and paying attention. (5) Cooperation and initia-
tion of activities. Focus area: how the child contributes to
shared frameworks and child-led activities. (6) Knowledge
of nature and culture. Focus areas: how the child relates to
nature and cultural activities in Greenland. Through such
an evaluation it is possible to point to areas of concernin a
child’s social situation of development.

In the following we will present the cultural tradi-
tion for testing in Denmark and Greenland and a cri-
tique that led to using the cultural historical theoreti-
cal tradition initiated by Vygotsky as the foundation for
constructing the screening material The aim has been
to construct tools that assess children’s situation of de-
velopment through the activities they participate in. It
is then possible both to point to areas of concern in a
child’s developmental situation and also to get ideas to
overcome these concerns.

In the last section we will illustrate how one can use
the results of investigating children’s social situation of
development to meet found concerns. This also has im-
plications for identifying the kinds of support needed for
preparing children’s transition from home or nursery to
preschool and from kindergarten to school.

Finding a way to accept screening of children
as an important activity

In the 1960ties and 1970ties exploring children’s de-
velopment was in Denmark oriented to cognitive test,
(Binet, WISC, Cattel’s infant intelligence scale) and
clinical test (Rorschach and CAT). When daycare insti-
tutions in the Scandinavian countries became more com-
mon, other types of material more oriented to pedagogi-
cal analyses of children’s difficulties and school readiness
came on the market to help both teachers and psycholo-
gists evaluate children’ way of functioning. Several were
based on Piaget’s theory, favouring a one-dimensional
scale for evaluation. Marx Wartofsky [17] questioned
Piaget’s stage description arguing that Piaget used an
essentialist ontology of childhood where the child is con-
ceptualized as a genetically fixed and determinate entity.
In opposition he argues:

What is needed instead is a radically cultural concep-
tion of childhood, one that acknowledges the historicity
of the conception, and therefore also the extent to which
the category essentially transcends the biogenetic char-

2 The materials evaluated were:

acterization; and that also acknowledges the extent to
which the biogenetic characterizations themselves mir-
ror different cultural and historical norms. [17: 192]

In line with this argument Hedegaard [6] had formu-
lated the interaction based observation method as an alter-
native evaluation material for young children that also
was advocated as a research method for Early Childhood
Education and Care (ECEC) [10]. This method is based
on the conception that to evaluate children’s development
one has to evaluate the child in his/her everyday settings.
This can be done by participating in the child’s everyday
life situations observing and interacting with the child, re-
cording the activities and then interpret the recordings to
find out what the child is intentional oriented to and the
demands that is put on the child.

This method though requires too many resources
when the development of all children 3- and 5-year-olds
have to be evaluated every year in Greenland. Instead
it was used as a method to evaluate a sample of chil-
dren when testing the screening material (UBUS 3 and
UBUS 5). The difference between the interaction based
obseroation method and the screening material, the task
force constructed, is that the screening material cannot
evaluate children’s intentions in actual activity (get
the child’s perspective), instead the screening material
(UBUS 3 and UBUS 5), evaluate children’s interaction
with other children and adults in daily activities, there-
by focusing on children’s social situation of development
from the educational (societal) perspective.

Before deciding to construct their own material the
task force reviewed 13 of the latest materials for evaluat-
ing preschool children’s development to find a tool that
could evaluate children’ s development from a cultural
an educational perspective in Greenland.? Some of these
were already in use in Greenland (TRAS, a Norwegian
scale; RABU, a Danish scale; Borne-linealen, a Danish —
Greenlandic scale; Kuno Beller’s Developmental Descrip-
tion, a Danish-German evaluation system). The task force
group came to the conclusion that these materials focus
too much on children’s functions independent of the en-
vironmental and cultural conditions, therefore these ma-
terials gave little possibility to evaluate children’s social
situation of development, in a way that informed relevant
educational initiatives in their social situations. The
screening results we argued should be tools for finding ar-
eas of concern and give direction for how to support and
motivate children to participate in activities with other

1. TRAS (Tidlig Registrering af Sprogudvikling) a Norwegian scale, by U. Espenak & J. Frost, 2003.

2. RABU, a Danish scale used by school psychologists in Greenland.

3. Borne-linealen, a Danish — Greenlandic scale, created and used by health nurses in Greenland.
4. Kuno Beller’s Developmental Description, a Danish-German evaluation system.
5. TRASMO, Early registration of motoric competences, a Norwegian scale, by U. Espenak & J. Frost.

6. MPU (Motoric —perceptual development) a Danish scale, 1977.

7. SPU (School readiness test) by L. Pearson & J. Quinn,1986, used by school psychologists in Greenland.
8. SDQ (Strength and Difficulty Questionaries’) by R. Goodman, 2015, used by school psychologist in Greenland.

9. EDI (Early Development Instrument) by M. Janus, 2000.

10. CBCL (Child Behavior and Emotional screaming system) by T. Acherbach & I. Rescorla, 2000.
11. BASC-2 (Behavioral and emotional screaming system) by R.W. Kamphaus & R. Reynolds, 2006.
12. ASQ (Age stage questioner) by J. Squires, D. Bricher & E. Twombly, 2002.

13. BESS (Behavioral and Emotional Screening System) by T. Acherbach & I. Rescorla.
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children within the areas of concern. Therefore the task
force decided to construct screening materials (UBUS 3
and UBUS 5) that were relevant for 3- and 5-year-old
children in Greenland focusing on the activities that one
expects 3- and5-year-old children in Greenland should be
able to enter into. The challenge then became to construct
amaterial that are relevant for all 3-and 5-years in Green-
land that also could meet the UN criteria for children’s
development, to support that children could grow up to
become world citizens.

The task force accepted the ideas that the screen-
ing of children 3- and 5-years in Greenland should not
serve the neutral content free evaluation of children but
should become relevant for children in their actual con-
crete society and be a tool that supports children in dif-
ficult situations. Therefore, the task force decided to use
the cultural-historical approach from Vygotsky as foun-
dation for constructing the screening material.

The theoretical foundation for constructing
a screening material to evaluate children’s
social situation of development

The cultural-historical approach forwards the view
that a child should not only be seen as an entity in itself,
but that the contextual conditions and the child are a
unit. Vygotsky [16] express it this way:

One of the major impediments of theoretical and
practical study of child development is the incorrect
solutions of the problem of environment and it role in
the dynamic of age when the environment is consid-
ered as something outside with respect to the child, as
circumstance of development, as aggregate of objec-
tive conditions existing without reference to the child
and affecting him by the fact of their existence. The
understanding of environment that developed in biol-
ogy as applied to evolution of animal species must not
be transferred to the teaching on child development.
[16: 198]

Leontiev [12], described the relation between hu-
mans and the social conditions in which they are situ-
ated as united as a dynamic relationship with each other,
where children finds the motive and goals for activity.

Humans do not simply find external conditions to
which they must adapt their activity. Rather these social
conditions bear with them the motives and goals of their
activity, it means and modes. [12: 47—48].

In line with this Hedegaard point out, when evaluat-
ing a child’s development, one has to be aware of the de-
mands the child meets and how these demands interact
with the child’s motive orientation [8]. From this per-
spective Hedegaard argued in the task force for evaluat-
ing children in their everyday activities.

To understand children age periods as cultural con-
structed we used Vygotsky’s [16] concept of the child’s
social situation of development.

We must admit that at the beginning of each age
period, there develops a completely original, exclusive,
single and unique relation, specific to a given age, be-
tween the child and reality, mainly social reality, that
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surrounds him. We call this relation the social situation
of development at the given age. [16: 198]

The term ‘a given age period’ depicts what is expected
from a child in different periods in life. These periods are
connected to the different institutions and their different
practices in which the child comes to participate in over
the life-time. In a given society a child’s nominal age often
fits with the age period, because the way family and care
person in the different practices (daycare, school, high
school) interact with most children falls inside the range
of the social situations at the given age period [1; 4; 7].

The theoretical conceptions from the cultural-histori-
cal approach to children’s development are that children’s
age period reflects societies expectation and that the de-
mands and motives are interconnected. These concep-
tions became the foundation for the task force’s construc-
tion of the screening tool. Evaluation of children from this
perspective has to be seen as an educational evaluation for
supporting children to develop their activities within the
age period of 3 respective 5-year-olds that reflected the
demands and expectation to this age group.

Across the Nordic countries there are some shared
views that also are reflected in the institutions in Green-
land, on what should be expected of a 3-year-old and a
5-year-old child. At 3-years, children are expected to
be ready to go to day-care, which means that the chil-
dren are able to control their own movements, imitating
other people and starting to play with other children. At
5-years, they are expected to take initiatives in shared
activities and play and start to orient themselves to
school activities, which they start as 6-year-olds.

Expectations of 3- and 5-year-old children are built
into institutional practice in daycare and the routines
children meet here. Consequently, we cannot evaluate a
child’s competences in isolation. There can be cultural dif-
ferences in the same nation as there is in Greenland but
daycare and school practice have to aim at giving children
possibilities for development so they can enter into the
institutions that give equal opportunities for education
independent of where they live in Greenland. To con-
struct an as assessment tool like UBUS 3 and UBUS 5, it
is important that it captures central Greenlandic values in
characterizing children’s development in the two age pe-
riods. Therefore, the task force had to represent different
institutions related to child-care in Greenland. The group
had several meetings to find a way to construct instru-
ments that evaluate children’s social situation of devel-
opment in the two different age periods where the focus
should be on the child’s activities, instead of focusing on
their functions and abilities in isolation from environ-
ment. Such an approach to assessment also gives insights
into possibilities for interventions in a child’s develop-
mental situation pointing to the kind of support needed
for preparing children’s transition from home or nursery
to preschool and from kindergarten to school.

Constructing the screening material

The content of the first versions of UBUS 3 and
UBUS 5 related to the learning goals formulated for
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preschool education in Denmark® and modified by the
task force group to fit to what were seen as important
in Greenland. This content was formulated as questions
about a child’s participation in the mentioned activity
that the evaluators could judge as ‘can’, ‘can partial’ (to
some degree), ‘cannot’. This version was tested in select-
ed kindergarten and day-care institutions in each of the
different counties in Greenland!. Experience from this
testing was used to reformulate several of the questions
One of Vygotsky’s [15] most important theoretical
points is that children with disabilities also have develop-
mental processes where the community and social situ-
ation are crucial for their development into different age
periods. After the first versions of UBUS 3 and UBUS 5
were constructed we realised that we missed a category
about children’s health because a child’s health may influ-
ence the child’s participation in activities with other chil-
dren. Therefore, health and wellbeing became the first point
of evaluation, in the final versions with health containing,
vision, hearing, physical health and height and weight. The
development of children with physical impairment or health
problems in early childhood must be supported to recover.
Children with more permanent disabilities have to be sup-
ported so that they can develop their social competencies
needed to participate in activities that are valued in society
to get a dignified life. Children with physical disabilities in
early childhood Bettcher [2] point out, need both support
and opportunities to play and have fun as other children.

We revised the versions three times. Parallel with
the testing, the staff from the Government’s Center for
ECEC visited the different day-care institutions to fol-
low the kinds of problems that the early-care-workers
had with using the screening tools, and the ECEC staff
also made interaction-based observations of selected
children to test and validate the screening results against
the direct observations. The difference in the questions
used to evaluate 3- and 5-year-old children will be illus-
trated with two question areas (Tab. 1) and (Tab. 2).

The zone of concern: How to use the results
from UBUS 3 and UBUS 5

Since staff can answer: ‘can’, ‘partial’ or ‘cannot’, in
their assessment of children’s activities, it is possible to
draw a profile for a child that shows the way the early-
care-worker evaluates the child’s competences to par-
ticipate in activities (see Fig. 1 and Fig. 2).

The evaluation of the first area: children’s health and
wellbeing, needs to be positive (the first area in the final
version), otherwise the early-care-worker, who evaluate
the child must take immediate action to get medical help.
The parents also need to be involved, so that shared care
can be started. If the score for one of the other five areas
is negative or if there are more than two partial scores
the early-care-worker should suggest interventions to

Table 1

Showing the difference in area 2) social competence and interaction between 3- and 5-year-old
children in how they make contacts and establish friendships

UBUS 3 area 2 UBUS 5 area 2
Question 1 | The child may play with others The child contacts other children with ideas for play activity
Question 2 | The child contacts other children to par- | The child accepts decisions and is led by shared rules ( i.e., accept-
ticipate in play ing guidelines and rules in play and games)
Question 3 | The child accepts being close to adults The child accepts bodily contact as well as contact at a distance, and
can express wishes for nearness or create boundaries for this

Table 2

Showing the difference in area 4) participation in sensation and movement activities between
3- and 5-year-old children in how they relate to other persons in moving around and paying attention

UBUS 3 area 4 UBUS 5 area 4
Question 1 | The child can differentiate between warm and cold, The child is aware of own body and act if s/he is too
small and large hot or cold or has pain
Question 2 | The child can climb stairs and mountains, dance and The child experiments with balancing and climbing
jumps (i.e., in the mountains)
Question 3 | The child can perform movements ( i.e., use building The child can climb , jump, dance, draw, dress and
block, drawing materials and dress and undress) undress (using buttons),

3 Pr. 1 August 2004, in Denmark, all day care services according to the Service Act must prepare Educational curricula that focus on:

* the child's versatile personal development
* social competences

* language

* body and movement

* Nature and natural phenomena

* Cultural expressions and values

“ For an overview of testing the material see Hedegaard & Lyberth (2019) The difference between the first and the third revised version can be

seen in the difference between the profiles presented in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2.
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be realised immediately and a new screening should be
done after three months. If the same concerns remains
the day-care institution should contact the social service
center. If there are more than 2 cannot the social service
center should be contacted immediately. The following
two cases illustrate differences in scorings that lead to
different forms of intervention.

Evaluation of a 3-year-old girl —

Stella’s’ developmental situation

The first case is a 3-year-old girl from the first testing
round of UBUS 3, where health questions are not in the
material. The profile from the early-care-worker’s answer
to the screening questions (Fig. 1) shows that the early-
care-worker had concerns about the child’s movement
and sensation (area 3) cooperation in activities (area 4)
and cultural activities (area 5). The instruction to UBUS
3 says that the kindergarten staff has consider a child if
possible, in their educational plan for all children, while
ensuring that the specific child in concern is particularly
supported. After three months they have to evaluate the
progress of the child in concern by making a new screen-
ing, to see if their interventions have supported the child.

As shown in the profile Stella only partially master
body activities, for example, taking clothes on and off,
drawing, making puzzle, jumping, singing and dancing (3).
She does not cooperate well in play (4) and she only par-
tially participate in singing, musicking and dansing (5).

Educational advice from Center for ECEC:

The early-care-workers should pay attention to Stel-
la when she takes clothes on and off to support her in do-
ing this. They should initiate play in small groups so the
girl together with other children may come to play dif-
ferent adult roles (i.e., father, mother, child, doctor, shop
keeper). The adults also may initiate doctor plays where

UBUS 3 - girlno 13

1.11.213142122233.13.2333.4414.2435.15.26.1

Fig. 1. UBUS 3, profile of a 3-year-old girl
The vertical axe illusrate the answer can (1), partial (2) and
cannot (3). The horisontal axis depicts the six areas: 11.1—
1.3 social interaction and competences, 2.1—2.3: communica-
tion and language competences, 3.1—3.3: sensation and move-
ment, 4.1—4.3: cooperation in activities, 5.1—>5.2: knowledge of
nature and culture, 6.1: well being®.

3 We do not use children’s real names.

Stella may explore her body and initiate play where she
together with other children may jump, roll, dance (i.e.,
play dogs, monkeys and other animals). The early-care-
workers should initiate song play to support Stella’s imi-
tation and play as well as cultural knowledge. After three
months the girl should be screened again.

Evaluation of a 5-year-old boy —

Anda’s developmental situation

The second case to illustrate how concerns may be
met is from the third testing round of UBUS 5, where
health together with wellbeing are now in the first area
to be questioned. The early-care-worker’s answers to
the screenings questions about Anda, a 5 year old boy,
result in the profile shown in Fig. 2. The profile shows
that the Anda’s social situation of development is very
concerning.

The ealy-care-worker that filled out UBUS 5 wrote
the following comment:

He has difficulty accepting directions, for example,
that he must not go outside the playground’s fence de-
spite explanations. He will not always wash hands before
eating time. Nor does he want to participate when we
are singing in the group or doing shared activities. After
half a year in the kindergarten, the boy still cannot name
the children and the adults. The boy never tells anything
about what they do at home or in holidays. The adults
find it hard to understand the boy when he talks.

The profile shows that Anda seems healthy and in
general happy (1). His way of communicating with the
other children and adults are not the best, and he does
not play with words or talk about his experiences (2). He
knows that one has to accept rules in play and games, but
he do not negotiate about these in play and he cannot
distinguish between reality and fantasy in hearing sto-
ries and in play. (3) He does not accept decision and will

UBUSS5, - boy nr. 10
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Fig. 2. UBUS 5, profile of a 5- year-old boy
The vertical axis illusrate the answer can (1), partial (2) and
can not (3). The horisontal axis depicst the six areas. (1.) health
and well being, (2) social interaction and competences,
(3) communication and language competences, (4) sensation
and movement, (5) cooperation and initiation of activities
(6) knowledge of nature and culture.

Notice: In the first trial in the construction of the screening material the order of evaluation areas as different than in the final (third) version

with fewer questions in area 5 and 6.
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not be guided by decisions in a play group. (5). He does
not know the seasons of the year and cannot tell about
animal or plants. He does not participate in cultural ac-
tivities such as imitating singing or dancing (6).

Educational advices from CECE:

While consulting the social service center in accor-
dance with the municipality’s rules, the advice is that spe-
cial pedagogical precautions must be taken immediately
focusing especially on Anda’s communicative and linguis-
tic development. In cooperation with the parents, a plan
of action should be drawn up on how to teach Anda to par-
ticipate in joint activities. The early-care-workers have to
support the boy to participate in small groups where he
can learn to accept shared rules. The early-care-workers
have to take Anda out into nature together with other
children and support the boy’s learning about nature.
They also have to engage him in shared cultural events in
the community together with other children.

Follow up

As a result of the initiative of contacting the school
psychology center Anda got a pedagogical helper. Also,
the Head of the Center for ECEC visited the boy’s kin-
dergarten as part of testing UBUS 5. She used the in-
teraction-based observations to validate the screening.
She made two observations in the morning- and lunch
sessions. We will present an extract of the second obser-
vation here.

Observation december 9"

Observer: Naussunguaq Lyberth,

Head teacher K, pedagogical helper M

(second day at work)

K contacts Anda and invites him to be with them.
She talks to the kids about what color things are. Anda
has found a watch and chooses to give the watch to M
and sits down with her. K is now doing letter recognition
with the kids. Anda knows A and says Anka (Uncle).
Anda then walks out of the room but comes back a little
later and bring a long stick, which he uses as a cane and
walks like an “old” man. Sometimes he looks at what the
other boys are doing and sometimes he says the same let-
ter sound as the others say. He contacts K by first touch-
ing her bottom and then her body. He takes a book and
sits on the floor where M goes over to him. They read
the picture book together and M asks Anda to tell what
they see. They talk about what’s in the book and laugh.
As they finish reading, Anda contacts two boys playing
picture lottery. He says “do you play”, and asks “can we
play together?”.

A conflict arises between Anda and two boys, where
it is clear that Anda would like to join their picture lot-
tery game. He takes one of their pieces and starts playing
in the boys’ games, without taking into account, what
the two boys are doing. They try to take the piece back.
They tell K and she intervenes. Anda gives the piece
back. He then walks out of the room. He comes back
with a lego airplane and flies with it and shouts very
loudly with a ‘soprano voice’, he probably doesn’t know
how loud it sounds and smiles happily. M asks him to
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go out and wash his hands as they will soon be having
lunch. She takes him to the bathroom. Out there, he
starts screaming loudly and scolding M. M quietly an-
swers him. K and M enter the room without Anda, and
he continues with loud noises outside, but is ignored,
after a while he says something to K from the outside
and she answers that they are having lunch now. Anda
answers again from the outside. K goes out to him and
comes back alone. Anda comes in and plays with the air-
plane and shows it to K. K says if he doesn’t eat, he will
get hungry and the kitchen lady also tells him he will get
tired if he doesn’t eat. Anda tries to catch the other boys’
attention, he lands his airplane on a boy’s head. K says,
he has to stop. Anda goes away and comes back a little
later. He continues to disturb the other children, and the
adults quietly try to make him quit. Then he grabs a key
in a string and swings it around (it looks dangerous).
The kitchen lady is worried and says aloud, that now he
has grabbed a key. K goes to him to get the key and M
wants to help K. Anda throws the key and runs away.
K sits down at the boys' lunch table and tries to get Anda
to sit down. Since he still does not want to eat, she starts
preparing some food he can eat later and tells him that
he can eat it when he gets hungry. Anda looks at her but
says nothing. Then he starts playing with K’s hair, then
he jumps up on the table and K takes him down quietly,
then runs out of the room and M follows him where he
throws something, and M says he shouldn’t

The observations show that: Anda can accept de-
mands and seems content to have contact with the staff
in the kindergarten, also the new helper M. He orients
for a while to the teacher’s activity about hearing which
words start with different letters. He plays role play (i.e.,
he’s an old man with a cane). He also looks for a while
with M in a book where they take turns saying what they
see. He knows that the airplane he has in his hand is not
his, although he initially says it is. He touches others and
plays with the K’s hair

The observations indicate: that Anda wants to have
contact with the other children, but he has an inappro-
priate way of making contact. He can follow the teach-
er’s instructions, but when he does not, conflicts take
over. It is quite clear that he must have help to contact
and communicate with the other children so that they
accept that he joins their activities. It is also important
that teachers help him avoid conflicts, and stay with him
until conflicts are resolved, as the bathroom example il-
lustrates. He tries here to stay in contact with the adults,
even though he is outside the room where they have
lunch. Anda is demanding in these conflict situations but
he need support to find a way forward.

Discussion

The aim in this article has been to discuss how it may
be possible to formulate screening material to evaluate
preschool children’s social situation of development.
This discussion has been illustrated with the Greenlan-
dic screening material UBUS 3 and UBUS 5. With this
material the idea has been to construct an educational
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tool to support children in areas of concern in their social
situation of development, so they may become included
in shared activities in their daycare practice. In this ar-
ticle the aim has been to discuss principles for how such
a material may be constructed’.

UBUS 3 and UBUS 5 are screening materials devel-
oped in Greenland relating to Greenland’s daycare laws
about daycare practices that contain the values for chil-
dren’s social situation of development in early childhood.
It means that the material cannot be directly transferred
to other nations’ daycare but has to be interpreted in
relation to other nations values for early childhood de-
velopment and daycare traditions. It may though be rel-
evant to get inspiration from UBUS 3 and UBUS 5 to
construct screening material for other nations’ kinder-
gartens, since UBUS 3 and UBUS 5 are based on ideas
from the cultural-historical psychology for children’s de-
velopment. By using a cultural-historical understanding
of children’s development the child and its environment
are seen as a unit. A child’s social situation is created in
interaction with its caretakers and the conditions soci-
ety gives for their interaction.

To illustrate how the specific conditions in a society
may influence the type of questions that are possible to
ask, we will take the area of nature and culture. Because
the see, the mountains, snow and ice are the central part
of the Greenlandic nature, therefore it will be relevant
to evaluate children’s knowledge about these areas and
children’s way to participate in activities in nature domi-
nated by these characteristics. Also, it will be relevant to
evaluate children’s knowledge about the cultural tradi-
tion related to the nature in Greenland, where transport
goes by water, where children may participate in col-
lecting berries and follow parents in hunting either rein-
deers or seals. It would have been impossible to made fair
evaluation that relate to local values of nature if it only
has been based on the consultant’s knowledge from Den-
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Introduction

The theoretical and methodological perspectives that
were first formulated in the 1920s and 1930s by such schol-
ars as L.S. Vygotsky, AN. Leontiev and A.R. Luria have
gained popularity, albeit in non-uniform ways, in educa-
tion, psychology and social work by academics, activists,
teachers and policymakers in diverse settings and with di-
verse purposes in the second half of the 20" century. A few
more authors are often considered as classic ones, in this
frame, depending on the specific context and one’s inter-
pretation e.g. M. Bakhtin, V.N. Voloshinov and S.L.. Rubin-
shtein. A common point of reference that appears in most, if
not in all, of these scholarly works is a focus on the study of
mental processes as culturally-historically and collectively
developed, mediated through the use of tools and signs and
established through participation in social practice.
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The translation and interpretation of these classic
texts has not been unproblematic, which, in turn, has
created much debate in the relevant academic spaces.
It took several years for example for English-speaking
scholars to understand that Mind in Society (1997) has
never been published as one such book with this title in
Russian. It also took several years for Thought and Lan-
guage [77] to be translated as Thinking and Speech [78],
which seems to be a more accurate translation [15; 29].
While the list of such examples can become very long,
it seems that the choice of titles and terms has often re-
flected the implicit epistemological as well as cultural
understandings, and, sometimes, even the political pref-
erences of the involved authors and translators within
quite diverse schools of thought, such as: cognitivism,
discursive and cultural psychology and Activity Theory
[54]. There is little agreement even on how to refer to
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the sum of the relevant classic texts with various terms
in use (Activity Theory, cultural psychology, socio-cul-
tural approach, etc. [23; 12; 81].

When moving beyond the Anglo-American aca-
demia, the complexity increases, as for example, in Chi-
na, Vygotsky’s and Leontiev’s work have been received
through the specific prism of the long Chinese cultural
history, including the cultural revolution, and most re-
cent political, ideological and economic developments
[32]. Theoretical concepts, such as activity, mediation,
zone of proximal development, have become instrumental
in child therapy, teacher education and curriculum re-
form in the German Democratic Republic during the 60s
and in Brazil in the last 15 years, in yet different ways
than this happened in anglophone settings [28; 37].

Two oppositional approaches are often juxtaposed
in the aforementioned context: On the one hand, a
rather dogmatic effort to interpret the classic texts in
the correct way takes place, thereby claiming that one
particular version is the right one as opposed to all oth-
ers. On the other hand, one may encounter an over-
simplified mosaic approach to theory use running the
danger of suggesting that all possible theoretical appro-
priations are legitimate. However different these two
positions might appear at a first glance; they overlook
the fact that the traveling of theory from one context to
another is itself an activity embedded in socio-cultural
practices and context politics. Translation, reception
and interpretation of texts do not take place in a vacu-
um but within networks and institutions that facilitate
but also shape processes of interpreting and appropri-
ating key ideas and concepts in diverse localities and
subject areas [67].

How could a broader conception of translation, as
a socio-cultural process and not a purely linguistic en-
deavor, help us explore, the multiple ways socio-cultur-
al-historical approaches have moved and traveled in the
locality of Greece while considering a range of cultural,
historical, institutional and ideological factors that have
influenced this move? In the present article, we aim to
make a first step to map the rather fragmented landscape
of relevant theory use in Greece and outline a meta-the-
oretical frame for further work in this area. The paper is
organized in four sections. After this introductory sec-
tion, we move to discuss traveling theory as a theoretical
lense in the second section. The third section describes
the methodology of our inquiry, which then leads to the
subsequent mapping of key actors and the analysis of rel-
evant practices and contexts of interpretation.

Traveling theory

According to Said [66], when theories travel i.e. move
into new contexts, they enter a constant process of trans-
formation, as an effect of given differences in place and
time. The concept of traveling theory, often employed
in post-colonial studies, could be particularly impor-
tant, indeed, in understanding the ways in which socio-
cultural, cultural-historical and activity approaches to
education and psychology have traveled to Greece and
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elsewhere over the last few decades. Instead of strug-
gling to account for a direct one-to-one implementation
of theory, when employing this concept, one may focus
on the manifold socio-cultural encounters taking place
across space and also in time, and therefore analyze the
multiple transformations of a theory, as it becomes re/
appropriated in the local context.

Translation practices of theory traveling involve
mediating devices, interpreting and creating texts, net-
working, funds, and infrastructures, as well as, personal
motives and interpersonal synergies within the realms of
academic and, eventually, broader institutional politics.
The notion of traveling theory provides a fruitful meta-
theoretical framework for such an analysis — in this case,
capturing theory travels across multiple temporal lay-
ers from Russia, the UK, US, central and east Europe
to Greece. In our analysis below, we trace the travel of
socio-cultural-historical approaches to psychology and
education across a range of practices, such as the trans-
lations of original works into the Greek language, the
delivery of university-based courses in education and
psychology, the conduct of research, the employment of
relevant theory for educational policy and activism be-
yond the academia. Each of these practices may deserve
more attention and could become a separate area for fur-
ther investigation in the near future.

Methodology: Texts, contexts, actors
and interpretation

Based on our collective knowledge of published work
and our own experiences and discussions with key infor-
mants, our investigation entailed the following steps: Ini-
tially, we engaged into discussing our research questions
(i.e. appropriation of socio-cultural-historical approach-
es in the local context of Greece) in varied occasions and
with different audiences (International Society of Cul-
tural-historical Activity Research invited symposium in
Rome [18] and regional ISCAR conference in Crete [20;
60]. At the same time, we searched for all relevant pub-
lished work such as books, journal articles, conference
proceedings papers, etc. and created a timeline of major
relevant works in the Greek language (a total volume of
about 700 pages i.e. 30 books from 1990 to 2019, see Ap-
pendix and Bibliography).

We identified the key Greek scholars, who have de-
termined the interpretation of the classic texts in Greek
through the lenses of their training and academic knowl-
edges shaped in diverse contexts such as Russia, Poland,
the UK, and the US. In parallel, we analyzed all relevant
texts and textual interpretation that we could have ac-
cess on with discursive methods [35]. Finally, we ex-
plored issues of homogeneity/ heterogeneity and tried
to explain and contextualize the different interpreta-
tions by focusing not only on explicit but also on implicit
or hidden aspects of communication and practice in the
academic community and beyond. Therefore, we have
included higher education courses, networks of scholars,
implementation of theory in guidelines for curricular re-
forms and links to activism beyond academia [42].




KYJbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAS IICUXOJOTUA 2020. T. 16. Ne 2
CULTURAL-HISTORICAL PSYCHOLOGY. 2020. Vol. 16, no. 2

When referring to theory traveling, we could not cir-
cumvent reflecting on our own status as researchers, who
also have traveled, and continue traveling, in-between
diverse localities. It is important for us to consider our-
selves as part of what we study. We have studied and
worked in different parts of the world (i.e. Dafermos in
Soviet Union/Russia; Chronaki in the UK & Sweden;
Kontopodis in Germany & the UK). We all have studied
and employed Vygotskian theory in our different disci-
plines during our early studies (philosophy, mathemat-
ics education, and psychology, respectively). Engaging
in this research paper has been a long process of synthe-
sizing our different theoretical ideas, methodological
tools, and viewpoints while reflecting on our own dis-
tinct trajectories within the landscape of socio-cultural-
historical approaches to psychology and education.

Classic texts and translation in Greek

It was not before the late 1980s that socio-cultur-
al-historical approaches to psychology and education
were introduced to Greece. This was slowly achieved
by Greek scholars trained in diverse settings in coun-
tries such as the UK, the US, France, Poland and Rus-
sia. When returning to Greece to obtain academic po-
sitions and develop teaching and research there, these
scholars resorted on socio-cultural-historical theorizing
in their quite diverse disciplines, such as: psychology,
educational science, anthropology, philosophy, art his-
tory and linguistics. Vygotsky [79; 80] was therefore not
the only author translated, and many other Russian and
Soviet scholars were given significant attention such as
Bakhtin [2], Voloshinov [71; 72], Luria [49; 50], etc.

As the translation of these classic texts began around
1990 in Greece (i.e. much later than in Germany, the US
and the UK.), their translation has often not been from
the original Russian text but from already translated
texts in English, German, or French. Common mistakes
that have recently been identified in the English trans-
lations happened also in Greek (e.g. thought instead of
thinking; etc. [70]. Unfortunately, the original text(s) in
Russian were not easily accessible — at least in the first
years. Currently, increased access to primary resources
(as well as the problematization of translation itself) has
become easier, and historiographical and etymological /
philological knowledge is increasingly available.

Key actors and academic disciplines

University-based pedagogical departments, i.e. De-
partments of Primary and Early Childhood Education,
were amongst the first in the early 90s to adopt socio-
cultural-historical approaches to psychology and educa-
tion in academic teaching and research.

Yiannis Papamichael at the Department of Educa-
tion of the University of Patras explored the relation-
ships between learning and teaching in neo-Piagetian
and Vygotskian frameworks [56]. At about the same
time, Christos Frangos was among the first at the De-
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partment of Early Childhood Education at the Aristo-
tle University of Thessaloniki to introduce Vygotskian
theory. Frangos [26] tried to develop a teaching model
based on ideas of Socrates, Vygotsky, and Piaget and
became quite active in ECERA (European Early Child-
hood Research Association).

A few years later, Luria’s Cognitive Development was
translated from English into Greek by M. Terzidou and
Anastasia Kostaridou-Eukleidi in 1995 (Department
of Psychology of the Aristotelian University of Thes-
saloniki). Kostaridou-Eukleidi [38] argued for a neces-
sary move from Piagetian to Vygotskian research as a
more adequate frame to explain cognitive development
in terms of a cultural-historical approach. Along similar
lines, Vosniadou [75] has edited a collection of core es-
says in cognitive science and was a founding member of
the newly convened journal, Noesis. As series editor of
Psychology with Gutenberg publishing house, she has
also promoted the publishing of books on socio-cogni-
tive aspects of learning ([34], dialogical perspectives on
learning [55]: on the zone of proximal development in
Vygotsky’s theory, etc.).

Both Stella Vosniadou and Anastasia Kostaridou-
Efkleidi and their collaborators have played an important
role in framing discourses on cognitive (and socio-cogni-
tive) development, school learning, epistemology and edu-
cational psychology through their internationally acknowl-
edged research work. It is important to mention that both
scholars, back in the early and middle 90s, placed attention
on socio-cultural work and became active towards edit-
ing the translation of major works such as Mind in Society
(1997) and Cognitive Development: Its Cultural and Social
Foundations (1995) in Greek. At the same time, politically
engaged intellectuals outside the university published the
first translations of classic texts [49; 80].

Still, the first time a systematic undergraduate
course devoted to the study of cultural-historical psy-
chology took place in 2002 at the Department of Psy-
chology, University of Crete. Manolis Dafermos’s book
The Cultural-Historical Theory of Vygotsky [in Greek]
was the basis of this course. Psychology students having
enrolled this course claimed that cultural-historical psy-
chology opened for them a different route as compared
to the dominant paradigms taught until then. Soon after,
The Development of Children by Cole, Cole & Lightfoot
[13] was translated and used as a textbook in many de-
partments of psychology and education in Greece.

Establishing a more specific focus on science edu-
cation, the work by Katerina Plakitsi and her students
has been significant in introducing Activity Theory at
the Department of Preschool Education, University of
Ioannina. Their “@Formal Informal Science Education
Group” consisted of senior researchers, postdoctoral,
PhDs and postgraduate students and has proposed to re-
examine STEM Education from the perspective of the
cultural-historical activity theory [58; 59].

Major socio-cultural-historical works have also been
translated by engaged political groups and public in-
tellectuals interested in making use of socio-cultural-
historical approaches for ideological and socio-political
purposes. Michalis Kouvelas, member of the Greek
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Communist Party, and Elissaios Vagenas are amongst
the main intellectuals, who edited and published trans-
lations of classic works and collections of various classic
texts [39;40; 69]. We consider this trend as distinct from
other streams mentioned above since its explicit purpose
has been to enable access to socio-cultural-historical ap-
proaches for purposes of political critique, political ac-
tivism, and intervention from a Marxist perspective.

In a broader, interdisciplinary, critical, and cross-
theoretical perspective, Marios Pourkos at the Univer-
sity of Crete (initially in the Department of Psychology
and since 2000 at the Department of Early Childhood
Education) along with other scholars linked with him,
has advanced theoretical aspects of Vygotskian and
Bakhtinian studies with an emphasis towards discuss-
ing epistemological and philosophical issues, as well
as with a focus on qualitative research methodology
[61; 62; 63; 64]. Along similar lines, the work by Anna
Chronaki at the University of Thessaly brings together
socio-cultural theory in mathematics education with a
focus on situated knowledges, hybrid learning identi-
ties, gender studies and post-structuralist approaches
[6;7;8;9; 10].

Most recently, Patelis and Kakarinos [57] have tried
to situate cultural-historical and activity theory in the
broader context of Soviet Psychology by highlighting its
relationships with other trends. They argue that the theo-
ry should not be perceived as a tool for propaganda, but as
an extremely important, yet under-researched, theoreti-
cal, methodological tradition that, potentially, opens new
horizons for understanding, learning and action in the di-
rection of radical social and political transformation.

Context(s) of interpretation

Without going into many details, modern Greek
history is currently characterized by strong opposi-
tion amongst two distinct tendencies: market-driven
modernization vs. radical political activism that re-
sists neoliberal practices. At the same time, contem-
porary life in Greece is still weaved with the histories
of a strong leftist movement and a civil war after the
World War II; a military dictatorship from 1967 to
1974; the dilemmas of a so-called European Integration
during the last 40 years and the most recent debt crisis
and austerity measures.

The Greek University, as an institution, has histori-
cally played an important role against the military dicta-
torship of the 70s when the students’ radical action along
with leftist activists paved the way against the military
junta. For this, the University has until recently been
considered the institution par excellence for democratic
engagement and free circulation of ideas towards even
radical forms of political thought and action. At the same
time, university-based academics have been the driving
force of the market-oriented modernization of the Greek
society, too. In this context, more and more universities
have been established across metropolitan and peripher-
al locations and many academics, who were educated in
countries as diverse as the US, Canada, the UK, France,
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Germany, Sweden and Russia/Soviet Union therefore
representing a wide range of theoretical and research
trends and traditions, have been employed in Greece.
As such, it is not accidental that our analysis has identi-
fied very different ways of how socio-cultural-historical
approaches to psychology and education were appropri-
ated in the Greek context.

A first approach aims explicitly to promote socio-
cultural thinking in the academic teaching of cognitive
science, educational psychology and school psychology.
This way of appropriating socio-cultural-historical the-
ory follows similar developments from the 70s and 80s in
the US, where socio-cultural-historical approaches were
linked to varied forms of cognitivism and constructivism as
part of a critical reaction to behaviorism. Greek universi-
ties have since the late 90s increasingly reproduced the
dominant North Atlantic scientific paradigm of research.
Often in this frame, translations of classic Russian texts
in Greek, were based on the English translation, and
followed a rather positivist epistemology without any
explicit reference to distinct political issues and values
linked with the Soviet school [68].

As technology became more important in education
and society, the focus shifted slightly from cognition in
terms of brain research to so-called distributed cogni-
tion [31] or the system humans-technology-activity
[7]. University courses with a specific focus on Science,
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics education
(STEM) have been developed. Cultural-historical ac-
tivity theory and other socio-cultural-historical ap-
proaches have been significant here and often provided
the frame for the organization of large-scale teacher
training programs especially in technology use in sub-
ject specific domains.

The academic discourse on socio-cultural ap-
proaches to psychology and education was conse-
quently appropriated in an oversimplified and instru-
mental jargon by the Greek Ministry of Education and
Research. Key Vygotskian concepts were introduced
in curricular reform guidelines for school teaching and
learning, echoing similar developments across the Eu-
ropean Union and elsewhere in the world. Socio-cul-
tural approaches to psychology and education became
in this frame a recipe for teaching with a specific focus
on ZPD, not as a complex socio-cultural-historical
unit but as a socio-cognitive formula that can be used
in practice in (uncritical) combination with a variety
of other concepts and methods stemming from a dif-
ferent pedagogical and psychological theories [53].
For example, the former president of the Greek Peda-
gogical Institute, which determines curriculum con-
tent, suggested that:

The art of teaching and of learning — an adaptive
constant reflection on the following parameters: the
learning environment, learning methods, and pedagogi-
cal principles — can be applied for example on verbal
or audiovisual learning in accordance with the conclu-
sions theory of the programmed learning of behaviorist
approaches (Skinner), active and constructive learning,
and the socio-cultural context (Piaget, Vygotsky, Brun-
er) [1, pp. 108—109].
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Previously unrelated concepts and theories are
now rather unproblematically combined here in their
application on educational practice without signifi-
cant reflection on the epistemological premises, theo-
retical underpinnings and practical limitations of such
combination. However, teachers tend to oppose such
unreflective uses of theory as we have experienced in
studying how teachers learn to appropriate technol-
ogy in their subject didactics in a long-term training
course [11]. In this course, centrally organized by the
Greek Ministry of Education, teachers had to em-
ploy Vygotskian concepts (such as tool, ZPD, media-
tion, scaffolding) and plan their teaching and learn-
ing practice: A few weeks after the training course
was completed, and as teachers go back to their daily
school duties and routines, the discussion continues
at a personal level of interviewing concerning the is-
sue of ‘teacher change’. Although teachers were able
to consider ‘change’ as a more complex experience
that cannot be detected at a behavioral level, they also
talked about ‘change’ as something that cannot be re-
ally achieved as one noted through humor:

Teacher: When Axxx (a tutor) was asking during
the last day of the course how ‘technology’ has changed
us, he (Teacher A) said: ‘Why do you ask? Don’t you see
me? We now have used this as our slogan. When we talk
with other colleagues, we ask ‘How do you see me? Have
I changed? (laughter)

Contrary to the good intentions of the educational
reform, the teacher resists the discourse of a smooth
‘change’ simply by means of technology-use based on
a Vygotskian approach of teaching and learning. Along
with colleagues the teacher jokes about the possibility
of noticeable ‘change’ and humor becomes their ally to
denote the challenges of attempting to bring a theory
into a complex educational terrain where technology
serves many more other interests than just teaching
and learning [11].

Last but not least, another distinct approach to
socio-cultural-historical thinking in Greece has em-
phasized its potential for criticality. In academic
discussions this perspective entailed a focus on epis-
temological critique while, when moving beyond
academia, the emphasis has been on implications in
terms of practice and political activism (see [9], [19]:
awareness of cultural differences in education, [69]:
political and ideological critique]). Even if there are
significant differences among the various scholars, to
whom we refer here, in terms of epistemological and
political positioning (e.g. with regards to feminist vs.
universalist understandings of the human); this last
trend can be linked to the opening of the Greek so-
ciety and the university to new ideas and paradigms
in the post-dictatorship era, as briefly referred to
above. It echoes similar developments in other coun-
tries, where socio-cultural-historical approaches have
worked towards inspiring scholars to critically reflect
on the links between education and broader socio-po-
litical transformations (for example in West Germa-
ny in the 1980s and in Brazil in the post-dictatorship
period there [51; 4; 36].
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The aforementioned ways of interpreting and em-
ploying socio-cultural-historical approaches in Greece
are clearly distinct from each other and they involve
different motives, epistemological beliefs or, even, po-
litical and ideological values. As such the theory cannot
be considered as a closed and neutral system of research
tools and methods but as a rather open-ended framework
that is being shaped by the social, cultural, historical and
political, local dynamics.

How do theories travel? Conclusionary
remarks & meta-theoretical reflection

According to Daniels, Cole, and Wertsch, studying
Vygotsky in context means that we should define two
different historical eras and multiple social milieus — the
context of the Soviet Union in the first half of the 20th
century and the context in different parts of the world
of the 21st century [21]. As outlined above, not only are
more than two spaces and temporalities involved [3]:
one needs to closely document, analyze, and meta-theo-
rize a series of processes that make possible for a theory
to travel through particular space, as well as, in time.

It is important to situate the employment of concepts
and the use of theory in research practices, academic net-
works, educational interventions, national policymak-
ing, and other settings. Translation and historiography
in a certain sense can cumulatively — i.e. almost objec-
tively — always become richer, more detailed, and “bet-
ter” [15]. However, when referring to the uses of theory,
complex meta-theoretical tools are needed in order to
explore, distinguish, and eventually evaluate them. The
context of theory use is not only textual /semiotic, but
it might also involve micro-political strategies for aca-
demic or other recognition, material needs and resourc-
es, ideological values, as well as political and aesthetic
preferences.

Considering the local contexts into which a theory
travels has been argued as paramount for encountering
the relations amongst theory, literary texts and culture.
In this sense, attention shifts from what a theory is to
what a theory does. From this perspective, one may move
“... from the position occupied by translations in various
cultures to the way in which socio-cultural factors, poet-
ics, ideology, politics, ethnic and gender identity, have
shaped translations at different times and in different
geographical areas” [22, p. 12].

We believe that apprehending the Greek context’s
dynamics and complexity can support us to understand
the reception, interpretation and, eventually, also the
limitations in the manifold uses of socio-cultural-histor-
ical approaches to psychology and education in Greece.
The dynamics of marketization vs. radical socio-political
engagement is ultimately related, explicitly or implicitly,
on how socio-cultural-historical approaches to psychol-
ogy and education have been used in praxis with human
and non-human actors, reassembled and re/appropri-
ated in Greece.

We suggest that one needs to reflect on and explic-
itly account for one’s political aspirations or interests,
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when using the theory in one way or another. Even if  sions, endeavors, and works inspired by socio-cultur-
one claims of using this highly politicized theoretical al-historical approaches will flourish and deepen in
corpus in “neutral”/ “non-political” ways, this is still  order to address such challenges.

a political act. Thus, we have no easy and general so- In conclusion, the application of the concept of
lutions to suggest here; we can only claim that trans-  traveling theory in exploring the reception and inter-
parency and dialogue concerning political, aesthetic, pretation of socio-cultural-historical approaches to
and ideological criteria and values are required in all  psychology and education in Greece has enabled us
interpretation work and would be pivotal for further  to trace important aspects of the relationship between
theory-building in the future. The “original” text or  knowledge production, on the one hand, and the local
the “original” context cannot be the only reference society and cultural history, on the other. We hope
point in this undertaking because of the two-level dis-  thus, that the notion of traveling theory may also pro-
tinction that we have attempted to introduce above. vide the much-needed meta-theoretical framework to
New biopolitical challenges are currently emerging in  investigate the various ways in which socio-cultural-
Greece and all over the world, to name a few: global  historical approaches to psychology and education
pandemics such as the current Convid-19 happening have moved and continue to travel through disciplin-
as we now write this paper, environmental crisis, debt  ary boundaries and regional, socio-cultural contexts
crisis and educational privatization. The open ques- in an increasingly globalized, interdisciplinary aca-
tion for the future is how existing theoretical discus-  demic landscape.

Appendix: Timeline of Key Publications in Greek

1981: AN. Leontiev’s Activity, Consciousness, Personality was translated and published in Greek (by Xenopoulos).

1990: K. Levitin’s book One is not Born a Personality is translated and published in Greek. In this book, profiles and works
of major socio-cultural-historical approaches and educational psychologists are presented (Vygotsky, Leontiev, Luria, Meshch-
eryakov, Davidov) (Transl. English to Greek by L. Karsera).

1993: Thought and Language is translated and published in Greek (Transl. German to Greek by A. Rodi, Ed. P. Kondylis).

1995: Luria’s Cognitive Development is translated from English by M. Terzidou (Ed. Kostadidou-Eukleidi) and published in
Greek.

1997: Vygotsky’s Mind in Society is translated and published in Greek (Transl. English to Greek by A. Bibou, Ed. S.
Vosniadou).

1998: Voloshinov’s Marxism and Philosophy of Language is translated and published in Greek by V. Alexiou.

2000: Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics is translated and published in Greek (Transl. from English A. Toannidou).

2002: Luria’s The Man with a Shattered World is translated and published in Greek (Transl. English to Greek by N. Aggelo-
poulos).

2002: M. Dafermos publishes the book Cultural-Historical Theory of Vygotsky: Philosophical, Psychological and Pedagogical
Aspects [in Greek].

2003: Publication of an anthology of translated key texts on socio-cultural-historical approaches with the title Socio-Cultural-
Historical Approaches and Child Development (from Russian to Greek by E. Vagenas).

2007: M. Kouvelas’s book Dialectical psychology. On the footsteps of Vygotsky [in Greek] is published.

2009: Voloshinov’s The Word in Life and the Word in Poetry is translated from Russian and published in Greek by V. Alexiou
& M. Dafermos.

2009: The book General Psychology: Dialectical-Materialistic Approach [in Greek] is published (by M. Kouvelas, Ed., Transl.
Russian to Greek). This is a handbook of translated works by various Russian socio-cultural-historical psychologists on crucial
psychological issues (the development of mind, Activity Theory, personality, cognitive functions, etc.).

2009: K. Papadopoulou’s book The Zone of Proximal Development in the Theory of Vygotsky [in Greek] is published. Papado-
poulou argues that the zone of proximal development is connected with the development of psychological functions and not the
acquirement of knowledge or learning skills.

2012: Special issue of the Greek journal Utopia on socio-cultural-historical approaches. This issue includes contributions by
several Greek researchers on cultural-historical psychology and activity theory.

2013: K. Plakitsi edits the volume Activity Theory in Formal and Informal Science Education [in Greek]. This collective volume
focuses on the application of Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) in formal and informal science education.

2018: M. Dafermos publishes in English the book Rethinking Cultural-historical Theory: A Dialectical Perspective to Viygotsky.
This book reconstructs Vygotsky’s research program as a developing process focusing on his creative and dramatic journey and
his attempt to overcome multiple difficulties and crises (social, scientific, personal, etc.).

2019: D. Patelis and G. Kakarinos publish the book From Soviet Psychology to the Logic of History [in Greek]. This book ex-
plores the most important characteristics and main directions of Soviet Psychology and its links to the Logic of History school of
thought.
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Introduction

Vygotsky’s writing has increasingly inspired psy-
chology worldwide, ever since the partial translation of
his writing into English, beginning in the 1960’s. This
worldwide reception provided an important impulse to
further developments of the theory, methodology and
practice of psychology and education in the long term,
all the more as the understanding of this rich heritage
outside Russia varied considerably. On the one hand,
it was deeply influenced by the availability of texts and
translation issues, as we clearly know now. The reader
will unfortunately share some of our difficulties here,
which will be reflected in our use of footnotes to keep the
original French texts or present the French translations
(from Russian) which we have to translate into English
(instead of relying on the English translations, which
might be weaker). On the other hand, it was received
under specific local scientific, social and historical con-
ditions. In this regards, the main reception of Vygotsky
in France (or to be more precise, in the French-speaking
countries in Europe, especially France and the French-
speaking part of Switzerland) happened late, with the
fist publication in French in 1985 of Vygotsky’s master-
piece Thought and Language (in French, Pensée et lan-
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gage, « langage » meaning both speech and language as in
Russian) at the Editions Sociales (the official publisher of
the Communist Party in France). Pensée et langage was
translated by Frangoise Séve, a meticulous and highly
qualified translator, with the help of her husband, Lucien
Seve, a well-known Marxist philosopher, who was also
director of the Editions Sociales at that time. The French
version was published with the original commentary by
Piaget in French on the criticisms of Vygotsky regarding
his own work (Piaget, 1962). Indeed, in all countries, the
way in which Vygotsky was received depended on the
local context of research on psychology and education.
In France, the understanding of Piaget and other promi-
nent French psychologists (including Wallon) strongly
influenced the reception of Vygotsky. This story remains
to be fully analyzed and reflected upon. Today, we would
like to focus on two interesting aspects of the develop-
ments of Vygotsky’s work in France. The publication of
Vygotsky’s Notebooks sheds new light on the interest
of Vygotsky for Politzer’s concrete psychology. We will
discuss this in the first part of the paper. In the second
part, we will briefly introduce the Activity Clinic, which
for the unfamiliar reader is an interventionist approach
in work psychology deeply inspired by the work of Vy-
gotsky, and argue that its “organized frameworks” [1]
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contribute to a concrete psychology approach. In the
final part of the paper, we will show how some of Vy-
gotsky’s core ideas inspire a renewed way of conduct-
ing research in psychology. This paper contributes to an
urgent need to rethink an epistemology of psychology,
which strongly anchors research in practice.

1. Vygotsky and Politzer on Drama
and Concrete Psychology

In his fragmented notes on historical psychology, or
concrete human psychology, Vygotsky (1929, first pub-
lished in French in 2004) discusses the development of
higher psychological functions as the famous principle
of sociogenesis, and calls for a “sociogenetic” method
for studying this development, that is still to be fully
developed, following for example Veresov’s suggestions
[2,3]. This important text was first published in English
in 1986, and in French in 2004, in a first translation by
Olga Anokhina and Michel Brossard [4]. It has been re-
cently republished with a revised translation as an annex
to the French edition of the History of Development of
Higher Psychological Functions [5].

In this extremely dense although elliptic text, Vy-
gotsky recapitulates some of his most famous theses,
stating how these higher psychological functions are
constructed through a process of social interaction and
regulated by the human being through the use “for him-
self” (pour soi) of signs which were first used in social
interactions, to act upon the others. He concludes: “the
individual for human beings is not the contrary of the
social, but its superior form!” [4, our translation, p. 236
in the French translation]. The “machine” model of the
human brain, operating self-regulation of human be-
haviour to which Vygotsky has dedicated some of his
major works is therefore considered to be the “social
personality of the human being, i.e. conceived as a mem-
ber of a social group. Conceived as a social being. As a
being per se — for the others and for herself?” (ibidem,
p. 242). Constructivism, conceived as the potential for
human beings to construct themselves through the in-
teriorization of social interactions into the building
and hierarchy of higher psychological functions, which
leads to their individual personality, is therefore the
key mechanism explaining human development. In this
context, Vygotsky introduced the concept of drama as
the dynamic of a given individual: “the drama is woven
with inner struggles®” (ibidem, p. 245), and concludes:
“my history of cultural development is the abstract de-
velopment of a concrete psychology?” (ibidem, p. 246).

The drama here is the conflict of the hierarchy of higher
psychological functions, related to different social roles,
in different social contexts. This concept of drama, for
Vygotsky, is strongly related to Politzer’s understand-
ing of drama and concrete human psychology: “I want
only to say that without the human being (the opera-
tor) as a whole, we can not explain the operation of the
device (the brain); this is the human being who controls
the brain, not the brain that controls the human being;
without the person, we can not understand the person’s
behaviour, and psychology must be understood not in
terms of process but in terms of drama’” (ibidem, p. 249).
Vygotsky therefore connects the concept of drama, as in-
ternal conflict of social roles, and the concept of drama,
as vital and meaningful experience of a human being,
by the mediation of the construction and interplay of
higher psychological functions and perezhivanie. In con-
crete psychology, relations between psychological func-
tions are specific to a human being, emotionally situated
in a historico-cultural, social environment. Following
Politzer, Vygotsky grounds the perspective of a concrete
psychology within drama, which would be the only sci-
entific psychology relevant to the human beings, going
beyond the scientific study of other animals who would
only be able to deal with basic evolutionary functions.
On a methodological plane, Vytgotsky’s claims for a con-
crete and constructionist psychology urge us to follow
research principles which are grounded in a sociogenetic
and ecological experimentation.

In Vygotsky’s Notebooks [6], we find two explicit
mentions of the work of Politzer. On page 140 (notes writ-
ten around October 1930), discussing psychological sys-
tems, Vygotsky quotes Politzer “it is not the muscle that
works, but the person.” Vygotsky writes that “a function is
an organ in action” and introduces “consciousness and its
owner” as the agent of human thinking: “hence, about all
psychological activity we can say that it is a function of the
brain. But that is a metapsychological designation. The in-
trapsychological designation must be another one. Which?
The system is the basic concept of psychological analysis.
Memorizing always fulfils some function in something
more complex and changes when it is a part of different
wholes. The eternal problem: Ich denke or Es denkt. Who
is thinking? Consciousness and its owner.” On page 368,
Vygotsky writes “psychologie concréte” (in French) when
he discusses psychology as a science: “NB! On the defini-
tion of psychology as the science of mental life. 1. Life not
in a biological sense, but in the sense of a biography, a life
description. After all, it is not breathing and blood circula-
tion that form the topic of a biography, of one’s existence,
of adrama, of a novel, but the events of a human life, i.e. the

!"In the French translation: “L’individuel chez I'homme n’est pas le contraire du social, mais sa forme supérieure” (Vygotsky, 1929/2004, p. 236).

2 In the French translation: “C’est la personnalité sociale de 'homme. De 'homme comme membre d’un groupe social déterminé. Congu
comme un étre social. Comme un étre en soi — pour les autres et pour soi” (ibidem, p. 242).

3 In the French translation: “Le drame est tissé de luttes intérieures” (ibidem, p. 245).

“In the French translation: “Mon histoire du développement culturel est le développement abstrait d'une psychologie concréte” (ibidem, p. 246).

5 In the French translation: “Je veux seulement dire ceci: sans I’homme (I'opératrice), pris sans sa totalité, on ne peut pas expliquer le fonc-
tionnement de son appareil (le cerveau), que ¢’est 'homme qui commande le cerveau et non le cerveau qui commande ’homme, que sans ’homme
on ne peut pas comprendre son comportement, qu’il ne faut pas appréhender la psychologie en termes de processus mais en termes de drame”

(ibidem, p. 249).
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problem of the psychologie concréte comes first.” We may
find another echo of Politzer’s work later in the same note
when Vygotsky writes that “the phenomenon of mental
life and the psychological fact are synonyms.”

For Georges Politzer [7], the concepts of drama and
concrete psychology jointly define a renewed perspec-
tive on psychological research. He strongly criticizes the
state of psychology in the 1920s, which he calls a “fog
pod” or “lost science,” in which psychologists gave up the
understanding of the human psychic life for the safety of
measurements. His criticisms of standard psychology re-
main relevant for some parts of modern psychology:

“As their scientific needs are satisfied by the use of
scientific appliances, and by the finding of some statis-
tics which usually do not survive their publication, they
claim that science requires patience and reject any con-
trol or criticism as being metaphysics, which has nothing
to do with science.” (p. 2).

Although they are insufficient in his eyes, he credits
Gestalt psychology with an attempt to keep the whole
experience of the person, instead of cutting in into insig-
nificant and static elements; behaviourism for suggesting
a strong definition of a psychological fact with the con-
cept of behaviour; and psychoanalysis as paving the way
to a new, lively, and revolutionary psychology. Psycho-
analysis rejects abstraction, understood as detachment
of the psychological facts from the concrete life of real,
singular subjects and their understanding as the product
of impersonal processes:

“Abstraction eliminates the subject and assimilates
psychological facts to objective facts, i.e. to 3rd person
facts®“ (p°38, our translation).

Commenting Freud on dreams, he appreciates the
method:

“what characterizes, on the contrary, the way Freud
brings up the topic of dream, is that he doesn’t accom-
plish abstraction. He doesn’t want to detach the dream
from the subject who dreams it; he doesn’t conceive it as
a 3rd person state, he doesn’t situate it in a voice without
a subject. It is by binding it to the subject whose dream it
is that he gives it its status of psychological fact”.” (p°39,
our translation and emphasis).

Politzer defines the human drama as the sole “psycho-
logical fact” and therefore object of a concrete psychology:
“the point of view of the psychologist is that which corre-
sponds to drama®” (p. 248, our translation). In other words:

“The drama concerns the human being in its entirety,
and considered as the centre of numerous events, which,
precisely because they imply a first person, have some mean-
ing. The meaning related to a first person distinguishes the
psychological fact from all natural facts. In short, the origi-
nality of the psychological fact is given by the existence of a
properly human plane of existence and by the dramatic life
of an individual happening there”” (ibidem, p. 250).

On a methodological level, the focus on the psycho-
logical facts, i.e the drama, requires a double level of psy-
chological inquiry:

“the psychological fact is not the simple behaviour,
but precisely the human behaviour, i.e. the behaviour
related to both the events in which the human life is tak-
ing place, and the individual human being, as subject of
this life. In short, the psychological fact is the behaviour
which has a human meaning. However, to understand
this meaning, we need data given by the subject and
which come to us through narration: the purely motor
behaviour becomes a psychological fact only after being
enlightened by the narrative'.” (p. 248—249).

Politzer’s words suggest two implications for psychol-
ogy as the science of “psychological facts” on a “properly
human plane of existence”: (a) drama as a unit of analysis
allows us to keep “the human being in its entirety”; (b) a
third-person point of view is deeply insufficient to un-
derstand the psychological fact, as the psychological fact
is defined by the meaning that the human subject gives
it. Therefore, Politzer urges us to analyse “the psycho-
logical fact” as being indissociably constituted by the act
and its first-person meaning, which we can access only
through the subject’s narration. In our view, this double
request for the scientific study of the truly human men-
tal life remains an ongoing concern.

2. Activity Clinic: developmental intervention
and research in work psychology

How can we push the agenda of concrete psychol-
ogy forward? In this section, we argue that the Activity
Clinic approach, developed at the Cnam (Conservatoire
National des Arts et Métiers) in France since the 1980’s
by Prof. Yves Clot and colleagues, offers the potential
to move one step forward in the direction of a truly con-
crete human psychology. In France, the reception of Vy-

6 Original in French: “L’abstraction élimine le sujet et assimile les faits psychologiques aux faits objectifs, ¢’est-a-dire aux faits en 3*"™ per-

sonne”. (p°38).

7Original in French: “Ce qui caractérise, au contraire, la maniére dont Freud aborde le probléme du réve, ¢’est qu’il n’accomplit pas I'abstraction.
1l ne veut pas détacher le réve du sujet qui le réve; il ne veut pas le concevoir comme un état en troisiéme personne, il ne veut pas le situer dans un
vide sans sujet. C’est en le rattachant au sujet dont il est le réve qu'il veut lui rendre son caractére de fait psychologique.” (p°39).

8 Original in French: “Le point de vue du psychologue est celui qui coincide avec le drame” (Politzer, 1928,/2003, p. 248).

? Original in French: “Le drame implique ’homme pris dans sa totalité et considéré comme le centre d'un certain nombre d’événements qui,

précisément parce qu'ils se rapportent @ une premiére personne, ont un sens. C’est le sens rapporté a une premiére personne qui distingue radicale-
ment le fait psychologique de tous les faits de la nature. Bref, I'originalité du fait psychologique est donnée par I'existence méme d’un plan propre-
ment humain et de la vie dramatique de I'individu qui s’y déroule” (ibidem, p. 250).

10 Original in French: “Le fait psychologique n’est pas le comportement simple, mais précisément le comportement humain, c’est-a-dire le
comportement en tant qu'’il se rapporte, d’une part, aux événements au milieu desquels se déroule la vie humaine, et d’autre part, a 'individu, en
tant qu’il est sujet de cette vie. Bref, le fait psychologique c’est le comportement qui a un sens humain. Seulement, pour constituer ce sens, on a
besoin de données qui nous sont fournies par le sujet et qui nous parviennent par I'intermédiaire du récit: le comportement simplement moteur ne
devient donc fait psychologique qu’apreés avoir été éclairé par le récit” (ibidem, p. 248—249).
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gotsky was very fertile not only in the field of education
but also in the field of work psychology. This may be due
to the pre-existing strength in France of traditions of in-
terventions and research in work milieux, conducted by
both researchers engaged in the analysis and transforma-
tion of social practice in ergonomics and work psychol-
ogy. The French social history of social transformation,
which combines the efforts of workers, trade unions, and
researchers, in the critical analysis of work situations, is
the socio-historical context which supports this recep-
tion into the field of Work Psychology. The scientific
context is also favourable. From the perspective of er-
gonomics, the notion of activity, which is at the core of
the French-speaking ergonomics tradition of analysis
and transformation of real work situations, could eas-
ily accommodate Leontiev’s works on the dynamic hi-
erarchical model of activity. The Cnam in Paris (with,
in particular, Alain Wisner and Jacques Leplat) has
played a prominent role in the reception of first Leontiev
and then Vygotsky’s works in this field. In this context,
Vygotsky’s works appeared to Wisner, as the theoreti-
cal foundation in psychology through which anthropo-
technology could overcome some of the challenges ex-
perienced in the practice of technology transfers [8].
The remarkable reading of Vygotsky by Wisner testifies
to his deep and early (compared to other researchers in
France at least) knowledge of his work through the Eng-
lish translations. Vygotsky in France has therefore been
received in the field of work psychology as a theoretician
of practice, contributing to an epistemology of practice,
which might help overcome some of its issues.

Activity Clinic builds on some of Vygotsky’s core
proposals: first of all, the tight relations between practice
and theory. From its beginnings, the Activity Clinic ap-
proach has been dealing with both practice, in the form of
developmental transformations in the work milieux, and
research. This double temporality of Activity Clinic, ar-
ticulating the time of action (and reflection on ongoing
transformative action), called intervention, and the time
of research, primarily defined as research on interventions
and development though interventions, is an important
defining character of this approach. Clot calls it “funda-
mental field research” (“recherche fondamentale de ter-
rain”, in French) [9] to overcome the unfortunate and
well spread dichotomy between fundamental research,
which deals with theoretical development, and applied
research, which deals with the development of practice.
Clot directly quotes Vygotsky, writing that “develop-
ment is both an object and the method of psychology” [9]:

“On the research plane, from a Vygotskian point
of view, development is simultaneously object and
method. Development, its dead ends, conflicts, bifur-
cations, stops, unexpected resumptions, fundamental
incompleteness, cannot be studied ‘in chamber.” Tak-
ing care in the field of development without ‘second
thoughts’ of research is therefore precious, to multiply
and test the potentialities, push the real to its limits,
look for the limits of action to roll them back. Our
joint work with our interlocutors in the field allows
to enrich the range of possibilities of human action,
to discover what was impossible to imagine before.
Here, development is a method for the production
of practical findings which were unthinkable so far.
Consequently, development, triggered that way, can
be studied. Here, the status of the action in the field
changes, to become a means for another action, the re-
search itself. Its object is what has happened, that can
be understood only from the point of view of another
action: the production of knowledge on development”
[5] (Clot, 2008, p. 69)!!.

The author also writes later:

“Doing research in Activity Clinic is coming back on
the action that has been produced to study the mecha-
nisms supporting its development or limiting this action.
(...) With Vygotsky, we can claim that it is in movement
that the body shows what it really is.'?” (ibidem, p. 71).

Following Vygotsky [10], practice is seen as the cor-
nerstone of theoretical engagement and development,
and theory is simultaneously critical for the further de-
velopment of practice.

Practice and theory are unified by a shared focus on
development: development is the goal of the interven-
tion, as well as an object of research. Therefore, the sec-
ond core inspiration from Vygotsky is this focus, of the
intervention as well as of the scientific activity, on the
issue of development. From within this perspective, hu-
man development is understood in a Vygotskian sense as
aprocess which is historically rooted, socially shared and
culturally shaped. This of course requires a delicate ex-
pansion of the developmental psychology of Vygotsky,
who mainly studied the development of children, to the
lifelong development of adults. This point would deserve
another paper. For the time being, let us highlight some
of Vygotsky’s points regarding the development of the
child which are absolutely relevant to the development
of humans in general, whatever their age: the source of
development lies in the interactions of the subject with
her environment, which are actively refracted through

" Original French version: “Sur le plan de la recherche, d’un point de vue vygotskien, le développement est donc a la fois objet et méthode. On
ne peut pas étudier “en chambre” le développement, ses impasses, ses conflits, ses bifurcations, ses arréts, ses reprises inattendues, son inachéve-
ment foncier. S'occuper sur le terrain du développement sans “arriére-pensée” de recherche est donc précieux pour multiplier et tester les possibles,
pousser le réel dans ses retranchements, finalement chercher les limites de 'action pour les faire reculer. Le travail conjoint avec nos interlocuteurs
sur le terrain permet d’enrichir la gamme des possibilités de I'action humaine, de découvrir ce qui, jusqu’ici, était inimaginable. La, le développe-
ment est méthode de production de résultats pratiques éventuellement impensables jusque-la. Du coup, ainsi provoqué, on peut I'étudier. Mais 1a,
l'action de terrain change de statut pour devenir moyen d’une autre action, la recherche elle-méme. Son objet est ce qui s’est passé et qu’on ne peut
saisir que du point de vue d’une autre action: la production de connaissances sur le développement” (Clot, 2008, p. 69).

12 Original French version: “Faire de la recherche en clinique de l'activité, c’est revenir sur I'action produite pour étudier les mécanismes de
développement ou d’empéchement de cette action. (...) Mais avec Vygotski, on peut soutenir que ¢’est en mouvement que le corps montre ce qu'il

est réellement”. (ibidem, p. 71).
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the perezhivanie of the subject [11]. Of course, the na-
ture of these interactions and subjective refractions vary
greatly according to the age and kind of institutional mi-
lieux with which the subjects engage, and a school-age
child will not have the same social situation of develop-
ment than a worker in a given professional setting. The
sociogenesis of psychological higher functions is visible
in professional milieux: ways of reasoning, talking, mov-
ing, acting in working environments are learnt first in
social relations before becoming personal skills. The
distinction between spontaneous, or everyday, concepts
and scientific concepts is also relevant to analyse the de-
velopment of professional concepts. Of course, detailed
analyses of the dynamic interrelation of these concepts
in the workplace are needed [see for example 12; 13].

Activity Clinic also extends Vygotsky’s writings
with the works of Spinoza and Bakthin. Based, among
others, on the French ergonomics tradition introduced
earlier and on Spinoza’s ethics, Activity Clinic frames
development as the development of the subject’s power
to act [14]. Development is seen as a potentiality to act,
to expand one’s range of action, or to be more precise, of
activity.

In multiple texts, Clot quotes this sentence by Vy-
gotsky:

“Behaviour, as it is achieved, is a tiny fraction of what
is possible. Man is full of unrealized possibilities every
minute'® [15, p. 76].

Or this one:

“Behaviour is a system of victorious reactions ... at
every moment, the individual is full of unrealized pos-
sibilities” [10, p. 266—267].

Based on these “unrealized possibilities,” Clot con-
ceptualises activity, i.e. human psychological activity, as
exceeding the observable actions of the subjects: it also
includes invisible psychological dimensions. Work ac-
tivity is seen as a compromise: between what is required
of the workers and what they think they should do in the
situation, between the meaning and the effectiveness of
the action, and between what has to be done and what
else could be done [14]. Human action is the result of
subjective arbitration between several possible actions.
These tensions, these compromises, these unrealized
possibilities play a role in the realized activity of the sub-
ject. What is actually realized, but also what could have
been, could be, or will be realized is present in the work-
er’s subjective activity. Clot distinguishes between, on
one hand the realized activity, which is what the worker
does that can be observed, and, on the other hand, the
real of activity, which refers to these unrealized possibili-
ties; what workers don’t do but would like to do, what
they aim to do without succeeding, what they abandon
doing, what they think they would do under different
conditions, or even what they do to avoid doing what
is expected of them... The real of activity is full of unre-
solved conflicts, which are entry points for development
dynamics [16; 14].

With this psychological depth, Clot [16] conceptual-
izes the psychological activity of the human subject as
being both directed towards the objects of the world,
towards the relation of Others to this object, and to the
Subject him/herself — wherein development of the sub-
ject may result from development of any of its parts. The
development of the power to act of the subject is there-
fore possibly a development of one’s power to act upon
oneself, upon others and /or upon the world.

In our analyses, these dimensions are linked. A de-
velopment of the activity of the subject on one of these
poles frequently triggers development of their activity
on other poles [17], which can be schematized in the dia-
gram below (the subject is the vertex S in the schema,
the object of the activity is vertex O and the others to
whom this activity is addressed are vertex A). These
relations are mediated by technical and psychological
tools, including the work tools, procedures, and collabo-
ration rules.

s

Fig. 1. Development of human activity

This psychological activity, with its internal con-
flicts, is both a useful concept and a unit of analysis for
looking at the work activity in the field. It is a “water
drop,” which presents all characteristics of the whole
work activity in a smaller form, thereby enabling sci-
entific abstraction while keeping the properties of the
whole phenomenon under study [18, p. 500].

The psychological activity takes place within the
larger collective work activity, and in this context, can be
analysed at four levels [14]: the personal, interpersonal,
transpersonal and impersonal dimensions of the activ-
ity. The personal dimension is the subjective engagement
of each worker in their job, with their skills, knowledge,
life history, professional experience, preferences, values,
moods, expectations, worries, goals, hopes, and desires. The
interpersonal dimension refers to collaboration at work, to
the multiple participants in work activity, past, present and
future colleagues, peers, managers, customers, mentors, and

13 In the French translation: “Le comportement tel qu'il s’est réalisé est une infime part de ce qui est possible. L’homme est plein a chaque

minute de possibilités non réalisée” (Vygotsky, 1924/2003, p. 76).
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experts — all potential addressees of the professional action.
All this happens in a professional milieu which has a his-
tory. The collective memory of the place, providing each
worker with resources for present action and anticipation
of the future, is called the professional genre [ 14] that is, the
usual ways of acting and interacting, speaking, doing, relat-
ing to people and things in a professional way that are es-
tablished in a specific work environment. Such a historical
heritage functions both as a collective constraint on, and a
collective resource for, individual action. It contributes to
the transpersonal dimension. The transpersonal dimension
is a binding characteristic across generations and individu-
als, always at risk of disappearing if it is not reconstructed
in the course of personal and interpersonal activities. Final-
ly, the impersonal dimension appears through the diverse
elements of the official work organization: social laws orga-
nizing work, collective conventions, job profiles, definition
of tasks, procedures and operating rules, evaluation stan-
dards, performance indicators, professional training, and
division of labour... The impersonal dimension of the trade
plays an extremely important psychological role, allowing
each individual to structure and assess what they are doing,
to collaborate, and to imagine what they could become and
do in the future.

One last key inspiration from Vygotsky for the Activ-
ity Clinic approach has been the importance of method-
ological creativity and indirect methodologies to support
development [19]. Activity Clinic is widely known for
its structured use of Cross Self-Confrontations, a meth-
odology initially created to help the researchers and the
participants understand the work activity by supporting
collective reflection on video images among a group of
workers [20]. This methodology has been explained in
details in different publications in English [17; 21; 22]. It
is complex, with a double track and 3-step process. The
first track is focused on conducting a co-analysis of the
work activities with a group of volunteers. This detailed
analysis of actual work activities is conducted with vol-
unteer subjects, who constitute the associated research
group. On the second track, this detailed co-analysis
triggers and frames the discussions between managers,
workers, researchers, and experts in the steering com-
mittee formed for the intervention. The co-analysis with
workers becomes an instrument to act upon the work or-
ganization and transform the conditions of the dialogue
within the company.

In Cross Self Confrontation, the observations, video-
recordings and work analysis produced are not a focus
per se of the research, but instead a mediation, useful
insofar as it enables workers to view their activity dif-
ferently, to transform organizational problems into new
resources for development, and to renew the links among
the different architectural dimensions of their collective
activity (personal, interpersonal, transpersonal and im-
personal dimensions).

In the following section, we will introduce and discuss
a short interaction in Cross Self Confrontation happening
during an Activity Clinic intervention in relation to dra-
ma, as a dramatic interaction which constitutes a poten-
tially developmental event. We will then consider impli-
cations of concrete psychology for 21 century research.
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3. Creating dialogical frameworks
for dramatic interactions

In this section, we would now like to discuss Cross
Self Confrontations in relation to drama (in Vygotsky’s
and Politzer’s term). To do so, we will introduce a very
short vignette, presenting a moment in which two nurses
(and the researcher) watch and discuss videorecordings
of their own activity on a sensitive professional task: the
bathing of elderly, dependant patients. This moment of
the working day has been previously selected as an inter-
esting moment for the co-analysis by the group of work-
ers participating in the research, and the two nurses have
volunteered to begin this co-analysis by a video-record-
ing and discussion in simple then cross self-confronta-
tion. So the researcher has been following the two vol-
unteer nurses in their everyday activities and has been
recording, with their full approval as well as the approval
of the patient, the sequences in which they perform, indi-
vidually or in pairs, this intimate duty. These sequences
now get watched and discussed by the two nurses. This
small excerpt takes place in a long process of interven-
tion in this French Public Health Institution, hosting
dependant older people and disabled adults. We have
been working with two different units for many months,
with the goal of supporting the activity of reflecting col-
lectively on one’s practices and changing the modalities
of professional dialogue within the units and between
the management and the workers. In short, our action
aimed at documenting some real situations in details (for
example here : the toilet or bathing of the patients), and
engaging the workers in a sustained reflection on what
they could see themselves and the others do or not do
in these situations. This patient work articulating close
observation, questioning, and dialogue, may open up the
field for personal, interpersonal, transpersonal and im-
personal transformations at work.

Short vignette

The videorecording presented in this part of the
Cross Self Confrontation is 70 seconds long. One of the
nurses participating in the research, let’s call her Clara,
is visible. She is greeting an old lady lying in her bed,
preparing her for the bathroom, which weekly — to-
day — includes washing her hair. Then one of her col-
leagues enters and says that the bathroom has been
booked for another patient, and asks if Clara wants to
request a change. However, washing the hair of the pa-
tient requires a special treatment, advised by the doctor,
which should have been anticipated. Looking closely at
the state of the hair of the patient, the two nurses try
to analyze whether this treatment has been done or not,
and conclude with some disappointment that “it doesn’t
look like it would be unstuck, nothing is unstuck.” They
finally decide to give up on the hair wash for today, de-
spite the fact that the patient looks like it would be much
needed. Both nurses now act together to continue taking
care of her in her bed.

During the Cross Self Confrontation, Clara and an-
other nurse, let’s call her Emilie, are watching selected
videorecordings of this activity. At this time of the
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Cross Self Confrontation, all participants are watching
Clara’s videorecording, and the researcher gave Emilie
the instruction to stop it whenever something strikes
her or interests her, to comment on it or ask questions
of her colleague. The two nurses have been watching
this part of the videorecording seriously, but Emilie
doesn’t stop it. The researcher stops the videorecord-
ing and addresses Emilie, telling her that Clara previ-
ously expressed her concern about being sure of what
had been done or not with patients, and asks her if it
is also a concern for her. The discussion which follows
is 2 minutes 30 long. In her first interpretation of the
situation, Emilie links this lack of coordination in the
treatment of the patient to the shortcomings of col-
lective communications and transmissions within the
home, especially uncertain communications with the
doctor. However, Clara’s explanations show that the
problem lies in the work organisation of shifts which
are more and more composed of external workers, who
by definition can not follow the patient’s health and
well-being over time. She concludes that “it should
be done anyway.” At that point in the conversation,
both Clara and Emilie look silently at the frozen video,
scratching their head. Then they continue looking,
commenting on the feasibility of doing the treatment
and washing anyway, looking concerned and now play-
ing with their own hair. Clara says, both to herself and
to her colleague in the Cross Self Confrontation set-
ting, “if you see the state of her hair ... In addition, I say
it aloud!” (this last comment refers to the videorecord-
ing, in which she also comments on the state of the pa-
tient’s hair to her other colleague). The tone of the two
similar comments, on the state of the hair, are different:
defensive, with some anger, in the work setting; seri-
ous, with professional concern, in the Cross Self Con-
frontation setting. Consequently, Emilie bursts out
laughing, commenting: “it is the reality, it is not our
fault, Clara!” Both nurses laugh together.

Analysis of this short interaction as drama

The Cross Self Confrontation setting carefully or-
ganizes a framework for the joint investigation of the
problems, challenges, satisfactions or enigmas of ev-
eryday work activity. To do so, it combines detailed
observation of the work activity through the use of
videorecordings, and a triangular dialogue (first nurse,
second nurse, the researcher) in relation to these imag-
es. The researcher creates and maintains the rules and
functioning of this dialogical and analytical collabora-
tive framework. She also aims at supporting the devel-
opment of reflection among the workers, by further ex-
ternalizing some internal reflections of the first nurse,
or by encouraging the second nurse to make her own
views explicit, allowing the first nurse to contradict
them and delve further into the shared understanding
of the situation. Soliciting B to help A think is an in-
direct strategy. This is only one way of doing, a close
analysis of other vignettes would show many different
actions of the researcher, but with a constant position-
ing as an instrument for the development of the pro-
fessional activity of the workers. This critical analysis,
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which first happens in the social relations in the Cross
Self Confrontation framework with the help of the re-
searcher, can be appropriated by the participants for
their own sake. The textual description in the vignette
aims at showing something that is obvious in the vid-
eorecording of this Cross Self Confrontation interview:
the fact that this process of co-analysis triggers both
affective and cognitive dimensions. We can describe
this short sequence as a dramatic interaction: the real
life displeasing event, soon forgotten or denied despite
its painful and shameful repetition in the work setting,
gets transformed into a different psychological event,
with a new status, through its inscription in the socio-
material setting of the Cross Self Confrontation. Its po-
tential developmental power depends upon the future
history of this new event (the event formed by the orig-
inal event as recorded on the video and its discussion in
the Cross Self Confrontation setting). With the help of
the researcher or of other participants, it could be fur-
ther discussed and finally turned into an instrument for
an extended discussion with the management — which
has been the case in the intervention, based on the cre-
ation of an edited video with different sequences of pa-
tients’ bathroom times and their comments.

In this sequence, the participants are engaged in a
close analysis of their work activities. Their psycho-
logical activity is complex, mixing an activity of obser-
vation, an activity of dialogue, an activity of analysis.
The professional task becomes a significant social and
psychological object through various narrations, which
get transformed with the variation of social contexts
and meanings. The transformation of the social mean-
ing of these professional tasks may then transform its
psychological meaning, as well as the transformation of
its psychological meaning may transform the social sit-
uation. The participants are obviously affected by what
they see. Non-verbal as well as verbal behaviour reflect
this. However, these emotions may trigger develop-
ment only through a process of interpersonal discussion
and elaboration. The researchers mediate this process
through first the creation of a very specific dialogical
situation, and secondly their actions to sustain a cer-
tain kind of dialogical activity in this specific dialogi-
cal framework. Finally, they edit the videorecordings
to create short films which can be shared with different
audiences (the workers whose activity has been filmed,
the group of workers participating in the research, the
steering committee of the research with the managers
of the place, the colleagues from the two participating
units, the funding body of this health institution, etc.)
The edited films are re-worked to incorporate the re-
flections and controversies emerging in the dialogical
setting, based on emotional refractions. In so doing, the
researchers attempt to simultaneously trigger trans-
formative perezhivanie for the workers and decision-
makers, by sharing with them both the original images
and the thoughts and new meanings elaborated by the
workers. The goal is to create a new kind of collective,
interprofessional, cross-hierarchical activity in which
all participants are engaged in truthful dialogue on re-
al-world work problems.
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Conclusion: Implications of Concrete
Psychology for Interventionist Research
in the 215t Century

Modern psychology can sometimes appear more
closely related to Viktor Frankenstein’s dream of recon-
structing life by sewing cut pieces of flesh and blood,
than to Politzer’s call to humanize psychology. However,
Politzer’s proposals draws a minimal line of action for psy-
chologists in order not to be “below the floating line” of a
psychology of human beings: considering the person as a
whole, as the active subject of his or her history and activ-
ity, minimally requires us to study “psychological facts,”
defined by the inseparable unity of the human act and of
its meaning from within a first-person perspective. This
requires us at a minimum to take seriously both the hu-
man action and its interpretation through narration by
the subject (excluding a large part of our experimental
colleagues unfortunately). From a Vygotskian perspec-
tive, concrete psychology enters into a fully new phase: a
developmental phase. The challenges of studying human
life and drama in their temporal and social dynamics, i.e.
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Problem

One of the key areas of the human activity theory
is the theory of learning activity developed in line with
the concepts of cultural-historical psychology. Created
in the 1960s in the works of outstanding psychologists
D.B. Elkonin and V.V. Davydov [1; 3; 4; 11; 19] learn-
ing activity theory has become a fundamental scientific
platform for the development and implementation of a
developmental learning system in Russia. The system
was based on the principles of organization of learning
that fundamentally differ from those underlying the tra-
ditional school.

So, in contrast to other methods of teaching accord-
ing to V.V. Davydov [5], “the peculiarity of learning
activity lies in the fact that in the process of its imple-
mentation, the student learns theoretical knowledge. Its
content is the origin, formation and development of any
subject. Conversely, if at school we observe a child as-
similate such knowledge, which is already clearly articu-
lated in advance and presented to him by the teacher in
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a ready-made form, and which content lacks moments
of the origin and development of the studied subject,
then we can surely affirm that in this case the child is
not accomplishing learning activity. Given that with
help of the illustrations and explanations offered by the
teacher, he assimilates this or that empirical knowledge.
Unfortunately, in a regular school, children most often
learn just such kind of knowledge. Therefore, in a regular
school a relatively small number of children is engaged
in full-time learning activities... ” The learning problem
is characterized by the accomplishment of special learn-
ing actions. The main one among them is the transforma-
tion of the problem situation in order to distinguish cer-
tain initial relationship (it serves as the general ground
for solving the whole variety of particular problems).
Through the accomplishment of learning self-control
and self-evaluation activity, schoolchildren regulate
their work in the situation of learning problem solving,
perform analysis and planning of a solution search.
Relying on numerous studies conducted within the
framework of learning activity theory system of concepts,
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V.V. Davydov articulated a number of provisions that
allow us to consider the system of learning activity as a
universal way of organizing the learning work of the adult
and the children, the way that differs from traditional
teaching methods in its goals, means and results. So, the
full-fledged learning activity of primary schoolchildren is
associated with the solution of particular learning prob-
lems that differ from all other tasks in the following. The
process of learning problem solution is aimed at student
searching and mastering a general way (approach) to
specific practical problems of a certain grade. In the pro-
cess of this search the agents, mastering certain methods
of action, are being changed themselves (D.B. Elkonin).
“Firstly, schoolchildren learn theoretical knowledge and
corresponding abilities and skills when solving learning
problems. Secondly, the solution of such problems allows
students to assimilate somewhat "common" even prior
to assimilating its particular manifestations. Thirdly, the
main method of schooling should be the method of in-
troducing children to the situation of learning problems
and the organization of learning activities, in brief — the
method of learning problems solving by students. These at-
titudes are opposite to those of the theory and practice of
traditional school education ” [5, p. 7]. In the 1960s the
principles of learning organization by type of learning ac-
tivity were the basis for the development of educational
courses and developmental learning programs for elemen-
tary school students. Later on educational courses for el-
ementary school implementing the principles of learning
activity theory were created. These programs continue to
be created and improved nowadays with account for mod-
ern technological advances and modern requirements for
the development of children.

Moscow school No. 91, where the principles of de-
velopmental learning were piloted and put into practice,
is also currently working on the basis of learning activ-
ity method. It remains the main platform for conduct-
ing extensive research on the psychological and peda-
gogical patterns of the formation of learning activities
in children, platform for studying the particular aspects
of learning problems solving and the aspects of the of
schoolchildren learning activities performance.

Unlike schools that work according to traditional
curricula, in this school:

— certain requirements to the educational content
are presented: the content should reproduce the logic of
scientific knowledge, i.e. should ensure the derivation of
concepts and their interrelations in the course of school
problems solving by schoolchildren, should provide stu-
dents with the opportunity to experiment with model
and subject material;

— the teacher’s most important task is to create a
problem situation at the lesson that encourages children
to search for and explore, put forward hypotheses, test
them and evaluate their sufficiency in terms of problem
solving;

— the lesson is organized in the form of joint activ-
ity through meaningful interactions between the teacher
and the children, as well as interactions among the chil-
dren themselves. Hypothesizing and hypotheses test-
ing, assessment of their sufficiency build the basis of a
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group discussion. The teacher should ensure that most
students in the class are included in a meaningful dis-
cussion, where hypotheses on how to solve the problem,
which have to be tested in practice, are being developed,;

— the formation of meaningful criteria for self-evalua-
tion and evaluation of one's actions in children is a logical
result of the organization of the learning process in the form
of joint solution of learning problems. They learn to control
and evaluate their learning activity and the actions of oth-
ers as a contribution to solving a learning problem.

From developmental learning theory perspective the
traditional school has virtually made no changes in the
content of the curricula. Although at present several basic
coursebooks for elementary education have been adopt-
ed, the analysis shows that they are designed according
to same general principle: the formulated rule and many
similar examples, i.e. ready-made knowledge, orientation
on reproduction and memorization, as well as on training
and strengthening of skills and abilities. The learning en-
vironment of a traditional school can be characterized by
different goals, yet in all the cases, the method of orga-
nizing teachers' and students’ educational work does not
meet the requirements of learning activities.

Experimental study

The presence of at least two methods of organizing
the learning of elementary schoolchildren, which are dif-
ferent in their theoretical foundations, makes the study,
aimed at identifying the relationship between the teach-
ing method and the level of the development of primary
education meta-disciplinary results, relevant.

The hypothesis of this study was to show that the
change in the content of education from traditional to
reflectively — active, characteristic of D.B. Elkonin—
V.V. Davydov system of developmental learning, creates
conditions relevant to the successful cognitive and social
development of children 10—11 years old.

The main objective of the study was to qualitatively
and quantitatively assess the impact that the type of
school educational environment with a given method
of learning organization has on the development of ba-
sic competencies in children — learning skill, cognitive
abilities and social competencies.

Sample:

The study involved students of three schools differ-
ent in their ways of organizing education, i.e. children,
who were engaged in different educational conditions
and from this perspective represented different educa-
tional environments.

e Environment 1. In this sample, we included the
students, who finished elementary school, which is im-
plementing a developmental learning program. The sam-
ple consisted of two groups. The first group comprised
of students from school No. 91. Three years of data were
examined (2016, 2017, 2019). A total of 124 people par-
ticipated in the study. The second group included school
students, where the developmental learning program
was implemented only in one out of four cohort of same
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year students. In total, this group included 20 children
(data from 2019).

* Environment 2. In this sample, diagnostic data are
presented for the students from seven Moscow schools
working according to traditional educational programs.
The students finished elementary school. A total of
342 people (data from 2016).

 Environment 3. This sample presents diagnostic data
for the students of the fourth grades from a special school for
gifted children. The school conducts strict annual selection
of children admitted to the first grade with help of special
"giftedness tests". Learning in this school is conducted ac-
cording to the uniquely designed program for gifted children.
In 2017, cognitive and social meta-subject results diagnostics
was carried out among two classes of same year students from
this elementary school. The study involved 45 people.

Results

1. — The study of the dependence of learning to learn
on the way of learning organization of younger students

Learning to learn is an essential meta-subject educa-
tional result, that among other things to a great extent
determines the success of further learning.

According to research, the learning to learn is a char-
acteristic of the agent of learning able to independently
transcend the limits of one’s own competency for search-
ing ways of acting in new situations [16]. The person,
who can learn, should be able to discover what kind of
particular knowledge and skills for solving the task given
are missing (reflective element of learning to learn), to
find the knowledge missing and to master the missing
skills (search element of learning to learn).

A developed learning to learn is an educational objec-
tive that can be achieved by the end of the main stage of
education. It was established that for the successful imple-
mentation of this objective in elementary school it is neces-
sary to form two basic prerequisites: the ability to separate
the known from the unknown and ask questions about the
unknown, and also the skill of using a hint. The ability to
separate the known from the unknown allows us to distin-
guish the solvable tasks from the underdetermined ones and
ask a question about the missing conditions for action. This
skill is diagnosed with help of the “Underdetermined Tasks”
test [10]. The test is based on the material of simple textual
mathematical problems, methods to solve them were care-
fully worked out during mathematics classes in elementary
school. The student must first determine what type the task
belongs to, i.e. whether it is “solvable” or “with missing data”,
and, in the second case, must independently supplement the
condition, so that the problem can be solved. The number of
tasks correctly assigned to “solvable” or “underdetermined”
(indicator “distinction”) and the number of correctly made
supplements to the conditions of underdetermined tasks
(indicator “correctness of supplement”) will be important
for assessing the learning to learn skill. The test includes 10
tasks, five of which are solvable, and the other five require
additional determination.

The diagnostic results for these indicators in various
environments are presented in Fig. 1.

Distinction Correctness of addition

E 7.
Environment1 Environment 2

Fig. 1. Level of learning to learn development among the stu-
dents, who finished elementary school, in various environments'

The differences between the samples are statisti-
cally significant (the significance of the differences was
determined by Mann—Whitney U test; U, = 13530.5,
p<0.01, U, = 15232.5 p<0.01).

Can it be considered proven on the basis of the data
obtained that the formation of learning to learn is af-
fected specifically by the type of school educational
environment (in terms of the ability to separate the
known from the unknown and ask questions about the
unknown)? Or school No. 91, which implements the
method of learning activity, has some other mechanisms
that impact the formation of the learning to learn, in
addition to a special curriculum and the correspond-
ing forms of educational process organization? A com-
parison of the data obtained in two different groups of
environment 1 with help of the test "Underdetermined
tasks" was made to answer this question. Recall that the
first group included students from school No. 91. The
second group included students of the school, which
implements D.B. Elkonin—V.V. Davydov program
only in one out of four cohorts of same year elementary
school students. The rest of the classes worked in line
with traditional curricula. The data of the comparative
study of the learning results in two groups of school-
children are presented in table 1.

Table 1
Comparative data on the results of different schools
students learning within the framework
of D.B. Elkonin—V.V. Davydov program
(on average per child) according to the test
“Underdetermined tasks”

Distinction Correctness of addition
Group 1 8,02 3,53
Group 2 7,71 3,71
The differences are not | The differences are not
significant significant

! The maximum values of the “distinction” indicator and “correctness of addition” indicator are 10 and 5 grades respectively.
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According to the data, the results of the two schools
are not statistically different. This suggests that it is the
factor of the curriculum aimed at organizing learning
activity that has a significant impact on the learning to
learn formation from primary school graduates.

In addition, the “Underdetermined Tasks” test pres-
ents two important indicators — “distinction”, which
shows whether a child can distinguish a solvable task
from an underdetermined one, and “correctness of sup-
plement”, which shows whether he or she is able to un-
derstand what the task is, what is missing, what needs
to be added to the conditions, so that the task becomes
solvable. The frequency distributions of grades obtained
by the students for each of these two indicators are pre-
sented in Fig. 2.

The histograms show that the frequency distribution
of scores for both indicators in Environment 2 received
by the students, who finished elementary school, for per-
forming the tasks of the diagnostic technique “Underde-
termined tasks” “splits” into two parts (“double-humped
distribution”). Such a “wrong” distribution denotes that
there are children, who have learned to distinguish tasks
with sufficient data and tasks with missing data, and there
are children, who have not learned to do this, among the

1. «Distinction» indicator

study participants in schools with a traditional curricu-
lum (Environment 2). As well as some of the children were
able to correctly determine the condition of the problem
so that it could be solved, and some were not.

A different situation was observed in students of
schools with a developmental learning environment
(Environment 1). The histograms show a “one-humped
distribution” that shifted towards higher values, which
indicates a rather high level of learning to learn forma-
tion in these children.

2. The study of the dependence of cognitive

competencies development on the elementary

schoolchildren students’ way of learning

When analyzing cognitive competencies in this study,
we relied on the provision about two types of cognitive
activity, which were most consistently elaborated within
dialectical logic and actualized in the works of V.V. Davy-
dov [3; 4; 6] and in the studies of his followers [2;9; 11; 12;
16; 17; 18]. They affirm that a person, who cognizes the
surrounding reality can be both aimed at reflecting the
internal connections and relations of objects and phenom-
ena, thereby actualizing theoretical, substantial, rational
knowledge, and at reflecting their external connections
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Fig. 2. Frequency distribution of grades by learning to learn indicators in different educational environments
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and relations, and therefore actualizing empirical, formal,
rational knowledge. In the first case, the result of the ac-
tivity is associated with the identification of the reasons
underlying the changes in the knowable object. In the sec-
ond case, the result of the activity is the description and
classification of the externally presented characteristics
of changes in objects of cognition. Based on this distinc-
tion, the features of cognitive competencies were substan-
tiated, and “Transposition” technique was developed to
conduct qualitative and quantitative assessment of the
competencies [7; 8; 10].

The “Transposition” technique allowed us to deter-
mine the method children used for solving search-re-
lated tasks. With the empirical way of task solving, the
essential and non-essential relations in the conditions
of the task are usually not distinguished, the solution is
realized by way of trial and error — the method itself is
either not recognized, or recognized is only a specific set
of operations performed within the task solving process
without elaborating any general scheme of action. With
the theoretical way of task solving, essential relations
in the conditions of the task are singled out, the solv-
ing process is planned in its entirety and implemented,
mainly, without trial and error. Successful task solving
method implies recognizing not only specific operations,
but, most importantly, its connection to the essential
relationships of the object studied. In this case, the so-
lution of the problem includes both theoretical (when
the content of the problem is studied with help of special
cognitive actions) and practical parts (when a concrete
result is really achieved). A special analysis made it pos-
sible to identify a number of special actions that charac-
terize a generalized approach to task solving. They are:

— cognitive action associated with the study of the
task conditions aimed at determining the essential rela-
tionships among them (substantive analysis itself);

— regulatory action related to the child awareness of
the task solving method of action and its generalization
on the ground of prior identifies essential relationships
(substantive cognitive reflection);

— regulatory action associated with mental experi-
menting in order to develop an integral

“Transposition” technique allowed us to assess
whether these actions were present in children. The
technique included a set of tasks presented in a visual
form. Each task consisted of two matrices similar to a
chessboard with a reduced number of cells. In different
tasks the number of cells ranged from 4 to 12. The cells of
one matrix contained numbers inscribed inside. The cells
of the second one had simple geometrical figures (circle,
rhombus, pentagon, etc.). Given a limited number of re-
arrangements (from 1 to 3, as indicated in each task) the
child was offered to arrange the figures in the same way,
as were the numbers in the example sample. Moreover,
the rearrangements had to be carried out the mind —
they could not be drawn, and it was necessary to write
down in the protocol, which cells participated in each
rearrangement. The non-subject content of the tasks of
this technique was specifically selected to eliminate any
possibilities of the result being impacted by the degree of
subject knowledge proficiency.
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The technique consisted of 3 tasks.

Task 1 allowed us to determine the level of devel-
opment of the initial forms of cognitive reflection. The
children were asked to solve three problems: two of them
(No. 3 and No. 5) were designed over one same principle,
and one (No. 4 — on a different principle). Then it was
necessary to choose one out of five proposed opinions
about the tasks. A substantive generalization of noted
tasks solving method of action is associated with the
choice of the following wording: "... tasks 3 and 5 are sim-
ilar, and task 4 is different from them...". Such a choice
indicates that the child knows the foundations of his or
her actions (in contrast to knowing just only their exter-
nal characteristics).

Task 2 is intended to determine the level of devel-
opment of ways to solve search-related tasks. Children
were invited to solve three problems, built over a single
principle, but expressed in a different specific set of ac-
tions. The successful solution of all three tasks indicated
substantive analysis of their conditions (in contrast to
the formal analysis).

Task 3 made it possible to assess the level of develop-
ment of skill to act “in mind”. This is a starting point for
the formation of regulatory universal learning actions in
children, actions related to planning, control and evalu-
ation of subject-specific learning activity. In this assign-
ment, children were asked to solve tasks where, in con-
trast to previous ones, there were more figures presented
in the conditions of the situation and more combinatori-
al actions were required. The aforementioned conditions
significantly complicated mental operations with the el-
ements set in the task conditions (geometric figures and
numbers). The quality of the solution and the number of
tasks solved in this assignment characterizes the level of
development of their ability to act “in mind” (partial or
complete).

When analyzing the results of cognitive competen-
cies development (reflection, analysis, planning), we
compared the data obtained in schools that implement
various educational technologies: the technology of
learning activity, the traditional curriculum and the pro-
gram for gifted children (see above). The comparison of
the data from the school practicing developmental learn-
ing (Environment 1) with the results of the school for
gifted children (Environment 3) made it possible to put
forward an assumption about the mechanisms of certain
levels of cognitive competencies development within the
process of learning in elementary school. Figure 3 pres-
ents the primary indicators for the entire range of com-
petencies.

The data presented in the diagram demonstrate that
in terms of all three indicators of cognitive development,
the results of the school with developmental learning
surpass not only the results of schools with traditional
educational environment, but also the results of the
school, which via competition selects intellectually gift-
ed children. The significance of the differences is indi-
cated by the data given in table 2.

As follows from the data in table 2, the development of
individual cognitive competencies can be rightfully associ-
ated with environmental factors. So, it is legitimate to as-
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sume that the traditional educational environment is less
effective in terms of cognitive development of younger stu-
dents than the developmental environment. But at the same
time, from the perspective of reflection development, stu-
dents learning at school for gifted children are at the same
level as children from a traditional school. In terms of analy-
sis and planning, students from two schools with different
educational settings and programs (a school for develop-
mental learning and a school for gifted students) also gained
similar results. Thus, it can be assumed that the educational
environment of the school with developmental learning
creates such conditions for its students that it allows all
students to achieve the same high level of development of
cognitive meta-subject results as that of the students from
school, which selects them through giftedness competition
uses special curricula focused on gifted children.

To verify this assumption, we compared the results of
the study of two groups of students enrolled in develop-
mental learning school (Environment 1). The first group
consisted of the students, who completed elementary
school, where D.B. Elkoni—V.V. Davydov program was
implemented. The second group included a class work-

18
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1,4
1,2

1
0,8
0,6
0,4

0,2

Reflection

Analysis

ing under the same program at school, where the other
classes of same year students studied according to tradi-
tional programs. The data is presented in table 3.

The data presented in table 3 indicate that the devel-
opment of reflection, analysis and planning in children is
indeed a consequence of the curriculum implemented in
a particular school or class and related to the following
factor — this program is introduced with help of learning
organization method, that is with developmental type of
educational environment.

In order to determine the sustainability of the ob-
tained results in all three indicators of students’ cogni-
tive development, we compared reflection, analysis and
planning diagnostic results at school No. 91 for the last
several years. The results of this analysis are represented
in table 4.

According to the data presented in table 4, in one
same educational environment that employs learning ac-
tivity method, from year to year students were showing
similar (and relatively high) results for all indicators of
cognitive development. The only statistically significant
change there is, is represented by the growth of indica-

Planning

n 2 B
Environment 1 Environment 2 Environment 3

Fig. 3. The level of reflection indicators formation, the development of ways to solve search-related tasks (analysis) and the ability
to plan among students engaged in different educational environments

Table 2

The significance of differences in the level of the development of cognitive indicators among
the students in different educational environments

Reflection

Analysis Planning

Environment 1/ | The differences are significant,

The differences are significant,

The differences are significant,

Environment 2 | p<0,01 p<0,01 p<0,01
Environment 2/ | The differences are not significant | The differences are significant, The differences are significant,
Environment 3 p<0,05 p<0,01

The differences are significant,
p<0,05

Environment 1/
Environment 3

The differences are not significant

The differences are not significant

Table 3

The comparison of the students from different schools working within D.B. Elkonin’s and V.V. Davydov’s
system of developmental learning

Reflection Analysis Planning
Group 1 1,067 1,867 1,289
Group 2 1,080 1,720 920
The differences are not significant | The differences are not significant | The differences are not significant
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Table 4
The dynamics of the cognitive indicators of meta-subject educational results of students in school No. 91>
Reflection Analysis Planning
2017 1,07 1,47 0,84
2018 0,91 1,52 0,98
2019 0,98 1,82 1,22

tor 2, and denotes an increase in the ability of students
of the experimental school to analyze and distinguish
significant relationships in the task.

These data made it possible to assert that the edu-
cational program employed and corresponding learning
style based on mastering learning activity methods make
a decisive influence on the development of cognitive me-
ta-subject educational results.

3. A study of social competencies development depend-
ing on the method of learning activity organization.

It is known, that the new junior school standards de-
vote great attention to the requirements for the social
and communicative competencies of schoolchildren fin-
ishing elementary school. The new educational standard
includes such components of this ability as the capability
of a group of children to set a common goal, to agree on
methods of action, to get out of a conflict situation and to
constructively overcome it. A well-organized joint activi-
ty leads not only to the development of students’ relations
with adults and their own peers expressed in the form of
business cooperation, but also contributes to the develop-
ment of such important learning activities as modeling,
evaluation and control. The development of cognitive
competencies is impossible without them. Group work
during the class, as shown by the data, encourages the
development of communication among children, the con-
struction of comprehensive detailed communication and
leads to the improvement of their self-esteem. Various
perspectives are being recognized and agreed upon in the
course of this interaction, which enables the participants
of joint activity to discuss the search for learning task so-
lution from different angles and escape conflict situation.

As it is known, within the system of developmental
learning joint work of students, group discussion, mu-
tual control and mutual assistance — these are the most
important elements of a full-fledged educational process
organization based on the method of learning activity.
Therefore, we assumed that in terms of social compe-
tence, the results of the children studying in the context
of learning activity will differ from the same results of
students attending other schools.

We developed the “Conflict” technique [10] to as-
sess the social development of students. The technique
allows us to diagnose capabilty of children, who com-
pleted elementary school, to jointly solve a visual-logical
task, to overcome the substantive conflict that arose in
the context of interaction when searching for the way to
solve learning problems

The essence of the task was as follows: a group of four
people, solving a visual-logical problem, had to select suit-
able pictures and include them in an incomplete picture
system, and the location of the pictures was not random,
but corresponded to a certain regularity (see Fig. 4). The
technique was carried out in two stages. At first, the chil-
dren solved the problem individually, that is, each child
selected the necessary pictures, choosing them from the
given set of numbered pictures, and fixed their numbers
in empty cells of the given system of an individual form.

Fill in the empty cells of the table with the correct pictures,
extending these rows. Choose pictures from the set and put
their numbers in in the appropriate rows.

)

Fig. 4. «Conflict» technique blank sheet

At the second stage, immediately after individual solu-
tions, the children got into groups of four people, they were
asked to solve the same problem together by refilling the
empty cells on the form with suitable drawings of “faces”.

The conflict in the situation was posed by the fact
that at the first stage of individual work, the pictures
themselves and their number in the set for each indi-
vidual participant coincided, but the same pictures were
located at different places in the sets of individual partic-
ipants and therefore had different serial numbers. Below
is a sample of one of the four sets of pictures that were
given to individual participants at the first stage (Fig. 5).

At the first stage, in the process of an individual so-
lution, each child formed his or her own idea about the
correct way of filling the matrix with certain pictures.
When starting to work together the children faced the
fact that the numbers of drawings (“faces”) in empty

2 In indicator 2, the differences are statistically significant (2018—2019), p <0.01 (the Mann—Whitney U-test).
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cells that each of one them had were different. This led to
the inevitable clash of children's perspectives regarding
the choice of just one correct picture for each cell. The
group needed to fix and coordinate the positions of in-
dividual participants and agree on what exactly the par-
ticipants, working together, would place in each empty
cell. In that case when the group found the right com-
mon solution for all empty cells, it could be considered
that the group successfully coped with the conflict and
effectively solved the problem together.

The level of development of this cooperative was de-
termined in the study through the ratio of success indi-
cators for individual and group solutions. The results are
shown in Fig. 6.

The circles indicate the results of the developmental
learning school (Environment 1), the triangles indicate
the traditional school (Environment 2).

According to the results, the students of the tradi-
tional school were worse at solving the visual-logical
tasks given to them in the mode of individual action
than the students of the school of developmental learn-
ing, yet these differences are not statistically significant.
It is important that during the transition to group work,
these students showed a slight increase in terms of the
solution effectiveness measurement, that is, the associa-
tion of students in a group did not significantly affect
the quality of the solution to the problem. Students of
a school with a developing educational environment,
working in an individual mode, showed results close to
those of students from a traditional school. However, in
the transition to a group solution, the effectiveness of
their joint action doubled. Therefore, grouping for chil-
dren studying in a developing educational environment
is an important factor determining the effectiveness of
solving a learning problem.

These data proves that the educational environment
whilst relying on learning activity method creates favor-
able conditions for the development of such social com-

A Sample Set

7‘

Fig. 5. A sample set of “pictures” for an individual solution
of the “Conflict” technique task

@ (o3 G
5

petences as ability to overcome cognitive conflict in the
process of joint learning tasks solving. It is the presence
of this competence that characterizes the ability of chil-
dren to interact with each other, to participate in a joint
search for a solution, to analyze and coordinate individ-
ual actions in cooperative.

Conclusions

The data obtained in the study on the whole con-
firm the fact that the educational system for elementary
schoolchildren based on the method of learning activity
creates psychological and pedagogical conditions for the
successful cognitive and social development of children
in elementary school. According to the study results, 10-
11 years old students demonstrate a higher level of mas-
tery of key competencies in comparison to their peers
learning on the basis of traditional methods and tech-
niques of learning organization. Thus, the study reliably
established that:

» “developing” educational environment allows to
form higher results in children by such important indi-
cators of learning to learn as the ability to separate the
known from the unknown and ask questions about the
unknown;

« indicators of the development of theoretical think-
ing fundamentals in children (meaningful analysis, depth
of planning, reflection), studying on the basis of learning
activity method, are higher than those in children study-
ing in a traditional school;

* “developing” educational environment, in contrast
to the traditional school, to a greater extent contributes
to the effective development of social competencies in
children — the skill of interaction, ability to overcome
cognitive conflict, develop a common way for task solv-
ing, exercise mutual control and evaluation of the ac-
tions performed.

The «Conflicty test
100

90

80

40
30

individual solution group solution

environment 1 group environment 2

Fig. 6. Individual and group results of solving “Conflict”
technique tasks at the school with developmental learning
(environment 1) and with traditional educational environment
(environment 2)
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A Science Teachers’ Professional Development (PD) Program on Nature of Scientific Knowledge
(NOSK) aspects is designed, implemented and evaluated, based on the cycle of expansive learning. A needs
analysis showed that NOSK is not explicitly included in Greek Science classes and its integration might be
a solution to students’ indifference towards them (questioning phase). A relevant literature review high-
lights three approaches to teach NOSK: through History of Science (HOS), Scientific Inquiry (SI) and
Socio-scientific Issues (SSI). The PD-program includes all three, in that order, to provide the 49 partici-
pant-teachers alternative paths to embed NOSK in more school science units, designed according to the
community of trainees’ Cultural-Historical characteristics and the Principles of Adult Education (analysis
and modelling phases). Teachers examine and test the new model (4th phase) through a voluntary assign-
ment to design and present a lesson plan to the plenary. The implementation phase consists of teaching in
the classroom and a 5th meeting, finishing with a 6th meeting (reflecting phase). Arisen contradictions are
dealt to evolve the whole activity system. Works for evaluation are included in all phases. Results to that

point show that the PD-program is successful.

Keywords: cycle of expansive learning, nature of scientific knowledge, continuing professional develop-

ment, secondary school.

For citation: Koumara A., Plakitsi K. Using CHAT to Address the Nature of Scientific Knowledge Aspects on a PD-
Program for Greek Science Teachers as a Cycle of Expansive Learning. Kul turno-istoricheskaya psikhologiya = Cultural-
Historical Psychology, 2020. Vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 61—68. DOT: https://doi.org/10.17759,/chp.2020160208

Introduction

The importance to include Nature of Science (NOS)
aspects in science teaching is acknowledged among all
researchers. The arguments for this are: a) better un-
derstanding of the limitations of science, b) increase in-
terest in the classroom, ¢) achieve better understanding
of scientific knowledge and d) achieve scientific litera-
cy (related to citizen education) [35; 34]. Scientific lit-
eracy is widely adopted worldwide in science curricula
[4; 33]. However, even though researchers and curri-
cula designers agree that NOS needs to be taught — and
specifically in an explicit way [34; 35], there is no con-
sensus on a common list of NOS aspects [35; 39; 9; 3;
37;17; 50].

As for Greece, even though there is academic work in
the field [40; 41; 49; 25], a survey [28; 30] showed that
NOS is not included in the Greek secondary education
and graduates have naive views on it.
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In the present work, the design, implementation,
works for evaluation and initial results of a Professional
Development (PD) program on teaching NOS aspects
to 49 science teachers are presented. We prefer to use
the term “Nature of Scientific Knowledge” (NOSK), to
communicate more accurately what is meant by NOS
[35], by referring to the characteristics of scientific
knowledge that are inherently derived from the manner
in which it is produced (Scientific Inquiry) and are suit-
able for K-12 students to learn about.

We adopt Cultural Historical Activity Theory
(CHAT) [14; 16] as a guiding framework for the design
and analysis of the PD-program, which is in agreement
with Roth and Lee’s view [45]: “adopting CHAT as a
guiding framework allows for a questioning of the struc-
tural determinations of current educational practices” and
has been used by many other researchers in the field of
Curricula design and teacher training, in science and
other fields [26; 27; 44; 22; 10].
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Education is a complex, multi-parametric activity
system, that interacts in network relations with other
systems, via the conceptual tools it has developed [14],
where they merge as “a constellation of two or more ac-
tivity systems that have a partially shared object” [16].
CHAT was selected so that we can deal with the com-
plexity of education’s activity system. For example, the
analysis of the interaction between the trainer and the
trainees, using tools (educational means) to teach an ob-
ject (a common ternary relation) is not an analysis of the
activity system of education. The framework of Activ-
ity Theory suggests that the excess of the directly visible
dual and ternary relations among the nodes of the sys-
tem define the way in which the other nodes are present
and influence the examined condition [27].

Nature of Scientific Knowledge
(NOSK) aspects

For the past 100 years, the definition of Nature of Sci-
ence (NOS) and its aspects has been a matter of constant
debate between philosophers/historians/sociologists of sci-
ence and educators. Still, there is no consensus among them,
but they all agree that it is necessary to be included into Sci-
ence teaching [34; 41]. In the present work, we prefer to use
the term “Nature of Scientific Knowledge” (NOSK) to refer
to the characteristics of scientific knowledge that are inher-
ently derived from the manner in which it is produced (Sci-
entific Inquiry). Those characteristics are [34]:

(A1) Scientific knowledge is empirical, observations
and inferences are different

Scientific knowledge is based on/derived from em-
pirical data. Observations are descriptions of natural
phenomena that are directly accessible to the senses, or
an expansion of them. They are subject to limitations of
existing equipment and the dominant theory, but ob-
servers usually reach consensus on what they see-hear-
feel etc. Inferences are the explanation of observations
and same observations could lead to different inferences,
according to researchers’ background.

(A2) Scientific knowledge is creative

Scientific research — opposite to common belief — is
not a rational and orderly procedure. It requires scien-
tists’ creativity and imagination in all parts of research:
design, data collection and invention of explanations,
similar to the creation of an artistic work.

(A3) Even though objectivity is the goal, subjectivity
within scientists is unavoidable

Each individual scientist is affected — during in-
terpretation of results, observations, and research
design — from his/her personal commitments, previ-
ous knowledge, training, expectations and etc. Even
though through history of science, objectivity is the goal
(through standard scales and precision in measurement),
subjectivity is unavoidable. Science is also a social activ-
ity: Scientists are interacting with each other through
scientific publications; their consequent criticism and
continuous testing enhances its objectivity.

(A4) Scientific knowledge is durable, but subject to
change in the light of new evidence
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Scientific knowledge is reliable and durable, however
not absolute and certain. There is always the chance to
alter it, either due to evolution in technology and new
instruments that lead to new evidence, or because old
evidence is re-interpreted.

(A5) Science’s socio-cultural embeddedness

Science is a human endeavor that affects and is af-
fected from all societal, cultural, philosophical, religious,
political and economic factors.

(A6) Scientific laws and theories are different kinds
of knowledge

Laws are generalized descriptions of relationships
among observable phenomena and are based on many
observations. They describe what happens in the (usu-
ally idealized) natural world, but never explain why.
Those inferred explanations are theories.

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)

CHAT is a “cross-disciplinary framework to study
how humans purposefully transform natural and social
reality, including themselves, as an ongoing cultur-
ally and historically situated process [45]. There is a
big spectrum of socio-cultural theories where CHAT
was always included. Its origins are traced in the clas-
sical German philosophy (from Kant to Hegel), in the
writings of Marx and Engels, and in the Russian studies
in psychology of Vygotsky, Leontiev, and Luria. They
saw behaviorism and analytical psychology as unable
to manage the material and cultural reality which was
then on the scene. The concept of activity became very
important in the societal setting, and the focus was on
activity as the unit of analysis. Two kinds of activity
element were distinguished: the cultural-historical and
the material [41]. The cultural-historical activity theory
was expanded, organized, and increasingly used to create
contemporary research environments with emphasis on
the studies of human activity [14]. There was an increase
in international interest in Activity Theory during the
1990s, while today the theory holds a significant role in
many scientific fields such as psychology, work research
and education, in many countries worldwide [ 16; 25; 43].
Furthermore, international journals and books are dedi-
cated to cultural studies of science education, and the
ISCAR.ORG international society supports a thematic
section on Socio-Cultural approaches to Science Tech-
nology Engineering Mathematics (STEM) Education
(https://www.iscar.org/organisation/sections/themat-
ic-sections/).

In the specific field of science education, some schol-
ars underline that teaching and learning science tran-
scends the transmission of knowledge and facts and go
even beyond participation in the community; they con-
sider science education as contribution by both teach-
ers and learners in an agentive, authorial, authentic and
activist way, to the gist of science [49].

Learners become engaged in science activities and they
use artifacts, that is, material objects or processes which
are products of human activity [8] in order to deal with
a scientific concept. Furthermore, they interact with one
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another as well as with tools and means into the commu-
nity of learners and work on the construction of knowl-
edge with outcomes that are scientifically accurate [14].

Engestrom (1987) presented Leontiev’s views, us-
ing the triangle for human activity systems, (see Fig-
ure 1 [5;43].

Tools

Cutcome

Subject Object

Rules * Community Division of Labour

Fig. 1. The structure of a human activity system

The relations between the Subject (usually people,
but lately they are also corporations that are moving
towards a desired goal) and the Object (the goals of
the activity) are mediated through tools, community,
rules and division of labor [19]. Tools and artifacts are
culturally produced means that subjects use to perform
the activity. They may be material, like a magnet, a tele-
scope, or mental, like language. Community refers to all
the participants who share the same object, and shapes
and directs individual actions to the collective activity.
Division of labor refers to the way subjects i.e. members
of the community divide their responsibilities during an
activity. The triangle of the activity system refers both
to the horizontal actions and interrelations between the
members of the community and the vertical distribution
of power, resources and relative societal or professional
status [43]. The nodes of an activity system are not static
and isolated to each other, but they are dynamically con-
nected; the system is regarded as a unity [18].

Then, Engestrém [14] moved beyond the barriers of
one activity system, including minimally two activity
systems that interrelate, promoting multiple perspec-
tives, dialectics, and networks for collaboration (see Fig-
ure 2, [14]).

Contradictions and tensions that might appear would
play a crucial role as the most important motive for de-
velopment of human actions, transforming both the ac-
tivity and the outcome [43]. Engestrom’s suggestions
could be summarized in the following five principles:

Tools
Object2 Object2
Object1
Subject
% Object3
Rules Community Division of Labour

an activity system a) is the unit of analysis, b) is multi-
voiced, ¢) its problems and potentials can be understood
against their own history, d) contradictions are the driv-
ing force of change and e) through the cycle of expansive
learning it is possible to study the transformations of the
activity system, while it is reconceptualized to embrace a
radically wider horizon of possibilities than in the previ-
ous mode of the activity [14].

Engestrom and Sannino [16] give an ideal-typical
sequence of actions in an expansive cycle, which is pre-
sented in detail, because the whole PD-program was de-
signed and implemented based on the cycle of expansive
learning:

* The first action is that of questioning. Participants
in an activity system are criticizing or rejecting some as-
pects of the accepted practice and existing knowledge.
Primary contradictions appear, within each and any of
the nodes of the activity system.

 The second action is an analysis of the situation to
identify systemic tensions or contradictions within and be-
tween activity systems. Secondary contradictions appear
between two or more nodes, e.g. a new object and an old tool.

 The third action is that of modeling, to construct
an explicit, simplified model of the new idea that ex-
plains and offers a solution to the problematic situation.

* The fourth action is about examining and testing
the model to establish its potential and limitations

e The fifth action is implementing the model by
means of practical applications, enrichments, and con-
ceptual extensions. Tertiary contradictions appear,
between a newly established mode of activity and rem-
nants of the previous mode.

» The sixth and seventh actions are those of reflect-
ing on and evaluating the process and consolidating its
outcomes into a new stable form of practice. Quaternary
contradictions appear, between the newly recognized ac-
tivity and its neighboring activity systems.

* The above are illustrated in Figure 3 [16].

The process of expansive learning should be under-
stood as construction and resolution of successively
evolving contradictions. In expansive learning learners
are involved in constructing and implementing a radically
new, wider and more complex object and concept for their
activity and implement this new object and concept in
practice. It is worth mentioning that all strategic actions
presented in Fig. 3 are an indicative series of steps and not
a “universal formula” that follow each other automatical-
ly. Some steps might be skipped [43; 16].

Tools

Object1 /

Community

Rul
Division of Labour uies

Fig. 2. Two interacting activity systems [14]
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The process of expansive learning should be under-
stood as construction and resolution of successively evolv-
ing contradictions. It is worth mentioning that all strate-
gic actions presented in Fig. 3 are an indicative series of
steps and not a “universal formula” that follow each other
automatically because any step might be missed [43].

Design & Implementation of the PD-program

The PD-program was co-organized with the 4 Lab Cen-
ters (EKFE) of Thessaloniki. Forty-nine science teachers
participated voluntarily; their average age was 50 years
old and they worked in education for 10—30 years. It took
place in twilight courses and during mornings teachers fol-
lowed their regular program at school: that was deterring
for a long-lasting program. It was decided to have four
3-hour meetings, one per fortnight. The first one took place
on April 2018. At the end of the 4" meeting, teachers asked
for a 5" meeting, which took place on December 2018 and
lead to another one, on May 2019. The first writer, after the
required permission, observed 9 of the above teachers in
their classrooms during the school year 2018—19. The PD-
program was designed, implemented, and took its final form
and presented as a cycle of expansive learning (see Fig. 3).

Before the first meeting between teachers and the re-
search group there were two separate activity systems, one

of the Greek educational system and one of the research
group. Through the interaction between those two sys-
tems, we target expansive learning: both teachers and re-
searchers participate in the design and implementation of a
radically new, wider and processed object for their activity.

Each one of those systems are presented below, in-
cluding the shared system of teachers and researchers
through the cycle of expansive learning.

1. Activity system of a Greek science teacher

Earlier surveys [28; 30] pointed out that the Greek Sci-
ence Curriculum does not include teaching of NOSK as-
pects. Textbooks prompt. in a small degree, to discuss only
some of them and, teachers have not learned them during
their studies, thus they intuitively refer to some of them,
without assessment, and finally students have naive views
on NOSK aspects. Success in national exams to enter uni-
versity is a major value among Greek families, therefore
students’ preparation for the exams begin many years be-
fore. As a result, parents are an integral part of the com-
munity, who press teachers and students for good grades
and success in tests. Teachers end up focusing on the body
of knowledge (definitions, laws, equations) and solving
mathematical problems, which is what is examined in the
national exams. Teachers have primary contradictions
with the above, because students don’t participate actively
in classes, claiming that school is far from their interests.

TOONSOLIDATING AND

GENERALIZING T Iﬂ_‘__‘r

NFARN LEATION

IQIII"[I:r.l.' rnllr."l'rliulll ]

6. REFLECTING ON THE
PRI ESS

[ARTAYEREE 4

L IMPLEMENTING
THE SEW MODEL
I'I'-nhr.u. tmnd-rnhnl

ADRUSTMENT,
ENRNCHAENT

4 EXAMINING

SEW PRACTICE

L QUESTIONING

\’\I‘H‘J SFAFE
L ANALYSIS ondary
' Dot s e feomtrdictions

3 MODELING THE

SEW SOLUTION
IR AK TR AT

Primary
contradictions

AND TESTING THE NEW MODEL

Fig. 3. Actions and corresponding contradictions in the cycle of expansive learning [16]

Tools
Textbooks, Worksheets, Board, etc.

Subject

Teachers Object ——— Outcome

Students Body of Effective learning

knowledge in order to succeed
in National Exams
Rules - i
Assessment of students Community Division of Labour
Classroom

Complete Curriculum

Rules-Policy of school unit
parents

Colleagues - headteacher

Fig. 4. Activity system of the Greek science teacher
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2. Activity system of the research group

Researchers in their own activity system have re-
corded three approaches to teach NOSK aspects,
through a) History of Science (HOS), b) Scientific In-
quiry (ST) and ¢) Socio-Scientific Issues [33; 39]. For
each approach, there are advantages (i.e. [38; 1;47; 2; 11;
51] and disadvantages [33; 7; 4]. Allchin et al [4] claim
that the three approaches used at the same time can off-
set each other’s disadvantages, and their combined ap-
proach promotes stronger learning than each one indi-
vidually, regarding NOSK. Furthermore, according to
Allchin [3], all teachers do not regard each approach to
be as important as another, which was also a conclusion
from our interviews with teachers [28]. In our opinion,
it is justified from their different cultural characteristics.

Taking that into consideration, it was decided to include
all three approaches in the PD-program. As for the order of
presentation: teachers’ interviews showed that most of them
don’t regard NOSK to be as important as the body of knowl-
edge. This can be explained from their cultural characteris-
tics as: they were trained in science departments, without
any pedagogical instruction, and the activity system they
lived in — both as students and teachers — was that of the
national exams, the solution of advanced mathematical prob-
lems, without tasks that include or assess NOSK aspects.

In order to change their attitude, it is important to
start the PD-program with HOS, to recognize NOSK
aspects throughout the evolution of scientific knowl-
edge, and to realize that NOSK is part of science. The
ST approach follows, which is within the desired culture
of Greek science education and teachers like to organize
inquiry-based lessons. Finally, the PD-program closes
with SSI, that our previous survey showed that is the
most contradictory among the three for science teachers.

Apart from that, the research group included the
basic principles of adult education in the design of the
PD-program: a) adults learn more effectively when they
participate in the learning process, when the content is
focused on their needs, their previous knowledge and ex-
perience are used and b) adults prefer to learn in their
personal manner, according to their special cultural
characteristics and abilities [21].

3. Cycle of expansive learning

3.1. Questioning

At the beginning of the PD-program, teachers were
asked why they attended the program. Their answer was
a description of the classroom activity system, similar to
the one described on paragraph 1. The primary contradic-
tion to the accepted practice was that their students don’t
participate actively, which makes their job tiring. They
attended the program, because they were already critical
towards the existing system and they seek anything that
could inspire their students to be more energized.

3.2. Analysis
Teachers knew the schedule of the program from its
announcement. When the lecturer informed them that

the goal was to a) learn NOSK aspects and b) be able to
teach them themselves, thus secondary contradictions
arose: a) in order to teach a new object they had to design
new resources (tool), since there are none in the textbooks
and b) there might be opposition, mainly from parents, if
teaching is completely different from the standard.
Discussion lead to their suggestions, some of which
were based on the inclusion of all three approaches of
NOSK teaching. For example, teachers who already
used HOS in their teaching, could add NOSK aspects to
that content. Respectively, teachers who use SI and SSI
could add NOSK aspects to what they already do, based
on extracts vaguely derived from the textbooks. On the
one hand teachers could design lesson plans easier and
on the other students would not attend completely dif-
ferent classes than the ones they were used to. The sug-
gestion to include all three approaches provides more
chances to teach NOSK, using the existing books in the
present curricula. Finally, it was decided not to do any
intervention in the 12 grade, the exams year.

3.3. Modelling the new solution

Each one of the first three meetings was dedicated to a
NOSK teaching approach (HOS/SI/SSI). Their content
was both original tasks and adjustments from the literature.
The PD-program began with an induction to NOSK aspects.

1* meeting: HOS approach. The evolution of the con-
cept “pressure” from 1638 to 1662 was presented. The
choice was made firstly because the same phenomena are
interpreted through different inferences: a) the partial ab-
horrence to a vacuum (Galileo), b) the weight of the air
(Torricelli and Pascal), the infamous experiment on Puy-
de-Dome being a crucial experiment and ¢) the “springs
of air” (Boyle) developing the air-pump for the crucial ex-
periment [31] and secondly because of the intense effect
of the new philosophical stream (mechanical philosophy).
Before the presentation, teachers were asked to recognize
and note down NOSK aspects. By the end of the lesson,
these aspects were summarized in a table.

2 meeting: ST approach. Teachers participated in a
black box activity [29] and recognized NOSK aspects
during its solution. Black boxes’ computer applications
and other classification tasks were also included [6]. The
meeting ended with a task where different inferences
came from the same observations!.

3 meeting: SSI approach. The topics were a) differ-
ent inferences from interpreting the same diagram for
the reasons of climate change [20], and 2) advantages
and disadvantages of using nuclear energy versus coal
for electricity [46].

3.4. Examining and Testing the new solution

Teachers knew from the announcement of the pro-
gram that they had to present a lesson plan as a final as-
signment, based on any school unit they wished, using
NOSK aspects explicitly. The assignment was not man-
datory, so that teachers with increased responsibilities
were not discouraged to participate in the program.

" https://scienceonline.tki.org.nz/Nature-of-science/Nature-of-Science-Teaching-Activities/Conflicting-theories-for-the-origin-of-the-Moon

65




Koumara A., Plakitsi K. Using CHAT to Address the Nature...

Koymapa A., lnaxumcu K. lpumenenue xyaomypro-ucmopuueckoi meopuu...

Even though the assignment was voluntary and oc-
curred on the end of May, a season with increased respon-
sibilities for teachers, 30 out of 49 teachers delivered 29 les-
son plans (2 teachers cooperated). Twenty-one of them
were successful. The other 8 teachers’ lesson plans were ei-
ther an incomplete application of the new model of activity
or the old model remained. Seven of them were presented
in the 4" meeting. Discussion followed each presentation
between teachers and researchers. Questions, claims, dif-
ferent opinions and suggestions were heard. The program
ended with teachers asking for a 5" meeting by next winter,
after they would teach NOSK in their classes.

3.5 Implementing the new solution

Throughoutschool year 2018—19, the first of the writ-
ers observed 9 of 49 teachers in the classroom, in order
to study how they embedded NOSK in their teaching. Tt
was found that, in some occasions, there was disharmony
between the suggested tasks for NOSK teaching and the
daily school practice (tertiary contradiction). That was
the theme of the 5" meeting (December 2018), where
two videotaped lessons on NOSK teaching — of differ-
ent character — were shown, analyzed and discussed.
Through them and teachers’ experience in NOSK teach-
ing, contradictions appeared for some teachers between
the object of the activity and its motive, which lead to
upgrades of the activity.

3.6. Reflecting on the Process

The final 6™ meeting took place on May 2019, where
teachers whose lessons the first author observed, present-
ed their experience to the plenary and discussion followed.
Quaternary contradictions arose, directly connected to
other network activity systems (See Figure 2), like the
request to make changes in the curriculum and the text-
books. Teachers, having a first-hand experience them-
selves, have affected their schools and prepare for change.
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Cultural-Historical Theory: main ideas

Cultural-Historical Theory is a concept that focuses on
the development of consciousness, or, more particularly, on the
development of higher mental functions. The key word here
is development, as, in contrast to traditional psychologi-
cal concepts, Cultural-Historical Theory (CHT) does not
study the “stiffened” (already mature) products of human
psyche, but the very process of their formation — in other
words, genesis. Understanding development in the frame-
work of the CHT is rooted in German classical philosophy
and, particularly, in Marxism. Therefore the founder of the
CHT LS. Vygotsky insisted that development represents a
holistic, lasting change of a system, which should not be re-
duced to the development of its parts: “development does not
occur in a way that separate aspects of the child’s personality
change, resulting in the reorganization of the personality in
general, — there is an inverse relationship in development: the
child’s personality changes as a whole in its internal constitu-
tion, and the laws of the changes of this whole determine the
movement of each of its parts™ [6, p. 256]. Thus, in the logic

of the CHT, development results not in the emergence of
new functions per se, but in the emergence of a new system
of functions and relationships.

LS. Vygotsky formulated the general genetic law of de-
velopment that underlies his theory: “.. every function in the
child’s cultural development appears on the stage twice, that is,
on two planes — first on the social plane and then on the psy-
chological plane; first among people as an inter-psychological
category and then within the child as an intra-psychological
category” |5, p. 145]. According to M.G. Yaroshevsky, in
contrast with J. Piaget, who referred to the image of a ladder
to illustrate the idea of the stages of development, L.S. Vy-
gotsky used the word “stage” as a dramaturgical concept, im-
plying that the “drama of development” occurs as the result
of collision between two “planes”: individual and social [24].

N.N. Veresov draws attention to the concept of “cat-
egory” that Vygotsky uses in the formulation of the gen-
eral genetic law (and that was unfortunately omitted
in the majority of translations into English). Veresov
argues, that in Russian pre-revolutionary theatre vo-
cabulary? the word “category” meant a “dramatic event,

U All the translations from Russian in this paper are made by the author.
2 In his youth L. Vygotsky was very much interested in theatre — particularly, he wrote critical reviews. According to M.G. Yaroshevsky, this

interest later led Vygotsky to psychology [24].

CCBY-NC




Rubtsova 0.V. Contemporary Adolescence through the Prism...

Pyb6uosa O.B. Cospementoe nodpocmuuuecmeo 6 hoxyce...

a collision of characters on the stage” [30, p. 13—30]. In
his opinion, Vygotsky “had to use the word “category” to
emphasize the character of the social relation, which be-
comes the individual function. The social relation he means
is not an ordinary social relation between the two individ-
uals. This is a social relation that appears as a category,
i.e. as an emotionally colored and experienced collision,
the contradiction between the two people, the dramatic
event, drama between two individuals. Being emotionally
and mentally experienced as a social drama (on the social
plane) it later becomes the individual intra-psychological
category” [30, p. 6].

“The drama of development” for Vygotsky is not “im-
personalized external circumstances, but a dynamic system
of mutual orientations, motivations and actions, which has its
own “story line” (plot) and where personality is shaped as a
participant of drama” |24, p. 273]. The key constituent of
this system is perezhivanije, which Vygotsky understands
as a prism that “determines the influence of the environment
on the child’s psychological development” |4, p. 75].

For Vygotsky “perezhivanije” represents a unique bi-
directional (both individual and social) unit that deter-
mines how external circumstances are subjectively expe-
rienced and lived through by the child. In other words,
social situation as the source of development influences
the developmental process, but it is perezhivanije that
gives direction to this influence [4].

Vygotsky’s idea about the interaction of the real
and ideal forms is essential for understanding the logic
of development in the framework of the CHT. Accord-
ing to Vygotsky, a child as a bearer of the “real” (pres-
ent) form develops in the process of interaction with
the adult (or an older child) as with the bearer of the
“ideal” (already developed) form. This interaction is
always mediated by cultural tools — that means, it is
sign-mediated. 1t is in the very process of interaction
between the “real” and the “ideal” forms that the child
gradually acquires (internalizes) those functions that
are already developed in the adult, and this determines
“the highest originality” of human development, since in
no other type of development “it occurs that at the mo-
ment when the primary form emerges ... there is already
the highest, ideal form, that should appear as the result
of development, and that it directly interacts with the
first steps that the child makes on the way of develop-
ment of this primary or seed shape form” |6, p. 395]. The
interaction of the “real” and “ideal” forms creates the
zone of proximal development, which is determined by
the boundaries of what a child can do on their own and
what — with the assistance of adult: “Zone of proximal
development — is the distance between the child’s actual
level of development, which is determined by the problems
that a child can solve on their own, and the level of pos-
sible (potential) development, which is determined by the
problems that a child can solve under adult guidance or in
collaboration with more intelligent peers” |7, p. 42]. Zone
of proximal development represents the field of pos-
sibilities that the child discovers in the process of coop-
eration with the adult and that he/she will internalize
in the process of this interaction: “What the child is ca-
pable of doing today in collaboration, is what he/she will
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be capable of doing on their own tomorrow” [6, p. 264].
According to L.F. Obuchova, the concept of the zone
of proximal development <is a logical consequence of
the general genetic law of development of higher mental
Jfunctions, which first emerge in joint activity, in coopera-
tion with other people, and gradually become the subject’s
inner mental processes. When a mental process emerges
in joint activity, it is in the zone of proximal development;
after its formation, it becomes a form of the subject’s ac-
tual development |15, p. 184].

Thus, in this sense Vygotsky considered social
environment as a source of development, where any
higher mental function or process first emerge as a
social relation between people. In the process of in-
teraction between the “real” and “ideal” forms this
relation is later “internalized”, that is, it moves from
the external to the internal plane, and turns into the
child’s personal ability. It is important to highlight
that not every social relation is “internalized”, but
only the relation that emerges an emotionally colored
contradiction, as “a small drama between people” |3].
That is why Vygotsky argues that “Drama is the dy-
namics of personality” [3] and that development may
be interpreted as “a series of dramatic events” [3].
Thus, the essence of the experimental genetic method,
elaborated by Vygotsky for studying the development
of consciousness, consists in “experimental unfolding
of a higher mental process into the drama, which hap-
pened between the people” |5, p. 145].

Psychological age — a unit of analysis of the
child’s development

While talking about characteristic traits of a child’s
development in different periods, L.S. Vygotsky used
the notion of “psychological age”, which he defined as
“a relatively closed loop of the child’s development that
has its particular structure and dynamics”. The concept
of “psychological age” was introduced by Vygotsky as
a unit of analysis of the child’s development. He argued
that different psychological ages “represent such kind of a
holistic dynamic entity, such kind of structure, that deter-
mines the role and the importance of each particular line
of development” |6, p. 256].

Based on the character of development, Vygotsky
divided psychological ages into two groups — lytical
(stable), when development takes place in a form of “mi-
croscopic changes in the child’s personality” [6, p. 249],
that are accumulated and then reveal themselves in new
formations, and critical, when development acquires a
rapid, “sometimes disastrous character” and reminds “a
revolutionary scenario both in the speed and in the content
of the changes taking place” |6, p. 249]. Thus, critical ages
are particular periods when “qualitative leaps in devel-
opment” take place, leading to the reorganization of the
existing system of links and relations. Vygotsky insisted
on a dialectical understanding of crisis as of an insepara-
ble unity of constructive and destructive aspects, where
maturation of the “novel” is impossible without painful
destruction of the “old”. Therefore, in the logic of the
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Cultural-Historical Theory, crisis is regarded as an inte-
gral constituent of the developmental process —without
crisis there is no development.

According to K.N. Polivanova, Vygotsky’s idea about
the alternation of critical and lytical periods reflects the
dynamics of the mutual transitions of the “real” and
“ideal” forms. In her opinion, the crisis may be inter-
preted as “an ultimate exposure, first of all for the child
himself, of the always implicitly present co-existence of
the real and ideal forms” [17].

For describing the structure and dynamics of psy-
chological ages L.S. Vygotsky introduced two more con-
cepts — “psychological new formation” and “social situ-
ation of development”. Let us have a closer look at them.

Under “psychological new formation (neoforma-
tion) ” Vygotsky understood “a new type of the per-
sonality’s structure and activity, those mental and social
changes, that first occur at this age period and in the
main and essential determine the child’s consciousness,
their relation to the environment, their internal and ex-
ternal life, the very course of their development at this
stage” [6, p. 248]. The key word here is “personality’s
structure”, as the notion of “new formation” does not
imply separate psychological functions, but systems of
Junctions and relations.

L.S. Vygotsky used the term “social situation of
development” to indicate “an absolutely peculiar, spe-
cific for this age, exclusive, unique, one and only rela-
tionship between the child and the surrounding environ-
ment, first of all — social”. Vygotsky argued that social
situation of development “represents the starting point
Jfor all the dynamic changes that take place in the course
of this age period. It determines entirely and fully the
Jorms and the ways, which the child follows in acquir-
ing new and novel characteristics of personality, draw-
ing them from social reality as from the main source of
development — the very way itself, how social becomes
individual” [6, p. 258—259]. Thus, for Vygotsky, not
every kind of relation between the child and the envi-
ronment can be indicated by the notion of the social
situation of development, but a very particular kind
of relation, represented in the interaction of the “real”
and “ideal” forms.

While talking about the “real” and “ideal” forms
L. Vygotsky was mostly using the concept of “inter-
action”. However, in some of his texts the concept of
activity (“deyatelnost”) also appears. According to
D.V. Lubovsky, Vygotsky, with “his inherent Mozartian
easiness”, left a sketch of a new direction of research
that was later elaborated by his disciples — particularly,
by AN. Leont’ev — and became known as the “Activ-
ity Approach” [13]. “We can certainly argue, whether
the “psychological activity theory” of A.N. Leont’ev and
his ... colleagues is a direct sequel and further elaboration
of Vygotsky’s understanding of activity ..., but there are
no doubts that Vygotsky had repeatedly expressed these
ideas” |11, p. 8].

According to V.V. Davydov, ANN. Leont’ev, “without
distorting anything in the essence of Vygotsky’s approach
to the conditions of human development, replaced the word
“social situation” by the notion of “development of activ-
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ity” [9, p. 32]. Leont’ev argued that for every age period
the so-called “leading activity” is to be indicated, which
determines the course of development on a concrete age
stage. The leading activity has the following character-
istics [10]:

1) in this activity emerge and differentiate other, new
types of activity;

2) in this activity certain mental processes are formed
or reorganized;

3) it is on this activity that the main psychological
changes of the child’s personality, observed at a given
period of development, depend.

Thus, according to A.N. Leont’ev, “leading activ-
ity — is an activity, whose development determines the
main changes in mental processes and psychological
peculiarities of the child’s personality at a given stage
of their development” [10, p. 285—286]. Interestingly
enough, for a number of researchers the concept of the
“leading activity” is identical to that of “social situa-
tion of development”. For AN. Leont’ev himself “¢hese
two concepts — “leading activity” and “social situation of
development” are almost synonyms” [2]. V.V. Davidov
shared a similar point of view, regarding the notion of
the “leading activity” as a “direct concretization of the
notion of a child’s social situation of development in a
particular age” [2].

According to D.V. Lubovsky and N.N. Veresov, for
L.S. Vygotsky himself “these two concepts differed in
content and were intended for indicating different kinds
of psychological reality” [13], [2]. However, this discus-
sion is beyond the content of this paper. The majority
of contemporary scholars regard these concepts as in-
dependent, but interrelated characteristics of each age
period (together with the concept of “new formation”).

It is important to highlight that all the notions
discussed — psychological new formations, social situ-
ation of development and leading activity — may be
interpreted in the logic of the linear-stage approach,
where development is regarded as a schematic process
of change of the leading activities, which results in the
emergence of psychological new formations and trig-
gers shifts in the social situation of development. This
point of view seems to be shared by many scholars who
claim to elaborate CHT. However, in the light of Vy-
gotsky’s idea about drama and dialectical character
of the process of development, such interpretation is
clearly reductionist. D.B. EI’konin himself constant-
ly emphasized that the leading activity must not be
considered in isolation from other activities that take
place on different age stages: “every period represents
a system of various types of activities, with each type
having a particular function” and the leading activity
“being central in the structure and system of these ac-
tivities” [22, p. 510].

New formations, social situation of development and
leading activity are unique for each psychological age.
However, adolescence is probably the most controver-
sial among the age stages, since in the framework of CHT
there is still no consensus on these key constituents of this
period of development. For example, L.S. Vygotsky indi-
cated three new formations of adolescence — theoreti-
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cal thinking, self-awareness and reflection®. Later such
scholars as D.B. El'’konin and T.V. Dragunova added to
this list the so-called “feeling of adulthood*”, however,
many researchers do not regard it as a new formation.

This article focuses on the classical approaches to
leading activity of adolescents, existing in the frame-
work of CHT, as well as on the attempts to give a novel
interpretation to this phenomenon in the light of con-
temporary socio-cultural realities.

Contemporary views on the issue of leading
activity in adolescence

The concept of “leading activity”, introduced by
L.S. Vygotsky, underlies the periodization of develop-
ment, elaborated by D.B. El’konin. Describing the gen-
eral direction of development in childhood, EI'’konin in-
dicated a contradiction in the very system of the leading
activity, which reveals itself between two aspects of the
activity — operationally-technical and emotionally-
motivational. In the process of the child’s development
these two aspects rise into the front one by one, trig-
gering alternation of leading activities and determining
the course of development on every particular age stage:
<All of the three ages — early childhood, childhood and
adolescence — are built on the same principle and include
two naturally interrelated periods. The transition from
one age period to the other occurs with the apparition of
discrepancy between operationally-technical possibili-
ties of the child and those tasks and motives that they had
emerged from” [23]. Thus, each stage of childhood con-
sists of two interrelated periods: during the first period
the child primarily acquires tasks, motives and norms of
human activity, while during the second period — means
of actions with objects. Therefore, EI’konin indicates
two types of systems: system “child — social adult” and
“child — social object” [23]. The alternation of these two
types of systems is accompanied by the alternation of the
leading activities in the course of the child’ development.

As we know, D.B. El’konin considered that the lead-
ing activity of adolescence is the “activity of personal
communication”, which refers to the system “child — so-
cial adult” and consists in “building relations with peers
on the basis of particular moral and ethical norms” |23,
p. 17]. However, according to N.N. Veresov, strictly
speaking, communication may not be regarded as a
leading activity, as in A.N. Leont’ev’s logic, leading ac-
tivity should have a particular structure (tasks, actions,
operations etc.), which has not been determined for the
activity of communication [2]. K.N. Polivanova shares
the same point of view, arguing that D.B. El’konin did
not give an analysis of communication in the logic of
the activity approach, leaving aside a whole range of es-
sential questions: «The issue of the mechanism of how
the external activity of communication (interpsychologi-
cal form) turns into a particular personal ability (intra-
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psychological form) remains unclear, as well as the issue
of what ability can be regarded as a new formation of
adolescence. Moreover, the question about the very con-
tent of the personal communication remains open (we do
not know what the conversation between adolescents is
about) [16, p. 14].

Thus, many scholars do not share D.B. El’konin’s
point of view about personal communication being the
leading activity of adolescence. The alternatives are:
socially-significant (socially meaningful) activity
suggested by V.V. Davydov, socially-useful activity
proposed by D.I. Feldstein, socially-psychological ex-
perimenting indicated by G.A. Zuckerman, and project
activity elaborated by K.N. Polivanova. There is also
a point of view that adolescence is characterized by a
number of various types of activities (V.P. Zinchenko,
0O.V. Lishin, B.G. Mesheryakov).

Interestingly enough, while discussing the leading
activity of adolescence itself, many scholars agree on its
essential characteristics. A.L. Liberman for example ar-
gues that the leading activity of this age period has to
be “play-like in its type, socially-modelling in its form and
socially-meaningful in its content” [12, p. 122]. It also
should allow adolescents to try themselves in various
socially meaningful roles and positions. K.N. Polivanova
also highlights that the leading activity of adolescence
“has to ensure the formation (or emergence) of a par-
ticular type of subjectivity (similar to the one emerging in
play)” [16, p. 14].

The question is: why there are so many different
opinions about the issue of the leading activity in ado-
lescence in the framework of the same scientific school?
There are at least two explanations for that:

1. As we know, the leading activity emerges in lyti-
cal, or stable ages. If, following L.S. Vygotsky, we con-
sider adolescence a lytical period, then we may indicate
its leading activity (keeping in mind that it is central in
the system of other activities of this age). However, if
we consider adolescence a critical period — following e.g.
L.I. Boghovitch — then, we are not supposed to indicate
any leading activity.

2. For indicating the leading activity of adolescence
it is necessary to determine the “ideal form” of this pe-
riod of development. If for early childhood “theoretical
relation to reality” has been indicated and described as
the ideal form (V.V. Davydov), this has not been done in
relation to adolescence. Thus, one of the main questions
remains open in relation to adolescence: interaction with
which “ideal” form creates the “zone of proximal devel-
opment” in adolescence and determines the course of de-
velopment at this age period?

On the one hand, the answer to the question about
the “ideal” form of adolescence seems to be obviously
connected with the process of transition to the “world of
adults” — that is, with socialization. On the other hand,
while indicating socialization as one of the main tasks of
this age period, almost none of the scholars indicates the
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mechanisms of this process and does not describe it in
the context of adolescent activities.

Thus, taking into consideration what has been said
above, it is extremely interesting to discuss the issue of
development in adolescence, considering the fact that
adolescents’ socialization presupposes their entering the
system of role relations. It is by acquiring new roles that
adolescent becomes part of the adult world and tries to
find their place in it. In this context the system of roles,
existing in the culture, where adolescent is brought up,
may be regarded as the “ideal” form of adolescence. In-
teriorization of these roles determines the content of
development in adolescence and takes place in the activ-
ity, which may be coined as “experimenting with roles”.
Experimenting with roles may be considered not just the
leading activity of adolescence, but a system of activities,
connected with “trying on” various social roles and types
of role interaction [20].

Let us have a closer look at the possible interpreta-
tions of the concept of “role” and “role relationships” in
the system of CHT.

Role as the “ideal” form of adolescence

According to J. Heiss, all the diversity of the exist-
ing role theories falls into two main groups, represent-
ing either structuralism or interactionism [27]. The first
group relies on a sociological understanding of role be-
havior and studies its objectively observed manifesta-
tions (R. Linton, R. Merton, T. Parsons). The second
group of theories mostly focuses on subjective, or per-
sonal aspects of role behavior, particularly on the social
and psychological mechanisms and patterns of human’s
perception and realization of various roles (G.H. Mead,
H. Blumer, T. Shibutani). A specific group of role theo-
ries is represented by the socio-dramaturgical approach,
elaborated in the works of E. Goffman and his follow-
ers, who draw a bold parallel between social reality and
drama, describing social interaction in terms of theatre
(actor, stage etc.).

In Russian psychology the issue of roles was neglect-
ed for a long time. The interest for role concepts arose
only in the 60—70s, and for many years the relation to
the very idea of social roles remained radically negative.
For some reason (one of them is connected with inaccu-
rate translations of foreign texts into Russian), for a long
time the term “social role” in Russian psychology was as-
sociated with a mask, which an individual “puts on, hid-
ing and breaking their real personality” [14, p. 10—11].
Though this idea is far from the content of the major-
ity of role theories, a negative attitude to role concepts
has dominated in Russian psychology for years. E.g.
AN. Leont’ev wrote: “.. The idea of reducing personality
to a set or “roles”, performed by the human, is, despite all
the reservations of its advocates, one of the most terrible”
[10, p. 193]. And further: “The key objections against “role
theories” are not the ones, which criticize particular aspects
of understanding the place of roles in the structure of per-
sonality, but those, which reject the very idea of connecting
personality with programmed behavior” [10, p. 193].
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Half a century later, the majority of Russian scholars
still avoid speaking about roles in the context of develop-
mental psychology (probably, with the exception of role
in child play). The concept of role in Russian scientific
tradition is primarily used by sociologists or by social
psychologists, who regard it as a social function. The big
Russian psychological dictionary defines role as “formsof
behavior (actions), expected from the subject due to their
belonging to certain groups or social positions” |1, p. 579].
Such definition reduces role exclusively to a socially de-
termined pattern, which the individual reproduces in the
process of social interaction. And each human is believed
to have a particular “set” of roles that he or she performs
depending on the social situation. Apparently, this kind
of interpretation completely ignores personal (individu-
al) aspects of role behavior — role is regarded exclusively
as an instrument, that the human uses for efficient func-
tioning in society. From this perspective there is no way
to speak about development — thus, various aspects of
role behavior are by default excluded from the field of
interests of developmental psychology. However, could
that be true, that roles, which literally permeate human
existence, mediating social interactions, represent noth-
ing but masks, which force the individual to passively
perform programmed behavioral patterns? Does not it
look like pure reductionism? And is there, probably, any
other perspective, allowing to consider the issue of role
in the context of development?

Strange as it might seem, the answer to this ques-
tion was given by L.S. Vygotsky. It was the founder of
the CHT himself who became one of the first Russian
scholars to consider the issue of social role in an unprej-
udiced way. In his work “Concrete human psychology”,
which is almost unknown, L.S. Vygotsky pointed to the
role as to @ mechanism that regulates the relationship
between higher mental functions: “Social roles (judge,
doctor) determines the hierarchy of functions: that is,
Jfunctions change hierarchy in dif ferent spheres of social
life. Their collision = drama” [3, p. 1030]. For explain-
ing this idea Vygotsky gives an example of a judge,
who has to pass judgement on his unfaithful wife and
faces a collision of “the professional complex and fam-
ily complex”. As a judge, he condemns his wife’s wrong
behavior (“thinking regulates passion”), as a husband
he keeps loving her (“passion prevails over thinking”).
The collision of the two “complexes” is a drama, which
requires resolution. And, as we know, according to Vy-
gotsky, drama is the key mechanism of development [3,
p. 1030].

Thus, L.S. Vygotsky offers a completely different
view on the issue of social role, which makes the idea of
“masks” and “programmed behavior” in relation to roles
totally unacceptable. For Vygotsky, social role represents
a link between social environment and personality. Thus,
on the one hand, roles regulate the hierarchy of functions
depending on the social situation, determining certain as-
pects of the individual’s behavior (e.g. the judge has to im-
pose a sentence). On the other hand, the resolution of the
emerging role collisions (“dramas” that are unavoidable
since the individual is included into a complex system
of roles and role relations), depends on the human, who
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constantly faces the necessity of choice (what will prevail:
professional duty or personal attitude?)

From here we can make at least two important conclu-
sions. 1. Rejecting the interpretation of role as of an im-
posed “mask”, it is possible to speak about the inseparable
unity of personality and their roles. Role behavior is al-
ways refracted through the prism of personality. 2. “Role
dramas” (conflicts, collisions) may be regarded as an in-
dispensable constituent of the process of development.

Thus, studying “role dramas” is particularly impor-
tant in adolescence, when the human for the first time
gets actively involved in the system of role relations.
L.S. Vygotsky draws attention exactly to the necessity
of investigating the hierarchy of higher mental functions,
and, consequently, roles, as their regulating mechanisms,
in relation to adolescence: “The task in adolescents ... to
study dif ferent spheres of behavior (professional complex
etc.), the structure and hierarchy of functions, their rela-
tions and collisions” |3, p. 1031]. Therefore, Vygotsky
points out, that investigating the hierarchy of functions,
regulated by roles in various spheres of adolescent be-
havior, represents one of the key research aims. Without
resolving this task, it is impossible to answer the ques-
tion about the content of development at this age period.

Despite the fact that at the turn of the century nu-
merous Russian scholars turned to the issue of roles
(G.M. Andreeva, L.P. Bujeva, A.L. Groijsman, M.I. Eni-
keeva, L.G. Tonin, E.I. Kravchenko, R. Ch. Shakurov),
the task, indicated by L.S. Vygotsky in relation to ad-
olescence, still has not been resolved. This fact can be
partly explained by the sociological understanding of
role, which still dominates in contemporary Russian psy-
chology, and, thus, by very few attempts to explain role
behavior in its connection with personality. However,
the necessity to study role development is imposed by
the everyday reality of contemporary adolescent prac-
tices. As one of the leading Russian scholars of adoles-
cence A.M. Prihozhan argued in 2015, “experimenting
with roles literally permeates adolescents’ life —from test-
ing the waters of allowable behavior, to setting and virtual
resolving of life-meaningful tasks. The latter most often
reveals itself in mental gaming of future professional and
personal roles” 18, p. 40]. Indeed, the life of contempo-
rary adolescents is inseparably connected with “trying
on” various patterns of role behavior. This experiment-
ing seems to be not just an interesting way of spending
time, but a means of resolving important age tasks. And
here many research questions arise: what experimenting
with roles is like in its form and in its content? What
roles do adolescents try on? And how exactly this ex-
perimenting can create a zone of proximal development
at this age stage?

“Experimenting” with roles takes different forms in
contemporary adolescent practices. For example, ado-
lescent subcultures, (“goths”, “emos” etc.), as well as
various role movements (e.g. “tolkienists”), which have
gained extraordinary popularity in the last few decades,

offer adolescents particular philosophical and esthetic
patterns and create conditions for trying on new looks,
styles and images. However, the most popular cultural
platforms for experimenting are now found in virtual
spaces — particularly, in role play games and social net-
works, whose integral attributes include elaboration of
virtual (cyber) identities.

Since adolescents face an objective challenge of enter-
ing the system of social roles and relations, existing in the
society, they do need a culturally-organized space for pre-
liminary “training”. Thus, various kinds of adolescent ac-
tivities, particularly games and communication in virtual
spaces, may be regarded as forms of experimenting with
roles. By this kind of experimenting adolescents resolve the
task of “trying on” various patterns of role interactions. As
pre-school children are willing to join a play and simulate
scenarios from their everyday life, adolescents also eagerly
emerge into a play or play-like situations, however, in con-
trast with pre-school children, they are not interested in
simulating social relations, but in modelling them. Spaces
of adolescent interaction represent a kind of “training plat-
forms”, where adolescents can experiment with roles and
images. In this context the system of social roles can be re-
garded as the “ideal, developed” form, and the process of
interaction with this form can create the zone of proximal
development at this age period.

Research on experimenting with roles
in adolescence: challenges and perspectives

In the past 10 years the author of this article has fo-
cused on the issue of adolescents and young adults exper-
imenting with roles in various socio-cultural contexts. In
2012 the thesis “Overcoming the inner role conflict in
late adolescence by means of role play” was defended.
The empirical data, presented in the thesis, demonstrat-
ed that specially organized educational games, which of-
fer the possibility of experimenting with various types
of roles, represent an efficient means of resolving inner
conflicts and contradictions, which contributes to ado-
lescents’ development and successful overcoming of the
critical period [19].

In 2012—2014 in the framework of the internation-
al research project «Global Perspectives on Learning
and Development with Digital Video-Editing Media:
A Qualitative Inquiry in Everyday Lives of Marginal-
ized Young People®», a research group from Moscow
State University of Psychology and Education stud-
ied peculiarities of experimenting with roles in the
learning process, mediated by digital technologies.
On the example of a student with special educational
needs, who was shooting an autobiographical film as
a part of his graduation exam, the participants of the
research group managed to demonstrate that experi-
menting with roles can contribute to the development
of reflection [29].

5> The project was supported by Marie Curie International Research Staff Exchange Scheme Fellowship within the 7th European Community
Framework Program (Project Ne 318909). More information about the project is available at https://digitmed.wordpress.com/
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In 2015 in the framework of a research project «Be-
ing Other: the Effectiveness of Arts-based Approaches in
Engaging with Disaffected Young People», organized by
the Department of Education of Oxford University, UK®
the research group could observe the effects of applying
various arts-based approaches including drama and role
play games on disaffected and vulnerable adolescents
and young adults. The research demonstrated, that ex-
perimenting with roles contributes to the development
of communicative and reflective abilities, as well as helps
adolescents to socialize and motivates them to study [26].

In 2015—2018 a series of research on experiment-
ing with roles in virtual spaces — particularly, in so-
cial networks and videogames — was conducted by
Moscow State University of Psychology and Educa-
tion. The data obtained, demonstrates that on-line
behaviors are closely connected with adolescents’ per-
sonal characteristics (including inner contradictions,
discrepancies between “real” and “ideal” self etc.) and
that adolescents as well as young adults often use
virtual spaces for various experiments with roles and
identities [8], [21].

In 2019 a research project “Media-theatre” for adoles-
cents was launched by Moscow State University of Psy-
chology and Education in collaboration with School #1564
(Moscow, Russia)’. The project aims at elaborating an in-
novative model of a drama-based joint learning activity,
designed for educating, socializing and developing adoles-
cents in the framework of the Cultural-Historical tradition.

The empirical data, collected in this 10-year period,
testifies, that experimenting with roles has an outstand-
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The higher forms of mental processes have a particularly complicated construction. They
form during ontogenesis initially representing unfolded forms of object-centered activity,
which gradually “reduce themselves” and obtain a kind of inner, mental action. As a rule,
they rest upon a number of outward auxiliary means (language, bit number system) that have
formed in the course of history. Mediated by these means they cannot be understood without
their participation (L.S. Vygotsky, 1956, 1960), they are always linked to the reflection of the
outer world during activity, and under deviation from this fact they lose any substance.

...This is an aspect of functional systems construction of the human brain, which L.S. Vy-
gotsky (1960) called the principle of “extracortical” organization of complex mental func-
tions. Implying the context with this quite uncommon term that the development of higher
forms of human conscious activity is always fulfilled with the support on a number of outside
auxiliary tools and means.

A.R. Luria. Reconsideration of the concept of localization, 76—77.

In his classical concept of higher mental functions pre-
sented in the epigraph, A.R. Luria formulates the main
ideas of the cultural-historical approach in psychology.
Having schematized these theses to the limit in order to
separate out the principal and key points. We shall note
that human development itself is considered a result of
interaction of a human being and the cultural environ-
ment. It causes the transformation of natural innate
mental functions into higher mental functions through
the adoption and following internalization of special,
social-by-origin tools. Their formation takes place in an
immediate touch with the adult by way of the so-called
interpersonal (shared) activity. There is a presumption
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that interpersonal activity is actualized in an object-
centered, real form. When internalizing, it turns into a
concealed, unobserved shape mediated by a psychologi-
cal tool — a sign; and it is not aimed at outward objects,
but, first of all, at management of other people, and then
at its own conduct. The principal difference of higher
mental functions from natural consists in the ability to
auto- regulation, in their lifetime genesis, social origin,
mediation of the construction by a psychological tool-
sign, voluntariness, and awareness by way of their func-
tioning, hierarchy and systemic entity [8].

Primarily speaking, the distinction between lower
(natural) and higher mental functions take different hi-
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erarchal places. It lies in that; there is a new intermedi-
ate element protruding in between the stimulus (which
the behavior is directed to) and human reaction. The
behavior loses its immediate character, and the unity
of the stimuli and reactions turns out to be disruptive.
The scheme of the formation of higher mental functions
introduced by L.S. Vygotsky [23] is reproduced with al-
most no alterations in later psychological works in the
context of the cultural-historical approach, although its
several basic theses lack for definite clarifications.

Above all, there is still a problem of voluntariness re-
maining an obscure point that has been one of the most
complicated aspects for explanation during all the his-
tory of philosophy and psychology. The problem of vol-
untariness, or in its philosophical meaning, “the problem
of volition”, has not had a single meaning yet, as there
is absolutely an unintelligible moment of joining the in-
corporeal substratum of will and a material corpus. Any
variant of its solution cannot help, but face the unsolved
psychophysiological problem. A possible bypass that
L.S. Vygotsky applies is the idea of sign-symbolical me-
diation — a universal instrument adopted during ontog-
eny. It enables to master one’s own behavior by means
of mastering stimuli managing this behavior. This idea
borrowed from Hegel was to explain the resource of in-
fluence of the incorporeal substratum of will on a real
conduct. Hegel employed the metaphor of “cunning” of
reason that does not interfere with the actions of natural
powers but allocates them in that consequence, which
responds to the will of the subject without any viola-
tion of natural laws [5]. For instance, the existence of
an airplane in no way breaks any decree of nature, how-
ever there are no planes in nature; it is the invention of
humankind. Though there is no “natural airplane”, the
invention constructed in full accordance with decrees
of nature (and what is more, it operates particularly due
to these decrees) allowing human beings to do the act
incompatible with their nature. Although decrees of na-
ture are not violated, the result is a completely unnatural
event. A real stimulus, which later on provokes the re-
quired behavior, may be substituted by its semiotic copy
or signifier, thus representing the stage of transition to
sign-symbolical mediation.

This is it what L.S. Vygotsky considers as a specifi-
cally human invention, as well as Hegel does in his meta-
phor of “cunning” of wisdom. Following him he under-
scores that there are no such cultural methods, which
could not be separated into their constituent natural
processes. The principal restriction of that explanation
is that releasing the will from the necessity to make the
material force does not completely clarify the problem
of choice. After all, the problem does not consist in the
inability to lift a stone with will, but with the necessary
muscle force. The force ceases to be measured in kilo-
grams but it remains unclear how the will may be deter-
mined, at all; and whether the doubling or even trebling
of substances occurs in here: if voluntariness is deter-
mined by the use of psychological tool, thus how (what
with) should its usage be determined? Yet, in an attempt
for the non-contradictory solution of the problem of vol-
untariness, putting in voluntariness in the most studied
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form in the context of the cultural-historical approach,
A.R. Luria has to come to word juggling in the genre of
dialectical materialism: “Refusal from the idealistic no-
tion of higher mental functions like demonstration of
some spiritual principle detached from all other natural
phenomena, as well as refusal from the naturalistic ap-
proach to them as natural properties laid in the human
brain by nature may be considered the main achievement
of modern psychology” [8, p. 142]. Later, in the absence
of content discussion of the problem of voluntariness
this idea in neuropsychology transposes itself into the
problem of cerebral localization of voluntary functions:
“The mechanism of voluntary regulation of higher men-
tal functions can be regarded as the substantive principle
of cerebration whose derangement causes the whole ag-
gregate of defects, or “frontal lobe’ neuropsychological
syndrome.” According to the observations and special
investigations the voluntary speech regulation of higher
mental functions is related predominantly to the left
frontal lobe functioning” [6, p. 223].

In the scope of the cultural-historical concept of
L.S. Vygotsky, voluntary control is fulfilled through
internalization of externalized object-centered activity
by means of mediating it with sign. One of the notions
here requiring clarification is the idea of internaliza-
tion. Originally, it appears in the works of E. Durkheim
regarding it as the mechanism of socialization of a hu-
man being. Later, this term in the similar context, like a
mechanism of adoption, transition into internal plan of
outward actions is employed sequentially in the works
of P. Janet, J. Piaget, L.S. Vygotsky himself, J. Bruner,
P.Ya. Galperin, V.P. Zinchenko, remaining rather a
metaphor than a real psychological mechanism. Per-
haps, the exception is the theory of the gradual forma-
tion of mental actions by P.Ya. Galperin presenting the
picture of action transition from a real through uttering
to a mental action. Seemingly, in spite of the extremely
gradual developmental work over the steps of such a
transfer this theory does not read qualitative changes of
the stages concerned, at all. De facto, it brings them to
merely quantitative differences with a strong outlook
on “inner speech” as a transitional form from speech
to thinking. If nonverbal thinking can be fancied, for
instance, in the type of Helmholtz’s unconscious infer-
ences, then speech with no thinking is nothing else than
shouting.

Questioning about the essence of internalization, one
discovers, that despite a widespread usage of this term
its concrete mechanism remains mysterious. Literally,
internalization is a transposition inwards of that what
has been outside but it is impossible to comprehend as
swallowing or putting something external (what in par-
ticular?) inwards one’s head, brain, or psyche (what?).
The comparative analysis of the usage of this notion dis-
plays that the difference in opinions concerns not only
the theoretical understanding of the phenomenon of in-
ternalization, but also defining the range of the phenom-
ena, which relate to internalization. This fact makes him
presume that the term “internalization” implies several
different notions linked more or less to one another, and
combined non-critically [16].
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One can attempt to illustrate internalization mecha-
nism with addressing to the most elementary instance
of internalization of outward object. The phenomenon
of probe can be found in the works of ANN. Leontiev,
N. Bohr, which was described for the first time by Aris-
totle under the name of “the stick of the blind person”.
This remarkably rich-for-interpretation phenomenon
enables us to understand the simplest models, base laws
of one of the most complicated psychological phenom-
enon of internalization.

Its entity lies in the following: when a blind man feels
surface with his staff, and a surgeon tries to find a bullet
in the wound by means of probe there occurs a wonderful
thing. Their sensations do not localize at the boundary of
hand-probe (where it is to take place because the probe
is a foreign body, and the hand is a part of my body. The
probe by way of effort affects, stresses upon cutaneous
receptors, that is, the sensation is to localize exactly at
my body’s border), but in a paradoxical way at the ex-
tremity probe-object. This is a paradoxical thing because
it turns out that the distant-receptor embodies into the
corpus configuration becoming its extension and, as a
matter of fact, becoming internalized. This internaliza-
tion keeps until the probe shows its “rigidity”, that is,
predictability of possible changes. As soon as another
person sets it in motion, or in an unpredictable way it
changes its form and/or degree of subordinacy, it inevi-
tably becomes externalized, and the sensation shifts to
the boundary hand-probe.

The most important thing in this phenomenon is that
the border of localization is straightly fixed with the limit
of autonomy and predictability, dependence on the sub-
ject. Always provided, that the probe does not change its
form, it is constant, and all its actions can be predicted
and taken into account. In other words, the internaliza-
tion of the probe in this example is its embodiment in
body scheme. It is not in terms of putting it inside my-
self, but in the meaning of turning into a person’s instru-
ment, prosthesis by means of which actions are as much
predictable and subject to us as our biological body’s
actions. Further still, stemming from this instance, the
internalization-externalization ratio is not fixed, and it
may dynamically change depending on conditions. Our
own body is not immanently internalized; in some situa-
tions it shows uncontrollability and unpredictability felt
like estrangement (intoxication, numbness, etc.). In the
similar way, complex forms of instrumental extensions are
internalized, they cease to be realized having the possibil-
ity to be taken into account and anticipated. In the given
situation internalization is nothing else than the adoption
of the scheme of relations with them (complex forms of
instrumental extensions), the adoption of models of be-
havior, whereupon these extensions cease to be reflexed,
to be the phenomenon of our consciousness, becoming
unconscious. That does not mean that they cease to exist,
after condition changing they can externalize again. So,
in the phenomenon of “a stopped escalator” which in no
way differs from an ordinary stairway a person suffers a
drastic sensation of motor discomfort. In this case, there
is an internalized model of a moving staircase, and we are
prepared for the motions adapted to it in the form of a spe-
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cific motor setting. As similar extensions, one can consider
cognitive schemes, maps, measurements, language gram-
mar, etiquette and so on. Considering such an interpreta-
tion, the internalization joins in the specific meanings of
this term: 1) transformation of outward, observed forms
of activity into inner (unobserved) processes; 2) trans-
formation of the forms of joint (collective) activity into
the forms of individual activity; 3) a person’s adoption
of norms, settings, values, etc. of a group [16]. This also
enables mitigation of the problem of the transition of a
material, outward action into an ideal, inner one for it is
not an action but its scheme internalized. In this sense,
the historical-cultural approach is not quite restricted es-
sentially by mental functions, and it has a wide prospect of
possible development.

However, within the confines of the present under-
standing of the psychological essence of internalization,
the classical statement of cultural-historical theory for
higher mental function to be an internalized outward ac-
tivity becoming voluntary and realized is arguable. On
the contrary, an authentically internalized activity even
ceases to be realized and comes out of the extent of its
voluntariness into the zone, which after N.F. Dobrynin
can be called as post-voluntariness. With reference to
N.F. Dobrynin the sphere of post-voluntariness is re-
stricted with the function of attention and related to the
loss of a voluntary effort in activity, and that becomes
interesting. This idea is much richer and it may turn out
to be alive for the development of cultural-historical
theory itself. If we assume, that any function after pass-
ing the stage of de-automation of its involuntary, natural
realization through an unfolded, interpersonal stage, and
later conscious, reflexed interpersonal transits onto the
post voluntary level which enables to considerably sim-
plify and optimize complex forms of activity.

Post voluntary and involuntary functions in relation
to their awareness are similar outwardly only. Involun-
tary functions are primarily “transparent” (unconscious)
to the subject, they still may come opaque when being
acquired; they are subject to logic mechanism and de-
scribed in the language of tropisms. “Transparency”
(post voluntariness) is derivative, the functions have al-
ready become transparent after their acquirement but the
potential of becoming conscious reduced inside them re-
veals easily in different complicated cases.

The discrepancy of innate and “cultural” entity in a
human being causes the gap in the space of which there
appear and grow specific disorders related to the group
of functional and conversion symptoms. The principal
chance for their realization is determined by the mobil-
ity of I-boundaries, which make it possible to set up a
specific configuration of “false boundaries” imitating
organic pathology. Although this hypothesis needs a
special discussion and argument, one may assume, that
the mechanism of conversion and dissociative symptoms
formation consists in that they display themselves only
in the sphere of “semitransparent” functions acquired
by a person (or fundamentally, that may be acquired).
Movement disorder in case of abasia atactica, mutism,
colitis, constipations, diarrheas, enuresis, dysphagia, em-
esis, dyspnea, aspiration, hysterical dumbness, aplasia,
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deafness, functional amnesia, pseudo dementia, etc. does
not occur on the anatomical or physiological level but
just on the functional as control disorder, control zone
shift. The indirect confirmation of this hypothesis is that
there are no conversion disturbances of hematopoietic
system, i.e. the work of the liver and kidneys. The core
of conversion and dissociative pathology is in the failure
of the management of these functions on the level of post
voluntary realization (or, on the contrary, it lies in the
introduction of a latent control over the early automa-
tized functions) and shift of the subject’s bounds from
an outside contour to an inside one when the action gets
directed not to the object but to the function itself.

One can single out a very interesting and promising
field of analysis of the psychological and brain mecha-
nisms of the unbalance of possibilities for one or another
function realization on the different levels: involun-
tary, voluntary and post voluntary. With reference to
L.S. Vygotsky there is a case of voluntary compensation
in Parkinson’s disease. “A parkinsonian is not able to
make a step; when you tell him: “Take a step!” or lay a
piece of paper on the floor, he takes this step. Everyone
knows how well parkinsonians go up/down the stairs
and how badly — on the even floor. One has to lay a
number of pieces of paper on the floor in order to lead
the patient to the laboratory. He wants to go but he can’t
influence upon his motility, this system is ruined in him.
Why is a parkinsonian able to go when there are pieces
of paper laid on the floor?” [21, pp. 129—130]. There is
an explanation given by L.S. Vygotsky: “That system,
which enables him to raise his hand, is now broken. But
he can link one brain point with another by means of an
outer sign” (ibid.) — it is not fully clear. What does the
linkage “of one point of the brain with another” through
an outside sign mean in this case? The more convincing
interpretation of this phenomenon is given by A.R. Lu-
ria: “The compensation of movement disorders turns out
to be possible on the basis of rearrangement of mental
processes, which he used during his walk. The activity is
transferred from the subcortical level where lesion foci
are located to the level of safer cortex of cerebral hemi-
spheres” [9, p. 110]. Notwithstanding it, there is no way
to contend that walking represents an entirely involun-
tary, purely reflex act; as the minimum, it includes di-
rection programming, but it is rather a post voluntary
function that involves also purely reflex links and still
extends further. As M.M. Bakhtin noted: “The person
directing the hand to the object, of course, doesn’t volun-
tarily manage clonuses necessary for the act of grasping,
but a part of the movement towards the object is quite
voluntary” [2, p. 134]. Likewise in Jackson’s example of
the patient, who is asked by the doctor’s request to say
“no”, says: “No, doctor, I can’t say no”, one should recog-
nize that the reflex basis of the action is quite safe (other-
wise, no similar action could have been possible), but its
inclusion in voluntary or post voluntary act is disturbed.

The clinical picture of Jill de la Tourette syndrome
provides more demonstrative example of the disagree-
ment of the ratio of involuntary, voluntary and post vol-
untary components. A.R. Luria writes about this syn-
drome: “Any progress in explaining Tourette syndrome
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fundamentally broadens our understanding of human
nature on the whole... I don’t know any other syndrome
the meaning of which is commensurable with this” [15,
p. 127]. The specificity of de la Tourette syndrome lies
in the presence of manifold obsessions, tics, eschrolalia
(yells related to obscene or sacrilegious vocabulary) oc-
curring just in that situation where it is prohibited, for
instance, in church. Though de la Tourette syndrome
has got a hard organic ground, its interest for psycholo-
gy is connected with the very moment of control: invol-
untary verbal product is pointedly linked to the efforts
of its voluntary regulation and to culture through its
content. A patient with this syndrome does not simply
cry out any words but only those marked by culture as
forbidden.

At this point, one more parallel manifests itself along
conversion and dissociative disorders; that is obsession
contrast content: when the patient shows obsessive ideas
about the possibility to do the harm involuntarily exact-
ly to the subject whom he or she doesn’t want to do it
to (for instance, the mother who is in fear to throw her
child out of the window or kill the child). Although we
have tried to describe the intricacies of these syndromes
showing the close connection of voluntariness, organic
or dynamic ground, the cultural context of symptom
formation, and their psychological study in the scope of
the cultural-historical approach in clinical psychology
seems to be envisaging further development.

Introducing the child into the context of culture is
connected with the particular practice of objectification
of his strenuous activity, physiological manifestations,
with the fixation of restrictions. Their further overcom-
ing and “folding” are the way of socialization, develop-
ment of voluntariness and derived “transparency” of
corporeal functions. The build-up of “objects” on the
way of the subject is a constantly flowing task of the new
topology of the subject-object division. As to pathology,
in this case it just confirms the existence of this already-
concealed inner “bearing structure”. Different cultures
and historical epochs affixing specific attributions of
responsibility and blame to the subject produce various
configurations of the subject-object discontinuity and,
thereafter, various types of concealed structures defin-
ing the pathomorphism of conversion disorders.

There is one more point that needs clarification; this
is the substance of the interpersonal phase of the forma-
tion of higher (non-natural) function. In the classical
version, it is a shared performance, which enables the
child to master the forms of behavior inaccessible on his
own. Generally, the ontogenesis history of “higher” hu-
man functions is expounded as the aggregate of reason-
ably “vegetarian” events. A little child in cooperation
with the adult (as a representative and medium of cul-
ture) assimilates new forms and modes of activity joy-
fully getting them internalized (truly speaking, it is not
always clear how he does) and transiting to a new level
of mental functioning. Never-the-less, theoretical specu-
lations, clinical observations, and even a trivial experi-
ence do not accord enough with that kind of grace. Even
the acquisition of simple alimentary and hygienic habits
does not run smoothly, and the phenomenon of punish-
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ment itself in the broadest sense, which is principally
irremovable from culture, makes the idea about the ab-
solute harmony of the dyad of adult-child or subject-so-
ciety questionable, at all. Eating with hands is much sim-
pler than with a fork, skating, playing the violin and just
simple readings are not physiologic; regulation activity
of corporeal functions, inclinations and needs requires
permanent and quite serious efforts. The acquirement of
social and cultural norms differs little in principle from
the acquirement of the law of gravity through the prac-
tice of falling, and of ability of contacting with matches
properly through a painful burn.

Currently, in the theoretical and practical under-
standing it seems to be of significance principally to for-
mulate and integrate a number of important notions into
the context of the development of modern psychology,
which correspond to the actual challenges of the cultur-
al-historical process, and, subsequently, to the goals of
psychological theory and practice. The notions of “vio-
lence”, “effort” and (if to be more exact) their interrela-
tion need in specification. The non-evident and wrong
assumption lies in that the function that derived as a
consequence of cultural transformation possesses indu-
bitable advantages over natural. Even if we face some of
its imperfections, they are the matter of the imperfection
of its acquisition. The advantage of higher function over
natural is not much obvious, yet. V.M. Allakhverdov
points out that the child after the birth possesses such a
perfect reflex control (for instance, forced grasping reflex
enables the child to do chin-ups after having seized the
hand lifting him) which he, maybe, never achieves or not
soon, on the voluntary level; and capabilities, speed and
volume of the information processed on the conscious
level are never equal to the organismic capabilities of a
human being [1]. The advantages of higher function lie
in something else: in the possibility to come out of the
extent of existent stimulation, capability of behaving
or non-behaving in accordance with some other, non-
natural rules, and sometimes despite them. At that, one
should especially underscore that denial, inhibition, and
prohibition, as the forms of socialized self-regulation have
not got less significance than joint fulfillment with the
adult. Effort and tension have a principal value for gen-
erating higher forms of psyche. Further internalization
is to involve the obligatory stage of the externalization
of involuntary natural activity, its objectification, and
the following post voluntariness expects the preceding
de-automation. The well-known parallelogram develop-
ment reflects very important, but non-fully conceived
phenomenon, that is, possible activity deterioration at
the initial stage of the acquisition of mediating instru-
ments. The comprehension of “inhibition”, “restriction”
as the basic essence of the interpersonal stage of higher
function formation is analyzed by D.B. Elkonin quite in
a detailed way, and earlier by Ribot [25].

In accordance with cultural-historical approach;
memory, perception, thinking and speech are tradition-
ally considered as higher mental functions, though there
are no principal restrictions for possible analogous inter-
pretation of both other mental functions (for instance,
emotions) and corporeal and physiological functions
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[22]. Emotions with relation to the cultural-historical
approach may also be considered as higher mental func-
tions possessing all the corresponding characteristics:
hierarchal structure, lifetime social formation, sign-
symbolical mediation and voluntariness of regulation.
Properly speaking, human emotions form upon the ba-
sis of natural (innate) affectivity. The driving motive of
their development in ontogeny as in case of other higher
mental functions is communication with the adult, in
the first place, with the mother. For instance, the mother
fills with sense and signifies vital needs (you want to eat,
drink, you feel cold and so on) and corporeal functions of
the child. Likewise she recognizes and designates (signi-
fies) mimic, locomotive, physiological signs of the child’s
condition in the terms of emotions: pleasure, displeasure,
joy, sorrow (you're angry, pleased, anxious, upset, etc.).
The somatic-vegetative displays of physiological
state, that is, reddening, blanching, strain, relaxation,
etc. are signified in the category of emotional experienc-
es transforming into their sign and adding to the natu-
ral, organismic essence with the symbolic meaning. Such
a “doubling” leads not only to the formation of a wide
range of differentiated emotions but also to the “struc-
tural readjustment” of organismic functions (in particu-
lar, the physiological displays of emotions) which turn
from natural and involuntary to social and managed.
This fact changes the situation in a thoroughgoing way:
the child’s scream turns from the display of fear into the
instrument of overcoming and handling this fear, that is,
into the call for help. L. Wittgenstein describes the ac-
quisition through the natural sensation of the sign func-
tion by the example of pain: “The words are associated
with the primordial, natural expression of sensation, and
they substitute it. The child hurts himself, he cries, and
at the same time, the adults induce and teach to exclaim,
and then to clause. They teach the child a new, painful
conduct... Verbal expression of pain substitutes the cry”
[24]. In order for the child to acquire such an instru-
ment, it is very important to form and keep a constant
“gap” between the display of need and the mother’s re-
action, in which this display transforms into the action.
The acquirement of forms of emotion displays in-
cluding both orders and prohibitions in this sphere takes
place in touch with and under supervision of the adult.
In this sense, emotion does not differ from other high-
er mental functions, passing through the interpersonal
stage to intrapersonal. The peculiarity is determined by
the restrictive form of the joint activity, which is also
characteristic of corporeality and sexuality, by sharing
not only function fulfillment, but its prohibition with
the adult, as well. The examples of such prohibitions
are as follows: the refusal from direct feeling expression
(“A real man never cries”) or the imitation of socially sig-
nificant emotions (“Smile!”). The socialization of affects
in the form of cultural instructions and prohibitions is
the condition, manner and result of the development
of the voluntary management of emotions. By means of
transforming primarily outer dialogic process into inner
mechanisms of emotional regulation, there appears a ma-
ture emotion, the function of mastering and managing
one’s own behavior. In that way the emotion obtains its
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voluntariness attaining it non-directly (as it is impossi-
ble for a human being simply “not to feel”), but through
sign-symbolical operations.

The mother’s word creates the system of coordinates
and frame of references “leading” the child through
the steps of “affects taming”: differentiation, imitation,
teaching to express, and manage. “The immediate emo-
tional communication between the mother and child
during the first half a year of the life already does not
come to double-contact exchange of emotions; the world
of objects wedges in it as the third link, and the mother
loses no chance to indicate what is interesting, good, ter-
rifying in this world” [20]. Both fixing the “affect-object”
connection (“You rejoice at a new toy”) and training the
attitude to the matter of emotion (the objects connected
with a positive experience are valued as “good” or “de-
sired” and vice versa) are lifelong and social. One of the
first steps along this path contains the ability to “brake”
immediate emotional displays slowing down or conceal-
ing the feelings. The example can be politeness as a set
of regulations and restrictions for the expression of true
senses in definite situations. As sign systems determin-
ing emotion formation there are both natural phenom-
ena (gestures, mimicry obtaining sign functions) and the
sign system itself — speech.

Object domain is the primary “instrument” of the
mediation of emotions. The child learns to manage the
experiences through “acquiring” their objects. Citing to
AN. Leontiev, like a need must “gain its sight” in the
issue of meeting its object, an affective state transforms
into emotion by way of the “affect-object” connection.
Making formally external spatial manipulations with
an affectively charged object, per se, the child gains the
instrument to manipulate the inner state. In the future,
the child’s approach moves towards the objects that pro-
voke positive emotions and moves away from the objects
provoking negative emotions (peculiar to lower forms
of affectivity) are substituted by the complex activity of
sign-symbolic “holding” of one’s own behavior, emotions
and outward things. The management of emotions is not
carried out directly but in a mediate way, for instance,
by means of their objects. It is impossible to provoke a
definite feeling voluntarily, that is, with the help of self-
ordering and self-convincing but “manipulations” with
the emotion’s object enable to organize the situation in
the way when a desired feeling appears (“When a black
thought enters your mind, uncork a bottle of champagne
or read “The Marriage of Figaro” once again”).

The attainment of sign function by means of organis-
mic displays (the transformation of a “physiological” cry
into the message) and fixation of multiple-valued rela-
tions between an affective feeling and its object transfers
affectivity from the natural field into sign-symbolic, that
is, semiotic one. The comprehension of sign system opens
broad possibilities for their poly-semantic interpretation:
sorrow and joy for the person feeling their gist are the
signs of joyous and sad events, while for a psychiatrist or
psychologist they may be the sign of mental disorder, and
for a psychoanalyst they represent the reflection of some
long-ago forgotten incidents. The obligatory object ori-
entation of a mature emotion together with equivalence
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relation between an affective feeling and its object gen-
erates conditions for the voluntary regulation of emo-
tions. Emotions like higher mental functions also play “a
substantially diverse role in comparison with elementary
functions (auth. affects) accomplishing organized adap-
tation to situation with a preliminary control over one’s
own conduct” [22, p. 55]. The connection with their own
objects does not imply “the bondage” of emotions. It is
rather vice-versa: it enables to get free from the imposed
settlement of the immediate influence. The voluntari-
ness of emotions attained by means of sign-symbolic
mediation allows a person to take hold of the passions
caused by circumstances and /or hormonic changes. Vol-
untary perception sets a person free from the power of
sensory area, and voluntary memory — from the power of
immediate anamnesis. However, emotion voluntariness
has its restrictions: in emotion there is always a “track”
of a primitive, uncontrolled affect in the form of an inex-
plicable feeling that involuntarily appears and hard gives
way to regulation. This shade of “naturalness” and “im-
mediacy” adds the quality of “genuineness” to a mature
emotion: an excessive mediation is the loss of emotion
(“artificiality” of feelings, absence of sincerity), and an
excessive immediacy is a loss of the subject (“one has for-
gotten himself, has been off his onion, a surge of feelings
has overlaid”).

Thus, in the phylogenetic sense, affect is a product of
a biological development that has led to the differentia-
tion of a primarily indivisible reflection into cognitive
and affective processes, and emotion is a result of the
further cultural development of affective processes [7].
However, the relation of emotion with the object is not
concluded in the modality of its affective shade only: the
more developed emotion, the more complicated and me-
diated relations between them. If affect is characteristic
of either the “ignorance” of its object, or a plain connec-
tion with it, then in the course of socialization this con-
nection loses its immediate nature and becomes deter-
mined by the individual peculiarities of semantic sphere
and experience or by cultural standards and rules. This
relation may possess mobility and abilities for transfor-
mation in the issue of emotional switch. The kind of the
connection like this is not the identity when a definite
object is unambiguously related to the concrete affec-
tive feeling (this is characteristic of involuntary affects)
but it is rather a univalency (or, in the category of se-
miotics, “ascription”). As long as the object orientation
of emotion is a basis for the formation of voluntariness
(the object is one of the “tools” of mediation), these
disturbances are interrelated. The loss of voluntariness
represents the outer form of emotional disorders which
is phenomenologically reflected in a “capturing” kind of
feelings in affective and anxiety disorders, in the inabil-
ity to slow down, conceal or restrain their displays, while
its (voluntariness’s) latent psychological mechanism lies
in the derangement of the connection with the object.

In contrast to the “normal” experiences which keep
their ability for voluntary management or experimental
situation undergoing reality test, (where affect existence
depends upon duration of effect (chemical or neurophys-
iological)), in the clinical picture of affective pathology
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there is a peculiar field of persistent abnormal affective
phenomena whose distinguishing feature is the inability
of self-dependent correction. In spite of the diversity of
disorders in the affective sphere found in clinical prac-
tice, from the phenomenological point of view, besides
the particular “depth” and anomalous directedness of
pathological affects, their essence comes to two main
formal characteristics: the loss of voluntariness and con-
nection derangement with object content. Irrespective
of the modality of affect the loss of voluntariness is ex-
pressed in the inability of management of both experi-
ences attaining a peculiar “capturing” nature and affect
displays becoming uncontrolled by the subject. These
capturing experiences are characterized by ambiguity
and diffuseness, they are not that much reflexed by the
patient, and they seem to him/her to be “obscure” and
non-deducible from the life context. Even if they seem
to the patient to be the consequence of some real events,
their scale of the experience is incommensurable with
the event either in its depth, or in its duration.

Upsetting the wholeness of normal phenomenon,
pathology presents to us particular “natural experi-
ment” baring concealed-in-norm mechanisms. The dis-
tortion of the link of emotion with its object in affective
and anxiety disorders is found in two ultimate variants:
“non-object-oriented” and “over-object-oriented” emo-
tional phenomena. The former implies the loss of volun-
tariness, which is determined by the absence of appro-
priate means of management, that is, by the absence of
emotion’s object, first. The latter is determined by the
lack of means of management since the depth of emotion
in relation to this object or the link rigidity invariably
exceeds the ability to manage.

In the phenomenological sense, derangements of vol-
untariness show in an obsessive, “capturing” way of path-
ological experiences; structurally describing, as the con-
nection disturbance “object-affect”. One of the variants
of the loss of voluntariness is represented by “non-object-
oriented” emotional phenomena found in the clinical pic-
ture of endogenous disorders and described in the context
of the pathology of vital feelings. Vital ennui in depres-
sion and vital anxiety are characterized by the absence of
a causative explanation, firm content, psychological non-
deducibility from life context, and they have phase course
and respond to biological therapy. The diffuse localization
of similar sensations at the border of consciousness and
body can be considered as a peculiar “pseudo-thingness”,
the interpretation of non-object-oriented emotion as a
corporeal sensation (an “oppressive” boredom, “a weight
on one’s heart”, “the heart jumping out of the breast”,
“impossibility to find one’s own level”, the sensations of
“muscle tension”, “dry mouth”, “nervous tremor”, “lump
in one’s throat”, “lack of air”, “heaviness in the stom-
ach”, “weakness in legs”, etc.). Since such emotions have
“phantom” nature, no actual activity can help along their
resolution, and no object can fulfill the function of medi-
ate link, which attach a capturing and obsessive nature to
them. Apart from poorly managed emotional states linked
to vital needs determined phylogenetically, there may be
ontogenetically generated “particular” relations with the
object. These experiences about an excessively significant
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object in clinical practice are referred to the category of
“super values” and bound up with neurotic and personal-
ity disorders. Those super valuable formations are char-
acterized with a developed (though, not always appropri-
ate) reflection, hypertrophied pithiness, object-centered
character, and relatively safe criticism. The reasons for
the specific, overvalued relation to the emotion’s object
are associated with the history of a given particular pa-
tient, and seeming absurdity in the presence of a relative
criticism is based on the unconscious nature of connection
with the object.

Thus, there are two variants of the disruption of emo-
tion link with its object and, accordingly, two variants of
voluntary regulation disturbance turning emotion into
affect. The first variant corresponds to endogenous af-
fective disorders in which affect has not still become the
emotion, and object attribution has a phantom nature.
The second one corresponds to personality pathology,
psychogenic and neurotic disorders in which the affec-
tive component is not an emotion anymore since it is rig-
idly connected with the object [18].

The experimental proofs of the central place of regu-
latory component fault in affective disorders in the form
of the deficits of sign-symbolic mediation of emotional
regulation and actualization of destructive strategies of
self-regulation of emotional states (self-accusation, ru-
mination, desasterization, drinking for relieving anxi-
ety, avoidant behavior, etc.) are presented in the works
about cognitive regulation of emotions [12; 14].

As far as it was mentioned above, cultural-historical
approach in its classical variant applies to quite a limited
number of mental functions despite there were not and
there are not any fundamental restrictions to understand
both mental and non-mental functions from the point of
view of this approach. First of all, it concerns the cultural
transformation of the human body that extends not only
at the expense of instrument acquiring, but of the total
transformation of senses, motility abilities and even for-
mation of virtual mental functions (the Internet, com-
puter, imaging systems) (H.M. McLuhan. Understand-
ing Media: The Extensions of Man).

This is a fundamentally new field of the possible ap-
plication of cultural-historical approach concerning the
transformation of culture itself and generation of (in
principle) new psychological instruments-tools, which
come out of the extent of a simple site or physical corpus.
However, the base of such a transformation is laid down
already at the stage of the formation of cultural body,
cultural corporeal and physiological functions, which do
not match with natural functions in the way of realization
(actualization) and management being their basis. In the
most general form the idea of cultural body formulated by
K. Marx in his remark about that, “Hunger is hunger but
the hunger gratified with cooked meat eaten by a knife
and fork is another hunger than that which bolts raw meat
with the help of hand, nail and tooth” [10, p. 28].

In principle, the restrictions imposed on natural
functions by society create a new “landscape” of a cultur-
al body, in principle. Prohibition and rules of meal and
functions make the new reality of an “alimentary” body,
hygiene causes the subjective phenomenon of “cleanness




KYJbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAS IICUXOJOTUA 2020. T. 16. Ne 2
CULTURAL-HISTORICAL PSYCHOLOGY. 2020. Vol. 16, no. 2

and mud”, and sexual bans cultivate an “erotic body”.
In this sense, the last group of taboo is particularly de-
monstrative. Sexual needs colliding with the regulation
of its manifestations form totally particular ideas about
erotic/non-erotic entity, which are closely connected
with the historical, religious and ethnic variants of
banned/allowed substance. Despite sexual attraction is
traditionally regarded amongst major and the most fun-
damental human needs, its realization control is traced
since the very early stages of human history, particularly
in European culture. European culture is characterized
by marking out the zones of “tolerable” manifestations of
sexuality and distinct “marking” of forbidden ones. The
specific character of such an attitude requires mastering
one’s erotic attractions and turning sexual attraction
from natural and involuntary into voluntarily regulated.

Following L.S. Vygotsky, if one accepts that the most
important “trait of higher mental function is mastering
one’s own behavioral process”, then it is quite consis-
tent that sexuality loses its involuntary character early.
Moreover, this is the only human function whose canons
of realization are fixed within the framework of legisla-
tion. As aresult, there is a new, socially determined regu-
latory principle of sexual conduct. This is the sexuality,
which accounts for the idea of “cultural development”
consisting in that “it is not nature but society should be
regarded as the determining factor of human behavior”.

The hierarchal construction of human sexuality shows
itself in that natural need for procreation is instinctive in
nature; it has the exact range of unconditioned stimuli;
it is realized in the form of chain reflex under the condi-
tions that respond to these unconditioned irritants. It also
shows itself in that, from some moment it begins comply-
ing with the conventionalities that are not biological, but
social in nature and it transforms to “genetically more
complex and higher form of behavior”. The hierarchy of
the human sexuality construction reveals itself in the pos-
sibility of its split; for instance, in case of the “withdrawal”
of higher regulatory forms, in the situation of alcoholic
or drug intoxication, in the pathological state of affect, in
frontal lobe syndrome and other lesions of cortical parts of
the brain. As in some other variants of higher mental func-
tions, in the new structures of human sexuality (contrary
to lower mental functions) the difference lies in, first of
all, that “... the immediate unity of stimuli and reactions in
one complex turns out to be disturbed”.

Exactly like other mental functions, human sexuality
is characterized by the lifetime social nature of its forma-
tion. However, in this case the peculiarity of socialization
is determined by the combination of the severity of prohi-
bition, its inner contradiction and non-apparent wording
(not always); and the interpersonal stage of formation is
mostly characterized by sharing of not function fulfilment
but of its prohibition. Not only is the model of realization
primarily obtained, but also the stereotype of inhibition.
M. Foucault demonstrates that the silent management of
child’s sexuality displays in the form of interpersonal ac-
tivity may be realized not only in words, but also merely
in the architecture of educational buildings [4, p. 448].

Although the notion of socialization for L.S. Vy-
gotsky is not connected with the repressive function of
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culture, there is no principal theoretical restriction for
its usage when interpreting repression. Such an exten-
sion of the comprehension enables to use the advantages
of the home cultural-historical approach combining
them with the well-developed subject of the repressive
function of culture in contemporary western philosophy
and psychology. One more demonstrative example of the
socialization of non-mental functions, still turning into
cultural ones is the transformation of sleep. Sleep like
many other physiological functions is not fully natural
any more for a person as distinct from animals. Exactly
in the same way like a human being partially controls
that what, where, how and when he eats, where and how
his processes of elimination are realized, he began to par-
tially control his sleep. Sleep as well as food, excretion,
erection after their socialization gets not only naturally
but also socially determined: the way life and conduct
influence upon it; a human being regulates his sleep in
accordance with the views adopted by culture.

In the natural environment, sleep adjusts mainly to
conditions of nature (illumination, temperature, melato-
nin level in the blood) and regular flow of physiologi-
cal processes: as a general rule, an animal falls asleep as
night is setting in. It is tired, and it sleeps as much as
the organism needs. In the social environment, a person
finds the means of the direct and indirect regulation of
sleeping, thus, he endeavors to put off sleep time in order
to speak to his friends, complete his work, or go to the
cinema. He tries not to fall asleep in the daytime when
there is work to do, when he moves and flies over sev-
eral time zones and then tries to adapt himself to time
changes, and he fixes the time he gets up in the morn-
ing. The set of means of the indirect regulation of sleep
enlarges: a person takes soporific to fall asleep, sets an
alarm clock, on having awoken he has coffee in order to
wake up. Regimen becomes the tool of sleep regulation:
aperson’s job and life assign an individual what time and
how regularly he goes to bed, and how many hours he
sleeps. An artificial light allows a person to work in the
night, perhaps, breaking his circadian rhythms — the
rhythms of sleep and wakefulness in concerned with
lightning. In other words, at least, a human sleep may be
partially controlled with the help of direct (what time to
go to bed and wake up) and indirect (sleeping pills, cof-
fee, energizing drinks, listening to the music before one’s
sleep, making a bed) tools. Thus, sleep can be considered
as the analogue of higher mental function [13, p. 24].

Sleep as well as food, excretion, erection after their
socialization gets not only naturally but also socially de-
termined: the way life and conduct influence upon it; a
human being regulates his sleep in accordance with the
views adopted by culture.

Such a transformation like in every other case creates
a specific zone of “the cultural pathology” represented
by the whole set of caused-by-culture disorders. From
the moment the sleep is not a natural function any more,
a person begins taking it as a voluntary function, that is,
as that what he is able and obliged to manage. However,
a human being can manage even “genuine” higher mental
functions (memory, perception, thinking) on a limited
scale only. The sleep itself is just an analogue of higher
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mental functions. Like any physiological function it de-
pends upon a great number of factors; and the boundar-
ies of its voluntary regulation are pretty narrow. As in
case of conversion disorders, functional impotence and
other “higher” corporeal function derangements, neurot-
ic insomnia forms according to the mechanism of the vi-
cious circle of excessive efforts, hyper function of control
in the absence of necessary means and instruments for
such a regulation. The lack of the improvement in con-
sequence of auto regulation does not lead to the change
of coping-strategy by patients: either they proceed with
picking up some newer inefficient medicines of sleep
control, or they cease any whatsoever actions in way
of “rejection reaction” and changeover to the chemical
modulators — somnifacients. For all that, the size of the
market of soporifics — the most widespread psychotro-
pic drugs — enables to evaluate the prevalence of cul-
tural pathology related to sleep in modern society.

Last but not least, let us dwell on one of the most re-
markable moments of the socialization and transforma-
tion of innate biological functions into higher mental
functions, regulated voluntarily and then post-volun-
tarily and mediated by special tools. Besides the genera-
tion of new forms of activity, this process is attended by
possibly an incidental to some extent but fundamental
feature: the generation of the subject himself, the con-
sciousness. On having encountered with an obstacle on
the path of the involuntary unconscious fulfillment of
any natural function, the subject is “clarified” for him-
self becoming the object for himself. This is possible un-
der the conditions of “delayed”, “braked” activity only,
where the subject displays himself in the form of the sub-
ject of deficiency, and then of activities.

From Vygotsky’s viewpoint, a corpus is fully farmed
out to physiology. As soon as the anaphora of the trans-
formation of the natural entity into the sociocultural one
is finished in a gesture, further on is there a beginning
of the human life itself of a human being. That is, it is
a “one-shot event”. The essence is established: one may
forget about the body further, as well as about the trans-
formation connective in between the natural and human
substances. Anyway, there is an ability to think over the
situation in another way. The deficiency, inability of the
newborn for a self-dependent existence with no adult’s
help, the so-called “defect” of the body are not the situa-
tion of the initial stage of development but a permanent
situation. A person as a human being is not complete:
from the moment of conception till the moment of death
he is merely a “being in the possibility” to become a hu-
man being not only as personality but also still in the
sense of nature. Each day we face the incompleteness of
ourselves, the peculiar “defect”; and if this deficiency is
experienced and/or conscious, the corporeal deficiency
obtains a sociocultural dimension; the latter in its turn
argues about its corporeal disincarnating [17].

The clarification is under way, seemingly, according
to a universal mechanism for consciousness: one realizes
(is aware of) everything that meets with an obstacle on
the path of an immediate and unfettered realization. We
encounter with the substance of thinking when we can-
not accomplish a task, with the substance of memory
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when it denies. This resembles the probe, which phe-
nomenologically exists in the zone of its “semi-transpar-
ency”, partial controllability. As soon as it ceases fully to
obey, it turns into an outside object; and as soon as it gets
fully subordinate and predictable, it is included in body
scheme is not conscious anymore. It can be represented
as the metaphor of glass: if we see a completely opaque
glass, then we can predetermine its depth by no means,
it appears in front of us in the form of surface; if it is ut-
terly transparent it is outside our perception. The glass
is in existence to us as much as we encounter with it in
one way or another; it is semitransparent or dust-laden.

The genesis of subjectness like all the forms of higher
activity takes place in ontogeny, when encountering
with cultural restrictions and requirements the child has
to accommodate himself to them turning in the process
of “normal estrangement” from resultant physical and
physiological “forces” into the author of his actions. This
act lies in the base of the formation of the basic psycho-
logical tool — pointing gesture, which underlie any sign
from the point of view of L.S. Vygotsky. “In case of ges-
ture, its natural and sociocultural constituents are equal-
ly necessary but differently significant in the making,
they form the unique variant of growing sociality (and
not only it)... The challenge of a human nature deficient
in itself and for itself produces future sociality matrix in
gesture. At that, strictly speaking, ever since a human
being has got his internal psychological plan formed,
there is another “coming to help” as well as the person as
“the other for himself”. In this sense, the room for gesture
development like a border zone, in which nature evokes
culture’s response, is not only outside but in the essence
of each person” [17]. Let us pay our attention to that the
pointing gesture becomes a sign only provided that it is
an “unaccomplished”, outstanding action. The need for
it will be no longer relevant if it (the action) manages
to be fulfilled. This is the gap in fulfilling a grasping ac-
tion that transforms it into the gesture of managing his
mother who ought to complete it first. There is one more
accurate ontogenetic instance of generating subjective
responsibility: to put the baby in the corner. The situa-
tion here stands out for its form from normal action. The
baby’s actions are not confined with the physical limits
of the situation: he is rather able to leave the corner but
he does not do it transforming the action absence into
his own action and alien will or fear of punishment into
his action of “inaction”.

This is the type of ontogenesis when the child is un-
der the process of the formation of his own consciousness.
J. Piaget’s statement about the connection of the advent
of egocentric speech with the hardship of the operational
aspect of the child’s activity can be amplified with the hy-
pothesis about the necessity of normal self-estrangement,
primary externalization of I with the following new inter-
nalization and formation of a mature personality. In other
words, even in this, an adequate identification is the prod-
uct of the internalization of what has been externalized
before; it forms in the process of the step-wise formation
of ability for voluntary regulation. This is the very stage of
egocentric speech when the child speaks about himself in
the third person, which is corroborated with the relatively
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late formation of the first person pronoun in language and
with the absence of the phenomena of estrangement in
younger children and the reps of archaic cultures.

*

The problem of socialization within the scope of
cultural-historical approach may be considered in a
much broader way than as merely the development of
higher mental functions. This is about the transforma-
tion of biological substance into human entity. Ow-
ing to it a person becomes not only the slave of envi-
ronment, perceptive field or of his instinctive desires,
emotions but he gains the whole number of psycho-
logical tools for separation from them and obtaining
of a definite autonomy.
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he authors of the article believe that establishing

the relationship between three fundamental subject
matters of psychology as a science, and essential areas
of psychological practice — and namely, Education!, De-
velopment and Health — is prerequisite to achieve prac-
tical goals in any of these three areas. However it took
the authors much time and effort to come to conceptual-
ize the relationship between the three disciplines. When
we started working on this article, it became clear that
in order to create a proper problem statement address-
ing the relationship between the subjects of science from

» o«

! The authors use the terms “education”,
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the perspective of the non-classical, practice-oriented
research, it is crucial to make meaning of one’s own sci-
entific and practical journey. According to our teacher
N.G. Alekseev, what works in practice is “lived-through”
scheme rather than “office-room” patterns. Therefore,
we chose to approach the article’s central problem state-
ment by reconstructing each of the authors’ professional
journey. It enabled us to single out four steps needed to
articulate the problem statement addressing the relation-
ship between Education, Development and Health in sci-
entific research and practice.

instruction” and “learning” as synonyms in this article.
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1. The first step is discovering the contributions of
reflection to normal and pathological functioning. The
authors of this article carried out their first term papers
under the supervision of scholars who used to work with
Vygotsky and whose frame of reference developed under
the influence of his ideas and personality. These schol-
ars — Bluma W. Zeigarnik and Piotr Y. Galperin — were
friends and paid regular visits to each other. Nevertheless,
as far as research is concerned, they went their separate
ways “rearing” the seeds that L. Vigotsky had sown, i.e.
the ideas that fertilized various areas of psychology. Blu-
ma Zeigarnik promoted the cultural-historical approach
in clinical psychology, and Piotr Galperin introduced
it to developmental psychology. Nonetheless, their ap-
proaches had something in common, and namely, they
were practice-oriented; both scholars were practitioners
right from the start. When developing psychodiagnostic
methods in pathopsychology, B. Zeigarnik emphasized the
idea of instrumentality of the human psyche. In our per-
sonal communications, she reiterated that facilitation of
mental processes mediatedness opened a way to resolving
psychological problems; she pointed out that pathology
was, first and foremost, a deficit of self-regulation capaci-
ty. P. Galperin grounded the development of his educational
methods in the idea that the origins of the human psyche
lay within the social, and that the psyche was “grown” from
external, materialized actions through their interiorization.

Thus, their effort aimed at solving the issue of the
mental processes organization, and untangling convert-
ed series of internal actions hidden from us.

Volitional regulation; awareness; mediatedness, and
goal-orientation were Zeigarnik’s favourite and most im-
portant words for comparison of mental processes in nor-
mal and pathological conditions. When specifying the
conditions of efficient education, Galperin introduced
the notion of the mental actions quality, and a key feature
of this quality referred to awareness of the mode of ac-
tion. A wealth of skills and knowledge that our teachers,
who elaborated on Vygotsky’s ideas, endowed us became
an important foothold for the step towards discovering
the role of reflection in the norm and in mental disorders.
This step grew from the integration of different lines of
cognition research and attempts to shape thinking in the
course of creative problem solving by healthy subjects
(V.K. Zaretsky) and people with thought disorders in
schizophrenia (A.B. Kholmogorova).

Creative thinking resisted to being shaped. This pro-
cess might have been hindered by a view on mistakes
that advocates of the stage-by-stage formation of men-
tal actions stuck to. This framework conceptualized ef-
ficient learning as formation of mental actions meeting
predetermined high standards, and considered mistakes
to be undesirable and intolerable phenomena. At the
same time, an insight occurred only when research par-
ticipants followed wrong routes through the task. That is,
a mistake was essential for creative action, and the insight
exhibited itself as experiencing the transition from a wrong
mode of action to a mode that met the challenge appro-
priately. It was within this transition when the crucial
contribution of reflection to cognitions came to the fore-
ground. Therefore, it was no coincidence that research
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continued from other perspectives: the system approach
to cognition, which believed reflection to be incorporat-
ed in the structure of thinking [2; 27] allowed to develop
a theoretical rationale for the central role of reflection
and to support it with empirical evidence from cognitive
research on the material of creative problem-solving.

Zaretsky (1975) identified and described the phe-
nomenon of pre-insight intensification of reflection in
his graduation study supervised by Igor N. Semenov,
Galperin’s and Alekseev’s disciple. Now it is difficult to
believe that the graduation thesis was marked down to
“B” instead of “A” due to the use of “a completely un-
known, non-psychological term ‘reflection’ ” [1], which
the jury had reproached the author for. In after years,
the creative problem-solving task became not only the
empirical material for creative process research but also
the model of a challenging situation when a person faces
inadequacy of his/her modes of action. Given that this
situation is a common occurrence in learning, in after
years, the identified contribution of reflection to cre-
ative problem solving became an important clue to as-
sisting children who experience learning difficulties.

The creative problem-solving task modeled the situ-
ation of a challenge and the need to become aware of
and to restructure basic modes of action. In one of the
first coauthored articles, we called the mechanism of this
restructuring “a constructive function of reflection” [29]
As early as at the end of the 1970s, Nikita Alekseev, our
second and mutual teacher, emphasized that reflexivity
became a specific trait of cognition in the second half of
the 20th century, and within a short time, it would be
impossible to imagine either science or culture in gen-
eral without the concept of reflection [22] Alekseev en-
joyed quoting Fichte’s words, “Reflection is freedom”.
He also argued, “When the mode is out of awareness,
it harnesses the person; reflection enables the person to
become aware of the mode of action and to harness it”
(N.G. Alekseev, a workshop presentation).

Inspired by the ideas about the role of reflection in
cognitive regulation, which we both believed to be a pos-
sible clue to solving the puzzle of schizophrenia at the
time, we approached Bluma Zeigarnik in 1979 and sug-
gested studying the process of creative problem solving
in schizophrenia patients. Zeigarnik was quite impressed
with the potential of reflection studies for uncovering
the mysteries of mental disorders, as explicit self-regula-
tion or mediation of mental processes would be impossi-
ble without fully-fledged reflection. So, our first mutual
study of cognitive dynamics and its reflexive regulation
in the normal and pathological conditions [29] occurred.
An examination of the healthy sample showed that in a
challenging situation, at the stage of moving in blockade
[16] cognition either got organized by means of reflec-
tion and overcame the impasse, or got disorganized un-
less the regulatory function of reflection “switched on”.
An examination of the schizophrenia sample showed that
whereas cognitive processes before moving in blockade
unfolded in a similar way in both samples, at the stage of
moving in blockade cognition disintegrated because re-
flection never “switched on” [49] These findings allowed
us to infer that reflexive regulation of cognition played a
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crucial role in challenging situations and that this regu-
lation was disturbed globally in severe mental disorders.
Subsequent writings elaborated on this conclusion [35],
[36]. Later — during the following step — the views on
the role of reflection in genesis and resolution of chal-
lenging situations became essential for the translation of
academic research onto psychological practice.

2. The second step comprised work within “Educa-
tion-Development” and “Health-Development” dyads.
At the cusp of 1980s—90s, when the Russian academic psy-
chology started to turn its face towards practice, we both,
just like other Russian psychologists, dived into practice
and became engrossed in it. Then our “reflection-based”
expertise transformed into conceptual tools, which were
quite instrumental when dealing with practical issues in
psychotherapy (A.B. Kholmogorova) and problem-solv-
ing counselling (V.K. Zaretsky), which focused on chal-
lenges that many individuals as well as organizations and
communities were encountering at the time.

Later, due to different reasons, issues of helping
children with learning difficulties became the focus
of Zaretsky’s counseling activity. Kholmogorova who
completed multiple training courses in various areas of
psychotherapy that were available due to generous sup-
port of our foreign colleagues, had her heart set on Aaron
Beck’s cognitive psychotherapy. At this stage, the work
was developing in two directions: 1) the cultural-histori-
cal framework became essential for analyzing the Educa-
tion and Development issues when providing assistance
to underachievers and children with learning difficul-
ties and arrested development; 2) the cultural-historical
framework helped to establish relationships between the
issues of Health and Development in terms of psycho-
therapy effectiveness research (A.B. Kholmogorova).
At this stage, the “Education-Development” and “Health-
Development” dyads were separate.

Let us consider the “Education-Development” dyad
using the example of psychological and educational sup-
port with overcoming learning-difficulties provided to
school students in 1990—2010. In the beginning, this
objective consisted in assistance with bridging the gaps
in knowledge by improving teachers’ efficiency through
incorporating psychological assistance tools helping to
become aware of inappropriate modes of action and to
restructure them, i.e. through initiating, activating and
supporting students’ reflection. A small book “When the
situation seems insolvable...”, which was written right
before this stage, aimed at endowing people with psy-
chological expertise that they could use for real-world
problem solving, and articulated five rules of creative
problem solving [20]. The 17-year-long academic re-
search on cognition in creative problem solving, the ma-
terial of which was used in several PhD studies, resulted

in five short sentences... Here are these rules that became
the first tools of psychological help to organize thinking
in a challenging situation [20, p. 47].

1. In order to solve a problem, one needs to set one’s
mind to it.

2. In order to solve a problem, one needs to believe
that it can be solved.

3. In order to solve a problem, one needs to be solv-
ing it.

4. In order to solve a problem, one needs to under-
stand what interferes with solving it.

5. In order to solve a problem, one needs to see the
obstacle as a way to solving the problem?.

As you can see, these rules were free from any sub-
ject-specificity. The former three rules represented per-
sonality-related conditions of solving challenging prob-
lems (to set one’s mind to; to believe; to invest effort).
The latter two rules were related to reflection: to become
aware of the obstacle (which lay within one’s own mode
of action) and to turn it into a resource when searching
for a solution, as P. Galperin [14] believed that obsta-
cles acted not only to disconnect but also to connect the
problem statement and the solution to be found. Using
chimpanzee’ problem solving research as an example,
Galperin explained that when a chimp saw the distance
between its hand and a banana as something that con-
nected them rather than interfered with getting the ba-
nana, it would think to get a stick and fill in that interval.

Working with children with learning difficulties, we
Jfrequently employed the fifth problem-solving rule that
helped children take mistakes and challenges easier. Tt
helped them understand that becoming aware of the
causes underlying challenges and obstacles on their way
to the correct solution, as well as deficits in their own
modes of action was indeed a great success. There was
only one step from becoming aware of the cause of a mis-
take to correcting it, and this step was to see the obstacle
as a way to problem-solving, namely, to understand what
and how one needed to change about one’s mode of ac-
tion. Students of any age that we worked with mastered
the words “mode” and “reflection” very quickly and in-
corporated them in their activity.

In the 1990s, the number of underachieving students
was rising fast. According to our practical experience, in-
troduction of differentiated instruction and the so-called
remedial classes made things even worse rather than im-
proved them. This happened because teachers preferred
to view underachieving children as “ineducable”. This
gave a proper explanation to their professional failure,
and attempts (unsuccessful though) to teach these chil-
dren could qualify as an act of humanity.

This perspective prevailed among educators, but it
contradicted successful practice of “innovative teach-
ers” who demonstrated that indeed there were no in-

2 0On April 21, 2019, the 500th TV-game “What? Where When?” took place, in the creation of which V.K. Zaretsky took part as a
psychologist-consultant in 1975. Having voiced the first four rules for solving a creative problem, the host of the TV program B. Kryuk
suggested asking players a question, about what the fifth rule is. Team of six players could not answer correctly, so we may say that
30 years after these rules were formulated, the idea that there is a resource in the difficulty itself for a solution still remains unclear and

even original.
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educable children, but there were creative challenges of
setting conditions for their education and development.
Sometimes these challenges could be very difficult but
still manageable. Emilia Leongard’s work with deaf and
hard-of-hearing children and the experience of the Cen-
tre of Remedial Education; “Borozdin’s School” Abilita-
tion Centre etc. served good examples of that practice.
One could also remember a unique experiment of the So-
viet time, and namely, the project initially supervised by
A.I Meshcheryakov and later by E.V. Ilyenkov, who cre-
ated conditions for education and development of a group
of deafblind students. A student from this group A.V. Su-
vorov became PhD in psychology and developed a unique
educational approach [48]. Keeping in mind these exam-
ples of fruitful professional educational and psychological
work, we decided to reword the problem of educating “the
ineducable”: when a child failed to learn and to develop, it
would mean that educators had failed to find and to cre-
ate such conditions for learning and development that
would have met this child’s specific needs. As this child’s
life would begin to center around the situation of facing
learning challenges, the outcome of which would deter-
mine his/her future life, the practical goal would focus on
how to help the child overcome this learning challenge. It
was assumed that if the child overcame his/her learning
difficulties with our help, he/she would make progress in
development as Vygotsky stated that “learning preceded
development” [11]. Besides, Galperin’s work taught us
that operational cognitive schemata in junior-school chil-
dren changed when children started learning elementary
mathematical concepts [44]. Elkonin articulated a clear
statement that it was the child’s own intellectual activity
that drove development [61], and Elkonin and Davydov’s
practice of developmental education, which aimed at fa-
cilitating development through organization of instruc-
tion, was unfolding successfully in psychology and educa-
tion [15; 46; 60; 62], etc.

The first project whose aim was to rebut the assump-
tion that there were ineducable children, encompassed
summer schools for children with special needs and learn-
ing difficulties in the Nytvensky District of Perm Krai,
Russia. The summer schools took place in 1996—2002,
and it was the school of 1997 and working with children
with learning difficulties at the Russian language lessons
that gave rise to a new approach, which was named “the
Reflection and Activity Approach” to helping children
overcome learning difficulties [17].

The approach received this name to reflect the idea of a
Russian language teacher (N.Y. Abasheva) and a psychol-
ogist who assisted her (V.K. Zaretsky) that students were
to become agents of their activity by means of overcom-
ing their own difficulties and reflecting upon this process.
The core assumption was that orientation on overcoming
challenges and active attempts at coping from the agent’s
position would facilitate gaining awareness on inefficient
modes of action and promote their restructuring.

For example, when asked how they wrote dicta-
tions, most children answered, “I hear — I write”. It was
their natural way of writing dictations. Some children
strongly believed that most words were spelled just as
they sounded, and one could simply spell them by ear.
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After a short piece of work on reflection focusing on
analyzing and classifying mistakes, the mode of action
went through initial transformation, “I hear — I think —
I write”. However the main issue was that the children
lacked instruments to make thinking possible. While go-
ing deeper into the mode of action, the students became
aware that one needed to see “bottlenecks” so that one
could reflect on anything. They understood that one
needs to know grammar rules for various cases, various
morphemes, and word classes... Depending on the ex-
tent of the gaps, the middle part of the mode of action
(“I think”) could turn into a complex system of actions
that occupied two or three pages when put down on pa-
per. Nevertheless, when the mode of action was well-de-
veloped, tried, and its robustness was proved by practice,
the child had nothing else to do to become literate but
train 100 spelling rules and 50 punctuation rules getting
to know some specific terms on the way. After one’s own
reflection and creative work on the mode of action, this
goal seemed quite attainable.

The children left the summer school having acquired
the experience of successful coping with several challenges
(i.e. the learning effect might have been not so big), and
willingness to continue working on their own difficulties.
What was especially important, they were clearly aware
of what they could do themselves and what they needed
another person’s help with (a teacher, a psychologist, or
someone else). We believed this result to signify cogni-
tive and personal development that was visible without
special psychological testing [24].

This experience taught us that the assumption that
“learning precedes development” was more than a the-
oretical statement, but a practical tool, some kind of a
“methodological clue” to the problem of the relationship
between Education and Development. Starting work
with a student experiencing learning difficulties, one
needed to identify what the child was able to do him/
herself; what the child was unable to do; what help the
child needed; and how things that the child would learn
having overcome his/her difficulties could help him/her
to develop and what specific development they would
facilitate, which was especially important in terms of
the problem statement. For example, arranging for the
action of control (according to Galperin and Kabylnits-
kaya) [40] when working on mistakes due to lack of con-
centration facilitated development of attention. Efforts
invested in overcoming the inability to remember more
than a couple of words when writing a dictation and to
understand connections between them resulted in de-
velopment of a meaningful text perception, imagination,
the ability to act mentally. Overcoming a stereotype of
thoughtless “mechanical model-based action” led to de-
velopment of thinking, understanding and establishing
of causal and other relationships etc.

Positive personality changes that could be considered
as new personality formations occurred in parallel. For ex-
ample, lack of motivation for learning gave place to insa-
tiable curiosity (sometimes a flock of children was follow-
ing the teacher after the lesson asking her questions, some
of which she even found difficult to answer). Lack of belief
in one’s own abilities and possible success changed for con-
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fidence that there were no insolvable issues. Former lower
scorers started wondering which Moscow universities
they could enter. Resistance to making any assignments
gave way to appetite for learning; willingness to face any
challenge; enthusiasm when solving difficult problems.
The capacity for reflection enabled the children to be pre-
cisely aware of what they already knew, and of what they
did not know yet but what they were going to learn tomorrow
(the day or two days after etc.). They became aware that
to learn something that they were still unable to do, was
a matter of time and effort alone. When anyone believed
him/herself “ineducable” (disordered, “defective”), these
myths dissolved quickly as soon as real learning progress
was made. A student might even overcome learned help-
lessness when the educators managed to engage the child
in relevant activity.

Witnessing personality evolution of the children
whom we succeeded to provide efficient psychological
and pedagogical help to (we should say it openly that
of course, there were children who we failed to help),
every time we got amazed at its speed. There was a for-
mer “lazybones” who told us that she got scared when
she “had forgotten all the twelve word classes” on her
way to the toilet at 2 a.m., but had succeeded to remem-
ber them while she was walking back. And there was an
overage child who had spent three extra years at elemen-
tary school and who was telling a young teacher from a
different school about his last-year training. He told her
that he used to be unable to add figures but succeeded
in learning all mathematical operations; that his reading
speed increased month by month, and that he learnt to
prevent mistakes in words with a soft sign...

All the changes resulted from an altered attitude to
learning. Therefore, we started to lay a special emphasis
on a student’s position within the learning process, and we
found out that students who exercised learning from the
Jull subjectnes position not only became agents of learning
and reflection but also became agents of self-development.
We were able “to catch” empirical acts of self-develop-
ment by means of analyzing children’s reflexive state-
ments. For example, a child who was working on avoid-
ing mistakes in words with unstressed vowels in the root
could say in the course of reflection, “I have learnt to
cope with my anxiety”. It was reconstructing the process
that the child initiated alone that made the link between
anxiety and working on mistakes be comprehensible.
When the child started working on the rule, she became
quickly aware that she knew the rule and how to use it,
but her anxiety due to the fear of making a mistake de-
stroyed the whole process and precluded rational action.
Anxiety was a challenge; therefore she needed to learn to
cope with it. She set the goal — she achieved it, “I have
learnt to cope with my anxiety!” It is worth mentioning
that no one said a word about “anxiety” during the les-
son; the child asked neither the teacher nor the psychol-
ogist for help; that is to say, in the course of reflecting,
she discovered a target for her fully autonomous effort.
If the girl did learn to cope with anxiety that interfered
with her performance, the step in development, which
the child made by herself, could indeed be an instance of
self-development.
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The conceptual framework of the Reflective-activity
approach (RAA) started to develop in the course of re-
flecting on the experience of summer schools; working
with children with special needs and disabilities; orphaned
children; adolescents with behavioral conduct issues, and
other difficult categories of children and adolescents [21].
The key RAA concepts included students’ subjectness
position in learning [32]; student-teacher cooperation;
positive, meaningful and emotional contact; reflection;
elaborating modes of action; and self-development [21].
The value of Development became the basic value shared
by the RAA-community members (as RAA advocates
started to call themselves); the “Intention-Implementa-
tion-Reflection” scheme [1] became the basic scheme for
arrangement of joint activity; and the main conceptual
instruments encompassed cultural-historical psychology
assumptions on the relationship between learning and de-
velopment. The concept of the zone of proximal develop-
ment (ZPD) [11], [12] was central and served the basis
for the next step in conceptualizing the relationship be-
tween Education, Development and Health.

Nevertheless, it is worth looking at the progress with
the “Development and Health” dyad at first. Let us be-
gin to problematize the “Development-Health” dyad
with citing a small quote from personal correspondence,
“You are saying that you have written an article on how
Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory could be useful for
psychotherapy. But psychotherapy has been rapidly de-
veloping... Was Vygotsky such a visionary indeed?” (From
Alfred Langle’s letter to Alla Kholmogorova following
the XXth IFP Congress).

We wrote and published the article with a detailed
account of the importance of cultural-historical psychol-
ogy for psychotherapy in 2010 [56], [57]. In the present
article, we would like to give a brief description of the
cultural-historical psychology heuristic potential for
psychotherapy. Vygotsky authored a developmental
theory with a very strong conceptual framework that
may become an essential vehicle for psychotherapists if
they want not only to eliminate the disease symptoms
but also to enhance health resources facilitating their
patients’ development. From the cultural historical per-
spective, mental development implies internalization of
cultural tools for organization of one’s mental activity
whereas psychopathology is a lack of tools for mental
regulation and organization of the psyche. In this case,
psychotherapy can be described as the process of com-
pensating for this deficit through development of new
mental formations that change the organization; expand
the psyche’s “apparatus”, and improve the capacity for
mental self-regulation.

Let us refer to the authority of James Wertsch, one of
the main Western experts in cultural-historical psychol-
ogy, who wrote, “... the emergence of selfregulative capaci-
ties in ontogenesis — a central theme in the work of Vy-
gotsky and his followers... their ideas about self-regulation
can be properly understood only if we conduct a genetic
analysis that goes back to the origins of self-regulation...
researchers have paid very little attention to his ideas
about the transition from interpsychological into intra-
psychological functioning” [78]. Although contemporary
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Western experts in Social Cognition do not mention Vy-
gotsky’s name, they have been disseminating the central
idea of cultural-historical psychology putting an emphasis
on the need for the transition from the intrapsychological
(which conceptualizes social cognitions as resulting from
maturation of some specific, genetically-programmed
brain substrate) to the interpsychological (focusing on
the role of the child-adult interaction) paradigm [76].
Undoubtedly, highlighting the importance of a genetic
analysis, Wertsch meant that researchers paid little atten-
tion to the mechanisms of the transition from “the inter-¢
to “the intra”, in order to study which one needs to ad-
dress such concepts of Vygotsky’s theory of development
as collaboration; the zone of proximal development; bypass
pathways of mental development. Another famous British
researcher of social cognition, Charles Fernyhough points
to a key contribution of Vygotskian ideas about the func-
tion of egocentric speech to understanding of the nature
of mentalization and empathy-social cognitions that lay
the ground for understanding oneself and other people
[52; 69]. Fernyhough singles out two types of the adult-
child or the therapist-client interaction as a clue for de-
velopment of social cognitions: 1) partnership interaction
implying two positions of a child and an adult; a client and
a therapist (Vygotskian collaboration); 2) instructional
interaction — when an adult or a therapist domineers the
interaction (ideology of influence). Whereas the first type
facilitates development of social cognitions and reflexive
capacities, the second mode suppresses them. Relational
analysis [73] — one of the modern psychodynamic psycho-
therapy approaches — directly relies on Vygotsky’s con-
cepts of internalization; dialogue with an adult, and ZPD.
Within the practice of the Reflection and Activity
Approach to assisting children with learning difficulties
[21] development of dialogical and reflexive thinking is
embedded in the principles of collaborating within ZPD
and facilitating of the subjectness position and reflect-
ing on modes of action. A step in learning based on these
principles may facilitate remediation of social cognition
deficits. The capacity for reflection can be viewed as an

METACOGNITIVE
PROCESSES

SELF-REGULATION

REFLECTIVE
FUNCTIONING

essential criterion of psychological maturity, and the pro-
cess of “rearing” this capacity in the course of psychother-
apy and assistance with overcoming learning difficulties
Jacilitates development and the transition to a higher level
of psychological functioning.

From the positions of the Russian tradition of the
study of creative thinking and cultural-historical psy-
chology, the mechanisms of the effectiveness of cogni-
tive therapy of A. Beck were analyzed not only for men-
tal health, but also for general development [50], [72],
[30] Due to his major contribution to theory and prac-
tice of psychotherapy, Aaron Beck deserves to be called
a Freud of the second half of the 20 century. More-
over, his ideas about the human ability to manage their
mental processes and life were far more optimistic — he
enriched psychotherapy with a metaphor of a human
as a pilot. It was Beck, who translated the Cognitive
Revolution, which overtook Western psychology, onto
psychotherapy in the 1970s—80s [63]. Furthermore,
a review of mechanisms underlying cognitive psycho-
therapy effectiveness from the conceptual perspective
of the Russian cognitive research on reflection [50; 72]
showed that Beck’s writings contained the seeds of an-
other revolution — the Revolution of Reflection that
broke out in the 21 century when all psychotherapy
has become reflexive or metacognitive in the Western
psychology terms [53], Describing these Revolutions in
psychotherapy, we used to metaphorically describe them
as “from sex and reflex — to reflection” in our publica-
tions [56], [57], [72].

Figure 1 below embraces terms that various ap-
proaches to psychotherapy utilize as central concepts
when addressing mental health issues, and all of them
represent various functions of reflection.

As early as in 1988, Donald Meichenbaum, one of the
cognitive psychotherapy founder, wrote, “Metacognition
refers to the executive self-regulatory processes one en-
gages in and how one reflects upon them. The CB thera-
pist helps clients develop the ability to “notice,” “catch,”
“Interrupt,” “monitor,” and “evaluate,” their thoughts,

MINDFULLNESS

SOCIALCOGNITON

MENTALIZATION

Fig. 1. Reflection and Its Foreign Alternatives
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feelings, and behaviors. Moreover, CB therapists ensure
that clients take credit or make self-attributions about the
behavioral changes they implement” [67]. This short quote
hides several essential cultural-historical concepts: help; co-
operation; mode of action; reflection; subjectness position?
(it was shown above how these concepts were used and de-
veloped in RAA). And here is another quote of the same
author, “Another somewhat related influence, especially
in the development of CBT with children, was the work
Of the Soviet psychologists Lev Vygotsky (1978) and his
student A.R. Luria (1976). They proposed that children
become socialized by internalizing interpersonal commu-
nication into private (intrapersonal) speech. Their social-
ization and internalization models provided a theoretical
framework for the development of cognitive behavior
modification with children” [67].

Holmes, a contemporary social cognition researcher,
defined mentalization as the capacity to see oneself from
the outside (i.e.in the terms of the reflection action scheme,
performing the internal actions of alienation and objectifi-
cation), and to see other people from the inside — somehow
permeating, transferring oneself onto their mental state
(i.e. performing an internal action of decentration) [71].

The described cultural-historical approach to the Devel-
opment-Health dyad implies that development of mature
mental structures, capacity for reflection and self-regula-
tion is prerequisite for health. This raises the question: how
to provide conditions for this development? Until now,
most research on these conditions dealt with the role of
upbringing and the role of key — first and foremost, pa-
rental — figures in development, e.g. in Bowlby’s theory of
attachment. As far as health issues were concerned, educa-
tion was viewed mostly from the perspective of its nega-
tive effects, i.e. damage to students’ mental health. Now
we have reached the third step and its key question — is it
possible to create such conditions for development in the
course of education that would facilitate students’ mental
health in the best possible way?

3. The third step on the way to the “Education-
Development-Health Triad”. Reflecting on the prac-
tice of psychotherapy and counseling for children with
learning difficulties and conceptualizing the problem
of the relationship between Education, Development
and Health from the cultural-historical perspective.

Let us consider the Education-Health dyad. The ep-
idemic of affective disorders characterizes a current state
of affairs in healthcare of many countries, including Rus-
sia. Depressive and anxiety disorders; eating disorders
become younger, and cause crisis states; suicidal behav-
iors and social maladjustment in children, adolescents
and youth increasingly more frequently. A US study of
over 13,000 adolescents at the age of 12 to 17 years old in
2009—2014 elucidated threatening figures of childhood
depression — 13.6% in boys and 36.1% in girls [64]. An
examination of 10,000 school students at the age of 7 to
17 years old in China using Covac’s Children Depres-

7sion Inventory (CDI) also identified a significant num-
ber of students at risk of depression (23.9%) [74]. The
biological approach to mental disorders fails to explain
these tendencies, however the Vygotskian cultural-his-
torical idea about the defining role of the social situa-
tion in children’s development allows for identifying the
sources of the young generation ill-being [52].

In Russia, depressions are also a frequently seen men-
tal condition in adults and adolescents [42]. For example,
in the 1990s, about 19% of Moscow school students had
depression of some degree of severity [38; 39]. In the
2000s, Kholmogorova supervised a series of studies car-
ried out by researchers of the Clinical Psychology and
Psychotherapy Department of Moscow State University
of Psychology and Education, and the Clinical Psychol-
ogy and Psychotherapy Lab of Moscow Research Insti-
tute of Psychiatry (now it is a branch of Federal Medical
Research Centre of Psychiatry and Narcology named af-
ter V.P. Serbsky). The studies unfolded in the samples of
children from various social strata, which differed in their
social situation of development. At the same time, a Lab’s
psychological counselling centre opened its doors for chil-
dren and their parents, and the integrative model of psy-
chotherapy incorporating family systems and cognitive-
behavioral approaches was taking its shape there [51].
There was a surge in utilization of the centre’s services
due to school-related issues even by socially advantaged
parents whose children learnt in advanced privileged
schools that sprouted like mushrooms at the time.

In order to identify and describe different risk
groups, a large-scale population-based study in various
Moscow educational institutes using Covac’s Children
Depression Inventory (CDT), which was widely used all
over the world for identification of risk groups among
children and adolescents (CDI). The department’s spe-
cialists translated and validated this inventory[7] so
that it could be used in healthcare and educational sys-
tems of our country meeting the principles of evidence-
based research and practice. The study sample included
1,011 students aged 11 to 16 years old from Moscow and
Moscow Region advanced learning schools; general-pur-
pose schools; orphanages and charity schools [8]. The
largest number of children from a high-risk group with
high levels of depression symptoms studied at advanced
learning schools (about 25%); children from orphanages
(about 20%) followed. About 10% of children studying
at general-purpose schools were also at risk for depres-
sion at that point. At the time, we inferred that a pres-
sure of success and perfectionist standards in advanced
learning educational institutions were as dangerous for
children’s emotional wellbeing as poverty; alcoholism
and poor care that were typical of the families that the
orphaned children were withdrawn from [6].

Subsequent studies elicited threatening tendencies in
college students as well. Curran & Hill [65], the authors of
a large-scale study of cross-temporal changes in students’
mental health during the last 30 years, emphasize the role

3 The concept of the subjectness position corresponds to the concept of the sense of agency in the Western psychology. This concept was
worked out in the special study and included two important components — activity and awareness [32], [33], [34].
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of social factors in the epidemic of depression among the
youth, “In this... society, young people are evaluated in a
host of new ways. Social media, school and university testing
and job performance assessments mean young people can be
sifted, sorted and ranked by peers, teachers and employers.
There is, then, enormous pressure on young people to dem-
onstrate their value and outperform their peers. And there
is evidence that they are struggling to cope” [65]. In their
article for The Conversation (a British website), Ether-
son and Smith from York St John University address the
subject of perfectionism and depression in students, “The
pressures of young adulthood coupled with the demands
of university leave undergraduates at risk for depressive
symptoms. In fact, nearly 30% of undergraduates suffer
from depressive symptoms, which is threefold higher than
the general population. As such, researchers are increas-
ingly interested in identifying factors that contribute to
depressive symptoms to help curb the ever-increasing de-
pression epidemic ...”, write the authors [66]. Our research
in a Russian student sample was quite consistent with the
above findings regarding a significant increase in the num-
ber of students with depressive symptoms within the last
10 years: this rate grew from 30 % in 2006—2008 to 44%
in 2017—2018 [55]. An increase in depression paralleled
an increase in the socially-encouraged perfectionism [30],
just like in Curran & Hill’s English-speaking sample [65].

The Western research showed that about 75% of adults
with mental disorders had expressed symptoms when they
were still underage, and as little as 25% of these people had
eventually received diagnosis and proper help even in de-
veloped countries [68]. Individuals who contacted mental
healthcare services during their school years had lower
incidence of mental disorders in their adulthood as com-
pared to those people who never received this help [75].

These findings made researches conclude that there
is a need for intensifying the connection between mental
health services and schools and universities. Such men-
tal health services would be able to identify risk groups
taking into account the social situation of children’s and
youth’s social situation of development and to provide
qualified psychological help [54; 59]. Ironically, despite
multiple evidence of harmfulness of the educational sys-
tem for the students’ health, the discussion is never about
the need to restructure the system but about the develop-
ment of mental healthcare services so as to eradicate the
consequences of this harm as soon as possible. The medi-
cal healthcare system tries to mitigate the effects of the
educational system. And the educational system mir-
rors demands of the modern competitive society and
parents who are frequently more concerned about their
children’s social success than about their mental disor-
der. The educational system based on competition and
ratings is traumatic for socially disadvantaged children
who are often devoid of needed support and are unable
to meet the imposed requirements.

Thus, when addressing the general educational prac-
tice, we see harmful effects of education on students’
health, and consequently, on their development. People
who deal with the issues of education do not think about
consequences for mental health; those who provide psy-
chological and psychotherapeutic help notice the harm
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but fail to eliminate its consequences fast enough. Those
who work in the area of development and invest efforts in
bridging the gaps between education and health find them-
selves in a confusing position. It is impossible to integrate
three vast objects of academic research, i.e. Education —
Development — Health — into a single metaobject. This
idea collapsed as early as in Vygotsky’s time when G. Stan-
ley Holl’s concept of a new science of paedology became
increasingly popular. Does the situation look irresolvable?
Not at all — it can be solved at the level of addressing spe-
cific issues within real-life practice. Moreover, organiz-
ing education within the framework of cultural-historical
psychology can provide resources both for accomplishing
developmental goals and mental illness prevention tasks.

Relying on the cultural-historical theory and achieve-
ments of certain psychological and educational practices,
we view the idea that “learning precedes development”
as a positive resource, meaning that education can cre-
ate conditions for the child’s balanced development. In
order to make the transition from the “E-D”, “D-H”, and
“E-H” dyads to the “Education — Development — Health”
Triad, let us consider the example of a large-scale study
in a sample of Nizhny Novgorod school students, and
non-attenders specifically. It is important to emphasize
that its author became a PhD in Psychiatry eventu-
ally. The sample included more than 600 adolescents,
13% of who skipped school regularly. 76% of the non-
attenders had various developmental issues (hyperki-
netic disorders; organic asthenic disorders; somatoform
disorders of autonomous nervous system; socialized and
unsocialized conduct disorders; adjustment disorders).
The non-attenders had significantly poorer academic
performance: 90% of them had C and D marks and had
poor relationship with teachers. The School Situation
Inventory designed by Kholmogorova and Zaretsky [4]
measured 8 dimensions of the school-situation perceived
quality: attitude to studies; perceived learning chal-
lenges; relationship with teachers; parents’ attitude to
studies; non-attendance; school leisure activities; friends
among classmates, and the general measure of the school
situation quality. The “non-attenders” had significantly
poorer results in all dimensions as compared to regular
attenders. An essentially important finding was “the
genuine non-attenders™” answers to questions whether
they experienced insuperable difficulties with school
subjects (“Yes”), and whether teachers helped them to
overcome learning difficulties (“No”).

These findings were consistent with the ZPD con-
cept implying that the normal course of children’s devel-
opment and maintaining mental health would be impos-
sible if the demands imposed on children fell outside its
scope or fell into the Zone of Unattainable Challenge.
In this case, according to Vygotsky, .. the child can
compensate for difficulties responding with aggressive
behaviors targeting the social environment that he finds
himself in (his peers; social environment; school)” [13].

A student who persists in a situation when he/she
has to do things that are unattainable to him, and is ex-
posed to taunts and ridicule hinting at his/her low intel-
lectual capacity instead of getting help, would be unable
to maintain equilibrium for long. Anyone could be trau-
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matized by this situation. After 6 months that specialists
of the Nizhny Novgorod Mental Health Centre for Chil-
dren and Adolescents spent running an integrative pro-
gram to help the adolescent non-attenders and to alter
teachers’ and parents’ attitudes to them using cognitive-
behavioral therapy methods, the situation changed dra-
matically. Most non-attenders resumed visiting school;
their academic performance improved; relationships
with their teachers, parents and classmates improved
too; the social situation of development became more
balanced in general [3]. What makes this example inter-
esting is that the tripartite relationship between Educa-
tion, Development and Health came to the foreground
twice: at first, it showed up as an object of research, and
then as an object of practical psychological and peda-
gogical assistance to all agents of the educational pro-
cess. The study allowed to make hypotheses addressing
the relationship between Education, Development and
Health, and to identify targets of practical efforts, which
resulted in effects in all the three dimensions. The essen-
tial condition for the situation to get normalized was a
change in the teachers’ attitude: when they got to know
more about specific features of underachievers’ mental
processes and emotional sphere, they leveled down stan-
dards for the non-attenders; stopped chasing them into
the zone of unattainable challenge, and started helping
them to cope with learning difficulties.

This raises a question: why the initial structure of the
learning process made students do things that they were
unable to do? Who is responsible for facilitating students

Coping with Challenges Dimension

Personality Change Dimension

0
V

Zone of Actual Development

Zone of Proximal Development

Zone of Unattainable Challenge

to move within ZPD without trying to do impossible things
that adults make them do?

Now we have approached the core concept that we
believe to be instrumental for establishing a tripartite
framework encompassing “Education, Development and
Health”. On our complicated journey, we encountered
the notion of ZPD three times, each time uncovering
something new about it. In this way, RAA developed
as continuation and elaboration of cultural-historical
psychology. This happened for the first time when a col-
lective of innovators who succeeded in working with
children with special needs was designing the project of
the Social Contract “On Conditions of Normal develop-
ment of A Child with Special Needs”[18]. At that point,
“working within the zone of attainable challenge” was
positioned as an essential condition. And it was only after
many Russian colleagues agreed with this wording when
a hypothesis that Vygotsky embedded the same idea in
the concept of ZPD appeared. Addressing Vygotsky’s
works in the context of rich experience of supporting
children with special needs helped to understand the au-
thor’s unfinished idea and “build” it up to the represen-
tation that shined through fragmented notes scattered
around different writings.

Integrating different Vygotskian assumptions on
ZPD with the idea of various developmental dimensions
where this concept could be instrumental, enabled us to
design a multidimensional model of ZPD [19; 79], and it
was the second time when we addressed one of the main
Vygotskian concepts (see Fig. 2).

Dimension of Cognitive Change Due to
Mastering New Modes of Action

Reflection Development Dimension

Subjectness Position Dimension

Working on Learning Difficulties
Dimension

Problem Epicenter

Fig. 2. ZPD as the generality of the measurement of potential developmental steps in the course of learning [19], [79]
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The third encounter with this concept was driven by
an attempt to understand what other deep thoughts one
could find reflecting and reconstructing “the implicitly
said” of Vygotsky’s writings. This encounter took place
when we faced a most difficult challenge that we had
ever come across in our practice, i.e. the challenge of cre-
ating conditions for education of orphaned children with
disability and severe somatic conditions who underwent
long-term treatment in the Russian Children’s Clinical
Hospital and were under the care of the “Deti.msk.ru”,
one of the oldest charity funds in Russia.

This challenge represented a natural connection be-
tween “Education, Development and Health”: these chil-
dren’s health precluded them from fully-fledged learning;
failure to get education had an adverse impact on the chil-
dren’s development, made them lag behind their peers as
far as development and education were concerned, and
this affected their health. It was assumed that this vicious
circle could be dissolved by concentrating effort on edu-
cation, i.e. by initiating systematic education of these chil-
dren and creating conditions for their development in the
course of learning. However the initial educational level of
these children was so low that it was unclear what could
be achieved. We resisted to think about the outcome. The
prospects were absolutely vague, and we could hope for
nothing but for some miracle...

The hope for the miracle arose when an author of
this article encountered one phrase in “Thinking and
Speech” [11] on page 230... At first, this phrase seemed
to be a metaphor that was to enhance the meaning that
Vygotsky embedded in the idea that “learning preceded
development”. On this page, Vygotsky wrote, “And a
single step in learning can represent a hundred steps in
development”!

Now these words are popular and are subject to a
wide professional discussion, and in 2012 (at launch of
our collaboration with the “Deti.msk.ru” Fund), there
was hardly anyone who quoted this Vygotskian idea
anywhere — neither in journal articles, nor at conferenc-
es; it was left unmentioned by books and textbooks (save
as Obukhova’s textbook [44]. There were no evidence-
based explanations for this mechanism. From the practi-
cal perspective, it was of pivotal importance to under-
stand how this mechanism would work. If learning could
be arranged so as to produce a hundred (or at least sev-
eral if not hundred) steps in development, it would mean
that every child, every person might have chances not
only for normal development but also might possess the
prospect of unlimited development, which V. Zinchenko
[37] mentioned in his essay about Vygotsky.

Let us consider the ZPD multidimensional model
[19; 23; 79; 80] etc. in terms of establishing the “Educa-
tion, Development and Health” Triad.

Just like other RAA concepts, the ZPD multidimen-
sional model originated from reflecting on the practice of
assisting different children (general purpose school stu-
dents; children with special needs; children with behav-
iour misconduct; orphaned children; orphaned children
with disabilities and severe medical conditions) to cope
with learning difficulties. The ZPD multidimensional
model design relied on the search for “other ZPD dimen-
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sions” save as the dimension of the learning material,
which various Russian authors undertook [5; 41; 45; 60].
When developing the ZPD concept, Vygotsky emphasized
that “.. a salient feature of learning is that learning creates
the zone of proximal development, i.e. evokes, awakens
and sets a whole set of internal developmental processes
to movement” [13]. What did he mean under “a whole set
of developmental processes”? It is known that discuss-
ing the notion of ZPD and its pivotal importance for a
new understanding of the relationship between learning
and development, Vygotsky emphasized that, firstly, the
concept of ZPD could refer not only to cognitive func-
tions but also to development of a child’s personality in
general, i.e. he understood it quite broadly [11]. Sec-
ondly, as it has already been said, Vygotsky articulated
an important principle that “a single step in learning can
represent a hundred steps in development” [11, p. 230].
This enables us to assume that a step that a child makes
in learning can somehow evoke the developmental pro-
cesses that lie within various “dimensions”, including
those that relate to health.

Every practitioner working with children knows
that development is not even but unfolds by leaps and
bounds. At some point, the efforts invested turn into
a quantum leap in development. This leap can be due
to a shift in mastering some learning material (a child
eventually understood the meaning of mathematical
operations or bridged some old gap in knowledge) or
to a breakthrough in development of mental functions
(a child learnt to perform actions mentally and this
changed the whole structure of mental activity); coping
with personality-related barriers (having succeeded in
overcoming difficulties, a child became confident in his/
her own abilities and willing to invest efforts in coping
with new challenges).

As follows from this thread of thought, the steps
along the vector of with learning lesson material (the di-
mension of working with learning difficulties in Fig. 2)
can evoke “the whole set of developmental processes” as
Vygotsky argued. These developmental processes can
refer to various developmental dimensions as shown in
the proposed diagram, including:

1) a child’s attitude to learning (the subjectness posi-
tion);

2) making meaning of one’s activity (reflection),

3) various mental functions that help to implement
this activity (cognitions),

4) personality traits and specific features that exhibit
themselves and take shape within this activity (person-
ality) (Fig. 2).

The proposed multidimensional model [19; 23; 79;
80] opens the way to applying the notion of ZPD both
to situations of learning difficulties in childhood and to
a wide range of challenges that an individual (either a
child or an adult) is unable to overcome by him /herself
and seeks help for this (as it happens in education, coun-
selling and psychotherapy).

We see that various aspects of education, develop-
ment and mental health (and, consequently, educa-
tional, psychological and psychotherapeutic efforts)
intertwine very closely in these examples. The problem
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epicentre is a point where various aspects intersect; it is
a central challenge, the ability to overcome which deter-
mines whether developmental processes will be evoked
or not. A similar concept proposed by Vygotsky is a
central new formation of school age. He called it “the
core nerve”, “the axis”, around which all the other pro-
cesses center. At the same time, he emphasized that
“most complicated dynamic regularities that can’t be
described by an a priori present theoretical formula
arise between the process of development and the pro-
cess of learning” [13].

Indeed, when working with a concrete child one may
find out that his/her epicenter refers to neither of age-
related new formations but to his/her learning history;
specific features of the family environment; the experi-
ence of interpersonal relationship, or emotional coping
with challenges. And then the target of efforts can shift
from the dimension of learning difficulties or the cen-
tral new formation of the age to any of other develop-
mental dimensions where a blockade that is hindering
overall development has arisen. The dimensions of the
subjectness position and reflection become crucial in
this model.

The subjectness position dimension represents the
person’s capacity to be the agent of his/her own activ-
ity and its reflection [32], [33]. The child who owns a
subjectness position towards his/her activity starts to
engage actively in overcoming challenges accepting the
adult’s support, making use of it but also initiating things
him/herself. If a child fails to do something by himself,
but is able to understand how to do it in collaboration
with the adult, then this activity is manageable for the
child and falls within his/her ZPD. If the child is invited
to act outside “the upper limit” of ZPD, i.e. within the
zone of unattainable challenge (i.e. the area where the
child lacks resources for a thoughtful collaborative ac-
tion, for understanding this), then the child will fail to
utilize this help and the problems may grow worse to a
degree of the learned helplessness syndrome, depressive
or anxiety disorders. Alternatively, if the adult’s sup-
port is adequate, the child will gradually add to his/her
resource while reflecting on his/her joint activity with
the adult, becoming aware of its tools and interiorizing
them. Accordingly, the challenges that seemed unattain-
able in the beginning gradually become the subject of
joint activity and can be resolved successfully.

In this section we attempted to demonstrate close
relationships between Development, Education and
Health and their underlying mechanisms identified us-
ing the framework of cultural-historical psychology as
amended and expanded by concepts that RAA develops.
It is worth emphasizing that from the perspective of clas-
sical conceptualizations of a research object, it is impos-
sible to create “a theory” of such a global object. However

this neither undermines the need to consider this rela-
tionship from a consistent theoretical perspective, for
example, in terms of the developmental theory, nor the
need of setting practical goals, in order to manage which
one needs to hold a holistic view on Education, Devel-
opment and Health. We believe that cultural-historical
psychology could be considered a [ront runner for the the-
ory that could be shared by Education, Development and
Mental Health and could serve as a methodological clue to
setting and searching for practical objectives where these
“dimensions” can be viewed as interrelated. Let us provide
a rationale for these assumptions in Step 4.

Step 4 — Approaching “New Developmental Par-
allelogram”. The rationale for integrating tools of ped-
agogical and psychotherapeutic help and educational
and psychological counselling to meet practical chal-
lenges of education; to create conditions for develop-
ment and mental health maintenance.

If we give up attempts to state the problem in its clas-
sical academic sense and attempts to answer the ques-
tion, “what the relationship between Education, Devel-
opment and Health is” as an object of research, then we
still can follow a non-classical route, i.e. asking practice-
related questions: how one can account for and provide
for this relationship creating conditions for students’
high-quality education; constant development and men-
tal health maintenance?* This problem statement shifts
the focus from the knowledge about the subject of “a
tripartite relationship” to the knowledge about how to
manage it, for example, how one can create conditions fa-
cilitating children’s personality development and health.
An alternative question might be, “How one could create
conditions for education and development of severely ill
people when organizing their treatment?” Another ques-
tion might be, “Is educational resource useful in somatic
and mental disorders treatment? Which conditions
would turn activity (educational, occupational, play ac-
tivities etc.) into a resource for education, development
and prevention of illness or enhancing one’s health?”.

Development
[

Health

Education

Fig. 3. Development-Education-Health Triad

4 This problem statement is very close to a tripartite goal of a complex science of ergonology (ergonomics) that Bekhterev stated in the
1920s: increasing the efficiency of work performance; maintaining working peoples’ health and developing their personality. If we change “work-
ing people” for “students” and “work performance” for “academic performance”, this tripartite goal becomes quite compatible with our problem.
Besides, at the time when Bekhterev was dreaming about ergonology, Vygotsky was discussing paedology as an integrative science of human
development and in “Historical meaning of the Crisis in Psychology” (1927,/1982), his policy writing, he provided a rationale for emergence of

new — practical — psychology [10].
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The aforementioned examples have demonstrated
relevance and importance of these questions and the
need to build the connection between Education, Devel-
opment and Health so as to avoid adverse effects of edu-
cation on students’ development and health. We have
already mentioned the experience of using RAA when
helping children overcome learning difficulties. This ex-
perience shows that facing a learning challenge can be-
come a resource for development if:

— coping with it takes place within ZPD;

— if an assisting adult interacts with students as a co-
worker rather than tries to exert any influence on them
pursuing educational, health-related or any other goals;

— if an assisting adult supports students’ subjectness
position helping them become agents of their own (and
their joint) activity and reflection;

— if an assisting adult encourages and supports stu-
dents’ reflection targeting making meaning of and re-
structuring one’s modes of action; becoming aware of
and eliminating internal obstacles; internalization of
joint activity experience;

— if joint activity facilitates motivational and mean-
ing-making aspects of learning etc.

Developmen Health

earning Difficulty
Education ‘

Helping Specialist’s Efforts

Fig. 4. “A new parallelogram of development” embraces
efforts to meet a complex practical challenge and to establish
relations between Education, Development and Health —
relations that can change their foci and epicentres in every
particular case

This list can be continued. The missing link in the Edu-
cation, Development and Health triad is efforts of prac-
titioners (psychologists, psychotherapists, teachers, tutors
etc.) who engage in meeting specific practical challenges:
Jfrom helping a concrete child with learning difficulties to
adjusting the learning process in a concrete class, school or
college taking into account all three spheres. Building “the
Triad” up to “the Quadrilateral”, we get “a new paral-
lelogram of development™ that can be depicted the way
it looks like in Fig. 4.

The field where building this relationship is reason-
able and relevant may be providing help with overcoming
learning difficulties. As we were able to see, the deeper the
issue is, the more complex this relationship can be, but,
alternatively, the richer developmental resource it has.
The experience of the “Deti.msk.ru” Fund’s team may be

a shining example of providing integrative help to chil-
dren with learning difficulties. Throughout 7 years since
the time when the practical goal of creating conditions for
appropriate education and development of orphaned chil-
dren with disabilities and severe somatic conditions, there
have been multiple attempts (both successful and unsuc-
cessful) to get this process up and running.

Nevertheless, the idea itself and belief that it could be
realized has never been doubted: eventually the team re-
duced to those people who believed in the possibility of
these children’s normal development. Today, the children
are consistently developing despite their special health
needs; the learning process has been aligned; and thanks
to Natalia Shumilkina’s initiative (she is a stage director
of the Russian Academic Youth Theatre), the Centre,
where children stay, has created a theatre, and little ac-
tors have already staged 4 professional performances in
Moscow and Saint-Petersburg. Interestingly, only 7 years
ago, in January 2013, the Centre’s employees and coun-
selors were having hot discussions whether these children
were at all educable; whether they were able to develop.
Today spectators who leave after a performance is over
do not even feel reminded that the cast included children
with special needs®. Another case-study with a group of
children at risk of school exclusion in Great Britain was
presented by Olga Rubtsova and Harry Daniels as an ex-
ample of applying a “dramatic event” as a cultural tool for
reorganising the social situation of development [47].

We have outlined only one potential area where Edu-
cation, Development and Health should go together, i.e.
psychological and educational assistance with overcom-
ing learning difficulties. However other areas like this
could be identified too. Firstly, these are all kinds of assis-
tance to various categories of children with special needs,
including inclusive education. Secondly, they include
helping teachers in their work with children with learn-
ing difficulties. Thirdly, they include helping parents to
interact with their children, to overcome prejudice that
complicates relationship and has an adverse effect on the
family’s development and health. Fourthly, psychothera-
py can also make use of (and in fact it does) such concepts
as ZPD, a subjectness position, reflection etc.

Helping adults’ consistent effort aiming at establish-
ing collaborative relationship with children and support-
ing their initiative in shaping, implementing and reflecting
upon their own intentions not only facilitates enhance-
ment of children’s resources but also contributes to de-
velopment of their subjectness position in learning, which
becomes the key resource for education and development
and becomes a prerequisite for one’s mental health balance.

A crucial contribution of students’ subjectness posi-
tion to their mental development was confirmed by the
findings of a study that took place in a sample of school
students of different age, living in different Russian cit-
ies and studying in schools of different types: students

> ANN. Leontyev introduced the notion of “a parallelogram of development” to research on memory as a higher mental function (Vygotsky
“Thinking and Speech”). In this case, the term “a parallelogram of development” is used to highlight RAA’s belongingness to the cultural-histor-

ical tradition.

6Tn 2019, the Find won the President’s grant supporting theatrical activities and studying its effects on children’s development. The study

was called “Opening unlimited capacities”.
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with higher levels of subjectness had a better school
situation (good relationship with a teacher; availability
of help etc.) and better emotional well-being [33]. The
elementary school students’ subjectness position was
more prominent than that of the high school students’
that might provide indirect evidence for a negative ef-
fect of education (studying at school) on the students’
subjectness position as far as learning was concerned. In
other words, in the course of growing, students started
to lose learning-related motivation and awareness. Thus,
it might be inferred that their subjectness position was
unsupported and perhaps was suppressed at school. Stu-
dents of the few schools where the educational process
relied on facilitating students’ subjectness position per-
ceived their school situation as more satisfactory.

Practical cases of providing psychological and peda-
gogical help illustrate the role of a child’s subjectness po-
sition in overcoming learning difficulties quite vividly.
These cases also show that it is the subjectness position
that is prerequisite for activating the mechanism that Vy-
gotsky encoded in his formula “a single step in learning can
represent a hundred steps in development”. For example,
in Sasha O.’s case [34] it took a remedial school student
only a few sessions to become an agent of his educational
process and, having set the objective to start studying
English (that was not taught at the remedial school), to
learn English letters and sounds and to read short texts
after three lessons with a counsellor. At the same time,
the boy exhibited dramatic improvements in cognition;
reflection; self-efficacy; subjectness position; and inter-
personal relationship. In Denis’ case [25], a 7th-grade
student of a remedial class who was able to develop and
master his subjectness position after six counselling ses-
sions, set the goal to become literate and became con-
vinced that he could achieve this. In a month, the boy
mastered Russian having learnt all the rules practically
by himself; received an A for an end-of-year dictation
(he was the only student from the 7th grade who re-
ceived this mark), and at the beginning of the following
school year, the boy took part in a Russian language city
competition and won the third place among students of
advanced learning schools.

This list could be continued with shining examples
of personality growth suddenly emerging in the course
of overcoming learning challenges; and every time the
game changed when children started to act as agents of
their effort [24; 26; 28; 33; 43; 80].

The multidimensional model of ZPD may explain the
famous psychotherapy effectiveness researcher Grawe’s
findings regarding the relationship between the psy-
chotherapy effectiveness and a therapist’s sensitivity to
spontaneous activation of the clients resources in the
process of interaction [70]. “Spontaneous resource activa-
tion” means potential development within the subjectness
position dimension, i.e. a client’s (child’s) ability to exer-
cise agency in relation to his/her own issues; to identify,
invest and regulate efforts aiming at solving them. When
a child interacts with an adult (a client interacts with a
therapist), each of them invests as much in their joint
activity as they can manage. An increase in the child’s
(client’s) contribution would mean strengthening of
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his/her subjectness position. The child’s subjectness po-
sition thus becomes a prerequisite for collaboration and,
consequently, its effectiveness.

Consistent encouragement of a child’s subjectness
position in the course of overcoming learning difficul-
ties can be designated as a basic value that embodies
Vygotsky’s idea of collaboration as a specific type of the
child-adult interaction within which development oc-
curs. This value should be shared by all specialists who
aim at facilitating the developmental process.

In this context, the aforementioned findings by
Grawe who showed that sessions when therapists re-
sponded to the moments of their clients’ spontaneous re-
source activation in an attuned way were most efficient,
can give rise to an important assumption that may be
helpful for helping children and adults in multiple ways.
The most powerful effect may be achieved when a prac-
titioner facilitates a child’s (a client’s) subjectness posi-
tion. It is worth reiterating: a practitioner’s sensitivity
to a child’s (a client’s) subjectness position and his/her
ability to target both solving an urgent issue (ieeting a
specific challenge) and expanding the client’s resource,
i.e. investing in the client’s development, are of pivotal
importance. If the practitioner works in this way, mas-
tering certain skills (modes of actions) by the child is
accompanied by the growth of his/her energy; self-confi-
dence; awareness of one’s own resource, and areas where
he/she still needs help, and the ability to receive and
use this help. The child becomes less dependent on the
helping adult, more capable of coping with challenges by
him/herself, and requesting the adult’s help if needed,;
differentiating between what he/she is able and unable
to do him/herself, and understanding what help he/she
needs and where.

That is to say, in the course of learning or psychothera-
py, the child starts to account for “the dual resource”: what
he/she can do by himself and what he/she can do with the
adult’s/teacher’s/counselor’s/assistant’s help. Differen-
tiation between “I can do it myself” and “I can do it with
another person’s help” is a prerequisite for successful
educational and psychotherapeutic work [31; 81]. If the
child-adult (client-therapist) joint activity is efficient,
the child (the client) enjoys improved capacity for inde-
pendent action as well as an expanded repertoire of joint
actions [31; 81]. When the child (the client) clearly be-
haves as an agent of his/her activity, the third resource
activates. This is a resource of a subjectness position as
capacity to increase one’s own resource autonomously.
As a rule, this manifests itself in emergence and active
implementation of one’s own intentions; reflection on
obstacles to their implementation, and monitoring and
elimination of various internal obstacles to intention
implementation. This is a mechanism of self-development
that the multidimensional model of ZPD outlines [21].
Efforts of an agent of self-development may aim at edu-
cation; development; health enhancement or looking for
bypasses (remediation of health limitations), depending
on what lies at the epicenter of interrelationship of these
aspects of his/her life.

It is important that a helping practitioner is also an
agent of his/her professional activity. Therefore, subject-
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ness position can be viewed as an essential professional
quality, which was confirmed within an empirical study
of relations between the levels of subjectness position
in learning in students of helping professions and their
capacity for understanding other people and providing
them with reflexive and empathic support [58].

Alternative Conclusion

In our opinion, development has a special position
in the triad under discussion (see Fig.3): it is not only
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The State of the Arts

Does cultural-historical theory (CHT) still ex-
ist? — the question might look naive and even provoca-
tive. It provokes an immediate positive answer: yes,
cultural-historical theory (CHT) does exist! Created in
the1920s—1930s, CHT does not belong to the history
of psychology only, but rather it is living and powerful
theory which informs contemporary research in early
childhood development [14; 16; 17; 29; 31; 36], school
learning and instruction [2; 4; 9; 25; 56; 57; 92], profes-
sional development [12; 15; 28; 30], social studies [12;
15; 28; 30], human-computer interactions [34; 49], sec-
ond language acquisition of adults [11; 37; 38; 39] and
many other fields.

Hundreds of researchers declare they are inspired or
driven by Vygotsky’s ideas and concepts [1; 2; 3; 8; 9; 22;
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23; 24; 26; 29; 31; 40; 56; 59; 92; 94] in developing their
own original theoretical approaches. Indeed, a great deal
of work has been undertaken by international scholars
[18; 22; 23; 24; 37; 38; 40] to discover and advance the
cultural-historical theory.

Contemporary textbooks consider cultural-historical
theory as one of the classical theories in the psychology
of the 20™ century along with Y. Bronfenbrenner and
J. Piaget [55]. Encyclopedia Britannica has an article on
Vygotsky, and Encyclopedia of the Sciences of Learn-
ing includes the chapter “Cultural-historical theory of
development” [52]. The Internet is full of hundreds of
sites presenting and representing the cultural-historical
theory with different levels of accuracy. What other evi-
dence do we need?

However, there is no coherent approach and accep-
tance of CHT within academia. In other words, the ma-
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jor issue is: does CHT represent a coherent theoretical
system and if so what kind of system is CHT? If CHT
does exist as an integrated theoretical system, is it pos-
sible to expose it in an integral wholistic way and form?
The situation looks so that we have a huge number of
different, sometimes conflicting, interpretations, and
interpretations of interpretations. Some researchers
(we can conditionally call them post-Vygotskian or
neo-Vygotskian scholars) consider Vygotsky’s theory
as an unfinished project, i.e. as a more or less developed
combination of several powerful insights, a fusion of gen-
eral ideas, deliberations and conceptions. According to
this vision, cultural-historical conception is rather an
approach, not the theory as the system of theoretical
tools. Therefore, it creates a powerful, but very general
theoretical “umbrella-like” framework for the concrete
research programs and projects. It gives freedom to the
researchers to interpret or re-interpret Vygotsky’s ideas
according to their wishes and purposes. Marsico [43] de-
scribes this in the following way:

“After all, ... Vygotsky represents one among the gi-
ants on whose shoulders anybody jumps picking up piec-
es of his complex theoretical framework and using them
as a self-explaining theoretical umbrella for making any
sort of scientific claims. Very often one can read in aca-
demic papers sentences like “According to Vygotsky’s
theory...” or “Following Vygotsky’s perspective ...” as
a fagade of a scientific kind in the polyphony of the re-
search’s supermarket” (p.v).

For others, the cultural-historical theory is a com-
plex system of interrelated concepts and principles, the
theoretical framework the research could be built on, and
therefore, it can be used as analytical tools for conducting
concrete research, i.e. for data collection and data analy-
sis. Accordingly, this kind of research requires not only a
general theoretical framework, but also careful selection
of proper analytical tools for doing the empirical or exper-
imental study according to the research question/s and
methodology requirements. In some sense, it does not give
a researcher a freedom of interpretations of concepts and
principles, because every theoretical concept has strict
theoretical content that should be properly understood
before being used as an analytical tool. The first (neo-Vy-
gotskian) vision allows great freedom in interpretations of
the theoretical contents of concepts, whereas second one
requires deep study to comprehend Vygotsky’s theory as
a system, i.e. the system of interrelated theoretical con-
cepts, laws, principles, and research methods.

The state of arts exposes an interesting picture. On
one hand, we do have a great number of publications ex-
ploring and advancing Vygotsky’s legacy in many ways
and directions. On the other hand, paradoxically, there
is no agreement about what CHT is as a theory, what
is its subject-matter, laws, principles and the research
method. There is nothing bad in this:

“The best thing that can happen to a scholar is that
someone else takes her idea and elaborates it further. Rep-
lication, reification, and even taking care lead to no fur-
ther theoretical advancement, since they tend to maintain
the orthodoxy of the original formulation. The most faith-
ful student makes the worst service to the teacher since
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she may merely reproduce or echo the teacher’s voice.
New ideas will emerge only in the process or cannibaliza-
tion, dissection, and remaking. Thus, just “taking care” is
not enough for the process of science making. What we
need is “cultivating” new possibilities to understand the
phenomenon under investigation” [44, p.v].

I would agree with this and I am against orthodoxy.
However, the situation described in this quotation re-
quires an important clarification: all this is correct only
when the original ideas of the teacher are properly under-
stood, at least in the first approximation. You can never
be successful in improving any complex system if you
do not understand what it is and what it is for. Improv-
ing without understanding always leads to nothing and
looks miserable and pathetic. And T am not the only one
who cares about this:

“Nevertheless, if the misconceptions lead to devel-
opments that capture the imagination, spur research,
and influence educational practice, is this not a positive
outcome? The problem is that, in lieu of discussions and
applications of key principles, the rich understandings
provided by the theory do not receive a hearing in the
forum of professional ideas” [25, p.114].

F. Mikhailov, one of the leading experts in Vygotsky’s
studies, expressed this in a very strong way saying that
most Western scholars have fundamentally misunder-
stood Vygotsky (Mikhailov, 2001) as his ideas “have
been substantially distorted by commentators, disciples,
and users to meet their own needs” [47, p. 11]. This is in
line with Cazden [19] who argued that most references
to Vygotsky’s work are selective, employed to fortify an
author’s pre-existing beliefs rather than to reconceptual-
ize prior understandings through a careful and extensive
reading of his work.

The situation though is more complex and contains a
risk of discreditation of the entire theory. Saying this I
share Gredler’s point that:

“Accurately assessing the potential of... theory ... is
in serious jeopardy when only fragments of a few con-
cepts attract attention and the limited information be-
comes popular. Researchers and practitioners begin to
make inferences and extrapolations from the limited in-
formation, but such views cannot reflect the theorist’s
orienting framework. The connections between ideas,
“the holistic structure (Gestalt) of a scientist’s thinking
necessary to understand the meanings of the elements” is
missing” [25, p. 114].

This leads to a more serious outcome:

“... ultimately, the theory itself is often discredited
when the popular view is found wanting. This problem
has not yet occurred with Vygotsky’s theoretical system.
However, his theory is the most recent perspective to be
discussed largely in terms of popular misconceptions”
[25, p. 114].

Summarizing this point, Gredler describes this by
comparing Piaget’s phrase that “fragments of an idea
were assimilated into existing schemas” [25, p. 128].
What I can add to this is that such assimilation some-
times happens without any signs of accommodation. I
agree, Vygotsky’s theory is not yet discredited, but I also
agree that it is a victim of popular misconceptions.
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This means that the overall situation has not changed
much since the 1980s when Luria declared: “Vygotsky
managed to create a psychological system that has not
yet been fully studied” [41, p. 44]. The current state of
arts could be expressed by the metaphorical words of
Ronald Miller: “Christianity without Christ” [48, p. 53].
This inevitably leads to fragmentation and simplifica-
tion of Vygotsky’s ideas as well as to a series of misinter-
pretations and misconceptions which dominates in con-
temporary studies, as several researchers express their
concerns about [65; 13; 6; 7; 48].

The problem

It might seem that the main problem which has gen-
erated such a controversial and contradictory situation
with Vygotsky’s legacy is that he did not leave a sepa-
rate book that presents the theory in a systematic way;
instead, the ideas are scattered across different works
and their connections are not always obvious and clearly
highlighted. Yet, this is only a part of the problem, and
not even a major one. Contemporary neo-Vygotskians
could easily do the same as they do, even if such a book
by Vygotsky were written. Quite often they do not care
that their interpretations directly contradict the origi-
nal meaning given in Vygotsky’s original texts. Just an
example: Holzman argues:

“Vygotsky seems to be saying that learning-leading-
development is created collectively. This suggests that
the ZPD is more usefully understood as a process, as a
spatio-temporal entity, an activity rather than an actual
zone, space, or distance” [32, p. 29].

I could understand why the authors of a Wikipedia
article refuse to define ZPD as a distance between two
levels of development as Vygotsky formulated in his fa-
mous definition [72, c. 42], but what remains a mystery is
that high-class experts in this field deny the idea of dis-
tance and space as though Vygotsky’s original definition
does not exist at all. From the fact that learning-leading-
development is being created collectively, it does not at
all follow that the zone itself must be understood as an
activity. On the contrary, Vygotsky says that teaching-
learning (obuchenie) creates ZPD or occurs within ZPD
[79, c. 264] being focused to support “the buds of devel-
opment” [72, c¢. 16]; so, ZPD is not an activity if we fol-
low Vygotsky’s logic expressed in the original definition.

Where is the problem then? In my opinion, the
problem is that the contemporary understanding of Vy-
gotsky’s theory, the existing picture of the theory so to
say, is not a contemporary picture in its origins. This pic-
ture arose a long time ago — namely, in the 70—80s of
the last century on the basis of a very limited number of
Vygotsky’s works published and available to research-
ers. Starting from Mind in Society [74] — the cocktail-
like compilation of separate fragments of various works
by Vygotsky mixed with editorial inserts and paraphras-
es — this picture was doomed to be very fragmented,
superficial, and contradictory. In the Preface [74] the
Editors honestly warned readers of “significant liberties”
they had taken with Vygotsky’s texts, saying that:
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“The reader will encounter here not a literal trans-
lation of Vygotsky but rather our edited translation of
Vygotsky, from which we have omitted material that
seemed redundant and to which we have added material
that seemed to make his points clearer ... We realize that
in tampering with the original we may have distorted
history” [ 74, p. 10].

At that time, however, there was no other way to
introduce Vygotsky to the Western audience, having a
very limited number of Vygotsky’s original manuscripts.
Michael Cole’s Prologue to The Essential Vygotsky [53,
p. xi] makes clearer why these drastic editorial changes
were considered necessary at the time. The publication
of the Collected Works in Russian and in English, para-
doxically, did not change the situation significantly. Un-
fortunately, neo-Vygotskians follow the tradition and
in many cases continue taking “significant liberties” of
interpretations and paraphrasing, even though these in-
terpretations directly contradict Vygotsky’s ideas.

In the 80s—90s, due to limited sources of Vygotsky’s
original texts available, there could be no other, completer
and more accurate picture — a synthesized picture of a holis-
tic theory. But this does not mean that there can be no other
picture now. Why? Because over the past 20 years, what I
call “the new reality” of the legacy of Vygotsky has emerged.
In the next parts of the article, I will show what this new re-
ality is and how, on its basis, we can begin work on creating
and reconstructing a holistic, systemic presentation of Vy-
gotsky’s theory; that is, to present a new vision of the theory
precisely as a system with a precisely defined subject-matter,
research methods, a complete set of laws, and a system of ba-
sic interconnected concepts and principles. In my opinion,
the new reality puts this task on the agenda and provides an
opportunity for its solution. I am fully aware that to restore
the theory as an integral system requires collective efforts,
and I am ready to contribute to this project. In this article I
would like to outline possible paths to go. The challenge of
time is very clear: either we remain inside the already exist-
ing picture of Vygotsky’s theory and continue to assimilate
new sources without accommodation, by adapting them to
existing schemes, or we will try to take the next step and
begin work on synthesizing a new reality — reconstructing
CHT as the holistic theory trying to avoid superficial inter-
pretations and giving the voice to Vygotsky himself.

Mission impossible?

I begin this part of the article from the words of
Meshcheryakov, who claims:

“Vygotsky’s conceptual approach is very complex and
multifaceted, and it certainly cannot be scraped from the
surface of the author’s texts. He had too little time to fol-
low through on all the implications of his theory, to sys-
tematize and present them in an extended academic fash-
ion. Therefore, we must not expect to find finished and
complete conception in all of his texts, although these
texts may be used as an implicit, internal form for recon-
structing a more comprehensive conception” [45, c. 156].

But even the task of reconstructing a more compre-
hensive conception is nearly impossible to solve. Even a
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very brief analysis of the literature shows that there are
a number of insurmountable obstacles and barriers that
can be classified as follows:

1) Quick and rapid evolution of Vygotsky’s theoreti-
cal views [10; 45; 46];

2) Several key Vygotsky’s works remained inacces-
sible and not translated [104];

3) Poor translation of Vygotsky’s texts [27; 26; 58; 66].

Each of them is seriously reasoned and justified.
Thus, speaking about the first obstacle, the editors of
Cambridge Companion to Vygotsky made a strong claim:

“A close reading of Vygotsky’s work shows how his
ideas developed and were transformed over a very brief
period of time. It is difficult to reconcile some of the writ-
ing from the early 1920s with that which was produced
during the last 2 years of his life. These rapid changes,
coupled with the fact that his work was not published
in chronological order, make synthetic summaries of his
work difficult” [10, p. 2].

What complicates the whole issue (Obstacle 2) is that
not all Vygotsky’s key texts, even the published ones,
were included into the Collected Works being unavailable
even for Russian researchers and remaining untranslated.
Poor translation (Obstacle 3) began to be sporadically
discussed already in the beginning of 1980s (see, for ex-
ample, [27]). The more texts became available the more
issues with poor translation came to the attention of re-
searchers [25; 58; 65; 66]. The difficulties are exacerbated
by the fact that translations of Vygotsky’s original works
often are heavily abridged and edited, which has led to the
statement that “existing translations are marred by mis-
takes and outright falsifications” [62, p. 475].

Taken together, these obstacles and barriers produce
a cumulative effect, which gives the impression that Vy-
gotsky either did not have a holistic theory at all, or if it
was, then it is impossible to make its systemic synthesis.
Vygotsky himself did not leave such a book, but almost a
century after his death, none of Vygotsky’s numerous fol-
lowers neither tried to do this nor did they even put such
a task on the agenda. On the contrary, leading Vygotsky’s
scholars consider this task impossible and the goal un-
reachable in principle. The common opinion sounds like a
famous movie title — Mission Impossible. Yet, is it?

New reality with Vygotsky’s legacy

In the 1980s, when the Russian edition of the Collect-
ed Works (1982—1984) was published, a significant num-
ber of Vygotsky’s works remained unknown and were
not included into that edition. Some of them remained
practically unavailable as they were originally published
in the 1920s and 1930s in a very limited number of cop-
ies; others existed only in a form of manuscripts, diaries,
and notes in archives. The situation started to change
gradually, as previously unavailable texts began to ap-
pear creating a new reality in Vygotsky’s legacy. I give
only several examples to clarify the point.

Among seminal and foundational works, Concrete
Psychology of Man was published in 1986 [80], The
Problem of Cultural Development of the Child [69] was
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republished in 1991 [82], Imagination and Creativity in
Childhood (1930) in 1991 [83]. On the other hand, archi-
val materials started to be published, for example [76].
Many of these materials, such as Concrete Human Psy-
chology [81] were translated, and included to separate
volumes, such as The Vygotsky Reader |61], The Essential
Vygotsky [52].

On the other hand, some foundational works are now
available only in Russian and still unavailable in Eng-
lish; we do have in Russian the whole text of the Prob-
lem of Age [79, 88] which was only partly presented in
both Russian and English Collected Works. We do have
the complete text of the Pedology of Adolescent [70; 71]
whereas only 4 Chapters are available in the Collected
Works. We do have the complete text of The Intellectual
Development of Children in a Process of Instruction [72]
from which only pieces of two chapters are available in
English [74]. The Problem of Development and Disinte-
gration of Higher Psychological Functions [73; 90] is not
yet translated. And since 2001 we do have Lectures on
Pedology in Russian [88], but only one out of these sev-
en lectures was available in English [61] and the whole
book is only recently translated [91].

In addition to this, a series of publications of previ-
ously unknown scientific diaries of Vygotsky, published
and commented by Zavershneva [97; 98; 99; 100; 101;
102; 103] does not only allow access to new sources, but
shows Vygotsky’s thinking and opens an “internal labo-
ratory of thought”. This “archival revolution” is culmi-
nated with a book [104].

I should limit myself here with a few examples and
there are many more to take into account. Yet, now, with a
huge number of sources recently available, we have a new
situation, a new reality with Vygotsky’s original texts.
This new reality allows us to make a new step in discover-
ing the cultural-historical theory as a system or at least
to significantly improve the traditional picture. Because
of these new sources, there are some aspects in the theo-
ry which now can be clarified on the basis of Vygotsky’s
original texts. There are some theoretical links which
were hidden and now became clear; there are some exam-
ples of concrete research conducted by Vygotsky and his
collaborators which were unknown, but now can help to
clarify the research method and its links to the theoreti-
cal concepts. There are some general laws of development
of human higher psychological functions which Vygotsky
presented and explained in these new sources, which for
many years were unavailable for Western audience. All
these might contribute to the on-going process of discov-
ering the cultural-historical theory. In the following part
of the paper I show how this new reality contributes and
might contribute much more in solving the problem of
presenting CHT as a holistic theoretical system. T also will
show how this new reality might help us rethink obstacles
as challenges which might be met and resolved.

Obstacles or challenges?

Quick and rapid evolution of Vygotsky’s theoretical
views, which was considered as an obstacle preventing
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or making difficult the synthetic summary of Vygotsky’s
system in 1980s, is not an obstacle anymore.

In many cases it is not even difficult to restore the
chronological order of Vygotsky’s writings. For example,
The Consciousness as a Problem for the Psychology of Be-
havior [85, pp. 63—68], and The Methods of Reflexologi-
cal and Psychological Investigation |85, pp. 35—50] are
considered to be related to the same stage of Vygotsky’s
work. Thus, the first was published in 1925 [67], the
second in 1926 [68]. However, they were written in an
opposite order and reflect different stages of Vygotsky’s
theoretical evolution. The Methods of Reflexological and
Psychological Investigation coincides with the title of the
presentation Vygotsky did on the Second All-Russian
Congress on Psycho-neurology on January 6, 1924. The
main idea of that paper was to show that reflexological
methods might be used in psychological research. Yet,
The Consciousness as a Problem for the Psychology of Be-
havior which is critical to any attempt to apply reflexo-
logical methods to psychology definitely belongs to an-
other period of Vygotsky’s creative theoretical evolution
(more on this in [64]).

Due to the contemporary publication of Vygotsky’s
archival materials and notebooks [104] and deep investi-
gation of key periods of Vygotsky’s theoretical evolution
[7] there are no more blank spaces left. These publications
allow us to not only to reconstruct completely all key pe-
riods of Vygotsky’s theoretical pathway, but to identify
absolutely clearly when, at what year, and sometimes the
exact dates all his published and unpublished works (in-
cluding preparatory materials and notes) were written.
This might help to avoid the situation when ideas from
different periods are heaped together and the evolution
of Vygotsky’s position is undervalued or simply ignored.

This new reality provides the opportunity to over-
come the second obstacle, that is limited access to origi-
nal texts of Vygotsky mentioned above. The task to
study Vygotsky’s theory as a system should not be lim-
ited by the Collected Works; other sources unavailable in
1980s and 1990s and available now, significantly enrich
our understanding of the conceptual content of Vy-
gotsky’s theory. Due to the collective efforts, now, in the
beginning of the 21 century, there are no fundamental
texts of Vygotsky which are unknown and/or unavail-
able despite not all of them being available in English.

What existed and what was absolutely correctly con-
sidered as obstacles that make a synthetic summary of
Vygotsky’s theory difficult or even impossible does not
exist anymore. Great amounts of materials, which are
now available in Russian and English, should be consid-
ered as valuable (and sometimes exclusive) sources for
discovering the cultural-historical theory and building a
synthetic summary. This does not mean that the discov-
ery of the cultural-historical theory in all its complexity
is not difficult; yes, it is difficult, but not impossible. Yes,
it requires deep reading and comparative analysis show-
ing directions of Vygotsky’s theoretical pathway, its
turning points and dramatical contradictions; it requires
deep analysis of conceptual contents and contexts, but
this job must be done, and it has to be done now. In the
next section I will show some examples of which con-
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troversial issues have been resolved and which problems
can be resolved if we consider the new reality.

Making mission possible

There are several generally accepted, or widespread,
provisions that, due to the fact that they are widely mul-
tiplied, have not become the subject of a critical attitude.
The new reality, which opened Vygotsky’s previously in-
accessible texts, allows a critical review of these issues. The
scope of this article does not allow a detailed discussion of
all these issues and this requires further collective work, so
I focus only on a few that seem to me indisputable.

The title of the theory

This question seems unimportant and inconsequen-
tial. A tradition has been established when Russian
researchers use the term “cultural-historical theory”,
whereas Western scholars prefer the term “sociocultural
theory”. However, the label matters. The point of view is
very widespread that Vygotsky himself never called his
theory “cultural-historical”; even more there is a claim
that this term was introduced in mid-30s by critics with
defamatory aims and have been later accepted by Vy-
gotsky’s followers in consequence of the mechanism of
“identification with the aggressor” [35].

The new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy solves this is-
sue completely and irrevocably. In recently re-published
Preface to Leontiev’s book “The development of memo-
ry” [89] we see the following definition:

“In its essence the... theory of the historical (or cultur-
al-historical) development in psychology means the the-
ory of the higher psychological functions (logical memory,
voluntary attention, verbal thinking, volitional processes,
etc.) — nothing more, and nothing less” [89, p. 200].

Thus, Vygotsky does not only give the title of his theo-
ry, but clearly identifies its subject matter — the cultural-
historical theory of development of higher psychological
functions. The original source, thus, clearly shows that
the title of the theory was introduced by Vygotsky him-
self before 1931, but not by the critics in the mid 1930s.

The problem, however, is deeper: both “cultural”
and “historical” mean something important. “Cultural”
addresses human culture and separates it from organic
development. “Cultural” relates to the cultural develop-
ment of behavior as a theoretical concept [86, p. 7]. “Cul-
tural” relates to “social”; “... everything cultural is social.
Culture is both a product of social life and of the social
activity of man” [86, p. 106].

The word “historical” in the title highlights the na-
ture of human higher psychological functions both in the
history of mankind (phylogenesis) and individual histo-
ry of development of the child (ontogenesis). Individual
development of the child and adolescent, and historical
development of cultural forms of behavior are the same
type of development [79, p. 221].

The subject-matter of CHT
It looks strange, but there is still no unity among re-
searchers on what is the subject matter of cultural-his-
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torical theory. Literature either circumvents this issue
and does not give an exact answer, or captures any one
aspect, fitting the theory into the framework of classi-
cal psychological academic traditions. This uncertainty
and diffusion leads to the state of arts where Vygotsky’s
theory is often classified as sort of social constructivism
[33], or as a theory of social development [5], a theory
of learning and development [3], or simply as a theory
of the development of thinking [25; 26]. Indeed, in Vy-
gotsky’s writings one can find deep ideas about the in-
terconnectedness of education and development, the
development of thinking, social development, etc., but
all these provisions do not exhaust and do not answer
the question “What is the subject of cultural-historical
theory?” And vice versa, to understand the full deepness
of these ideas and correctly interpret them is only pos-
sible if you see that these ideas were formulated through
the prism of the main problem, for the solution of which
the theory was created.

Vygotsky’s theory was the answer to the problem
formulated by W. Wundt — is it possible to objectively
study higher psychological processes (functions) in hu-
man beings? Wundt’s answer was negative; Vygotsky’s
answer was positive. Already established higher psy-
chological functions, functions per se, are not available
for objective study. But if we make the entire process of
their development and becoming the subject matter of
research, the opportunity for their objective scientific
study appears.

“The origin and development of the higher psycho-
logical functions, their construction and composition,
their way of functioning and their mutual connections
and interdependencies, the laws that govern their course
and fate — all this is constituting the exact content and
the true subject matter of these investigations” [89,
c. 200].

Thus, the subject matter of CHT is the process of de-
velopment of the higher mental functions of man in all
its basic aspects: 1) their origins 2) their construction
3) their composition 4) their mutual connections and
interdependencies and 4) the way of functioning. The
fundamental issue is the idea of development: to explain
the development of higher psychological functions not
from its properties, but to deduce its properties from its
development [85, p. 126].

An exact definition of the subject matter of theory
is not a simple formality. This relates to the problem,
namely the problem of lower (elementary, biologically
driven) psychological functions and higher (cultural)
psychological functions. This is a complex problem that
has been brilliantly solved in cultural-historical theory:
but I will dwell briefly on only one aspect. Secondary
literature, referring to the cultural-historical theory, as-
cribes to higher psychological functions not only volun-
tary attention, intentional memory, and logical thought
(which is correct), but also “problem solving, learning,
and evaluation of the effectiveness of these processes”
[38, p. 1—2] which looks confusing and very embarrass-
ing. Slightly changing the clear and intelligible “higher
psychological function” to “higher mental capacities”
[38, p. 1—2] or even “higher functioning” completely
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eliminates the opportunity to understand Vygotsky’s
original message and leads to the fact that they are mixed
in vague terminological constructions, like “lower and
higher elementary functioning” [8, p. 25] which strictly
and directly contradicts Vygotsky’s theoretical model.
As aresult, Vygotsky is credited with the idea that “The
general logic of development, Vygotsky maintains, is as-
sociated with the transformation of natural mental func-
tions into higher ones” [63, p. 151]. This take is so widely
disseminated that no one doubts that it accurately re-
flects the concept of theory.

The new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy allows us
to say that this view needs substantial refinement.
In The Problem of Development and Disintegration
of Higher Psychological Functions [73; 90] Vygotsky
with great details explains the dialectics of relations
of higher and lower psychological functions and gives
the clear answer: higher psychological functions are
special functional systems “that are not a direct con-
tinuation or development of an elementary function,
but represent a whole in which elementary mental
functions exist as one of the instances that make up
the whole” [90, p. 13].

The lower functions, of course, are involved as inte-
gral components of the higher ones, while they uncondi-
tionally transform. However, lower functions in no case
determine the composition of the higher function due to
the fact that the higher functions have a different nature
and origin. Moreover, having become an instance in the
composition of a new whole, lower functions begin to
work according to the laws of this new whole — this is
the essence of the matter.

The very fact of the publication of this Vygotsky’s re-
port calls into question the widespread belief that in the
last years of his life Vygotsky abandoned (or even simply
rejected) the ideas of the cultural-historical theory de-
veloped in 1927—1930. However, it was precisely estab-
lished that this report was made at a conference of the
All-Union Institute of Experimental Medicine in April
1934 [73, p. 364]. In other words, three months before
his death, Vygotsky continued to assert that “the prob-
lem of higher psychological functions is the central prob-
lem of the whole psychology of man” [73, p. 364].

The transition from studying the genetic processes
of the emergence of higher functions to studying their
development from the point of view of changing inter-
functional relationships was the essence of the last stage
of the development of CHT. The first results of this new
research program were presented by Vygotsky in that
report. We could conclude that at all stages of the de-
velopment of CHT, the process of development of higher
psychological functions remained the main subject-mat-
ter of the theory.

It is a pity, this late-stage work of Vygotsky, which
significantly contributes to the CHT and allows us to
clarify the relations between lower and higher psycho-
logical functions, is not yet available in English. This is
one more of many other examples of how the new real-
ity challenges the limitations, fragmentation, and even
fallacy of the existing picture of the cultural-historical
theory presented in contemporary literature.
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Laws of psychological development

No scientific theory, in the classical sense of the word,
can be called such if it is not built on discovered and ex-
perimentally justified objective laws: Newton’s theory,
for example, is impossible without the three basic laws
of mechanics. Yet, are there objective laws for explaining
complex mental phenomena that are subjective in nature?
Contemporary psychology is actively discussing this issue
and these discussions are either calming down or going
back on the agenda. Cultural-historical theory answers
this question unambiguously — if the subject matter of
the theory is the process of development of higher psycho-
logical functions, then the task is to identify the universal
and general laws of their development. If psychological
development is an objective process, then it is necessary
to identify the laws of development of higher functions,
the laws “which govern their course and fate” [89, c. 200].

Vygotsky’s invaluable contribution to developmental
psychology is that he identified and experimentally justi-
fied the general objective laws of development of higher
psychological functions. However, the literature, built on
outdated reality and based on a very fragmented view of
the theory as a whole, gives the same fragmentary and con-
tradictory picture when it comes to the laws of develop-
ment. Thus, Mahn claims that “Vygotsky discovered two
fundamental laws” [42, p. 63]. Gredler and Shields [26]
speak about 3 general laws of cultural-historical theory,
Meshcheryakov [45; 46] and Obukhova [51] present differ-
ent lists of four laws each. The bulk of researchers, however,
is limited to references to only one, the most famous law —
the general genetic law [86, p. 106] in best case scenario,
or simply to its abridged and incorrect translation in the
Mind in Society |74, p. 57]. These different lists are full of
inconsistencies, incorrect references to Vygotsky’s original
texts, inaccuracies, or subjective interpretations. For ex-
ample, the law which Vygotsky defined as “the law of the
transition [of the child] from direct, innate, natural forms
and methods of behavior to mediated, artificial psychologi-
cal functions” [79, p. 221], is called “the law of mediation”
[46, p. 162] or the “law of the transmission” [26, p. 50].

It might sound unbelievable, but now, after nearly a
hundred years from the time the theory appeared, there is
no research presenting the complete and systematic list of
laws of psychological development which could be found
in Vygotsky’s original writings. Secondary literature
gives some general understanding of Vygotsky’s laws,
but: 1) the numbers of laws in different lists do not match;
2) the formulations of laws are not always given accu-
rately but in accordance with the authors’ interpretation
and approach, rather than in agreement with Vygotsky’s;
3) some of them are based on wrong translations; 4) some
important original sources where Vygotsky had formu-
lated the general laws of development are not considered.
Even the question of how many laws of psychological de-
velopment is presented in Vygotsky’s texts causes confu-
sion and bewilderment among neo-Vygotskians.

Again, the new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy pro-
vides an accurate answer to this question. The first law
of psychological development that cultural-historical
theory based on is the law of four stages of development
as the “extremely important genetic law that character-

113

izes the development of all higher mental functions — of
logical memory, voluntary attention, and thinking in
concepts” [87, p. 103]. Three more laws are presented
and explained with great details in the Pedology of an
Adolescent |87, pp. 167—171]. Together with the general
genetic law [86, p. 106] this makes up 5 laws. It is amaz-
ing that all of these Vygotsky’s works are accessible; all
that is needed is to work carefully with the Collected
Works. Yes, the voice of Vygotsky himself is almost inau-
dible in the chorus of modern interpreters.

The new reality with the legacy of Vygotsky presents
surprises even to those who think that this list of 5 laws is
the final one. In the recently translated Lectures on Pedol-
ogy [88; 91], four more laws of psychological development
(laws of differentiation and subordination of psychologi-
cal functions) are systematically presented and discussed
in Lecture 5. In this lecture, Vygotsky does not only for-
mulate and explain these laws, he shows how they are in-
terrelated and interconnected and gives a huge number of
examples showing how these laws work at different stages
(psychological ages) of child development.

New reality and new opportunities

Cultural-historical theory does exist as a theoreti-
cal system and the new reality makes it possible to dis-
cover the cultural-historical theory as a system, i.e. the
system of laws, theoretical concepts, and principles. The
time is coming to discover the theory as deeply con-
nected to the research method, where theoretical ana-
lytical tools and research analytical tools constitute the
cultural-historical genetic research methodology. Doing
this we will find what kinds of new opportunities the
cultural-historical theory might provide for educational
research in the 21st Century.

The task to present Vygotsky’s theory in synthetic
summary is still challenging, but not impossible. What
we need is to include texts which recently became
available (including these not translated to English
yet) into already available sources which we can use
to solve the task of fully discovering the psychological
system Vygotsky had created. There is no single book
where Vygotsky presents his system as a whole; how-
ever, there are new sources where he introduces con-
cepts, laws, and principles being clearly formulated and
theoretically interrelated; there are texts where we can
find concrete examples of how those theoretical ana-
lytical tools work to study experimentally the process
of psychological development. The obstacle is that we
still deal with the tradition when ideas from different
periods are heaped together and the evolution of Vy-
gotsky’s position is undervalued or simply ignored. In
contrast to this, the cultural-historical theory might be
presented in the way it was developed during two key
stages: 1) 1927—1931 and 2) 1932—1934 [104; 18]. We
need to explain the theoretical continuity of these two
stages as well as differences between them; we need and
we can present and explain the concepts and principles
developed during these stages and theoretical links be-
tween them.
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We should as much as we can reduce the tradition
of interpretations of interpretations, and focus on col-
lective generative understanding of what Vygotsky said
himself, what were the original psychological meanings
of his theoretical “messages” since the only way to un-
derstanding is to reconstruct the theoretical content of
the theory in all its key components based on Vygotsky’s
original texts. Otherwise, without giving the voice to
Vygotsky, we will be doomed to remain in the situation
which Miller describes as “Christianity without Christ”
in contemporary sociocultural studies [48, p. 54].

Final remarks

The new reality with Vygotsky’s legacy, with a huge
amount of sources become recently available allows to
start a business that even 20 years ago seemed impos-
sible. This new reality allows us to make a new step in
discovering the cultural-historical theory as a system.
Because of these new sources, there are some aspects in
the theory which now can be clarified on the basis of Vy-
gotsky’s original texts. My article is focused on several
examples, and there is much more to do. There are some
theoretical links which were hidden and now became
clear; there are some examples of concrete research con-
ducted by Vygotsky and his collaborators which were
unknown, but now can help to clarify the research meth-
od and its links to the theoretical concepts. And finally,
there are some general laws of development of human
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in preschool children based on the research results of his close colleagues under his leadership during the 1930-s
and 1940-s. It embraces the conditions and features of the development of the hierarchy of motives in preschoolers
which underlies the emergence of volitional behaviour at this age. Evidence is provided for the role of the moti-
vational structure in the volitional regulation of such cognitive processes as perception, memory and in the emer-
gence of children’s control of their motor processes. It demonstrates that the motives of the child of the preschool
age get subordinated when the child is engaged in the social interaction with the participation of an adult. In a
brief preface to this publication, E.E. Sokolova highlights the context of the author’s work, the continuity of his
ideas of the activity theory with Vygotsky’s approach, and emphasizes a nontrivial approach in Leontiev’s school
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Preface

This paper does not belong to the most cited works of A.N. Leontiev, and has never been translated into English. Nonetheless,
it contains important highlights of the activity theory approach in psychology. It was developed by A.N. Leontiev and the fellow
members of his school who innovatively interpreted many ideas of Lev Vygotsky.

The paper was first published in 1948 as an introductory chapter in the book “The Issues of the Psychology of the Child of
the Preschool Age” edited by A. Leontiev and Alexander Zaporozhets. The book included also chapters written by Alexander
R. Luria, Daniil B. Elkonin, Alexander V. Zaporozhets, Lidia I. Bozhovich and other Leontiev’s associates. At that time, Leontiev
was the Head of the Department of Child Psychology at the Institute of Psychology of the Academy of Pedagogical Sciences of
the Russian Socialist Federative Soviet Republic. The studies mentioned in the text were performed under his supervision during
the 1940s. In this paper, Leontiev referred also to some earlier studies.

The paper discussed the mechanisms of personality formation in the early childhood, during its “first birth”, as Leontiev would call it
later. Leontiev observed the mechanisms of the gradual emergence of a socially determined hierarchy of motives at this age. For example,
AN. Leontiev referred to the “bitter candy” phenomenon: an adverse reaction to the reward obtained through cheating indicated that
the hierarchy of motives was taking shape in the childhood. However, this process is fully developed only by the age of 6—7 years old.

Leontiev further analysed the experimental research on volitional actions by Konstantin M. Gurevich who explored the
subordination of a “negative” motive to a “positive” one. This referred to a child who had to do first something unpleasant
or boring (activity with a “negative motive”), e.g. distributing multiple pieces of a mosaic into different boxes, for the sake of
receiving a funny toy thereafter (a “positive motive”). AN. Leontiev concluded that the subordination (hierarchy) of motives
proceeded most effectively when the “positive” motive had been presented to the child rather only in the imagination than in
the real perceptual field. This is why the subordination of motives appeared only at the preschool age when the imagination was
developing in the course of narrative and role-playing games. It was also shown that the hierarchization of motives in preschool
children emerged rather in communicating with an adult than in performing the task on their own.
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Leontiev also raised the issue of the child’s readiness for school. First of all, this referred to the child’s capacity for self-
control, that is, for the voluntary behaviour. The volitional regulation of behaviour and mental processes was associated with
L.S. Vygotsky’s concept of their mediation by psychological tools (signs). In A.N. Leontiev’s school, it was shown that voluntary
regulation would occur only if a required action was incorporated into the significant activity of the child with the corresponding
motive. The experiments of Zinaida V. Manuilenko showed that younger preschoolers were able to voluntarily maintain their
posture (stand still) for a while when this action was included in the sentry post game, i.e., the game which was significant to them.
They failed to perform such a task beyond the context of that activity,

Based on similar studies of memorization (Zinaida M. Istomina), A.N. Leontiev asserted that the development of voluntary
memory at the preschool age was conditioned by the development of the child’s activity. A child set and achieved a mnemonic
goal more effectively when its meaning directly grew from the motive of activity that was significant for him or her (e.g. play). The
same pattern was detected in the research of perception in preschool children that was conducted with the same methodology.

Thus, in the preschooler, voluntary control of his or her mental and motor processes does not occur as a result of the maturation
of specific nervous processes (as Leontiev calls it). It is rather a result of the development of various forms of a socially determined
activity. According to Leontiev, that activity, develops initially “on the old neurological basis”, and then, this basis gets rebuilt in
the course of the child’s activity. Hence there is an important theoretical conclusion common to the entire school of A.N. Leontiev,
though quite uncommon to the Soviet science of that time: mind is not a function of the brain as it is but rather a function of
the integral activity of the subject. This statement may seem nontrivial also to many neuroscience scholars today and makes this

publication still up to date.

Usually, there are two age periods specified in the
context of child development containing the
psychological changes that are crucial for personality
development. The first is preschool childhood! and the
second is adolescence and youth. The importance of these
periods for personality development has been stressed by
such significant scholars of the domestic pedagogy and
psychology as Ushinsky?, Lesgaft® and others.

Each of the two periods is of paramount importance
in the development of a child’s personality, and has its
peculiarities. Adolescence is characterized by the work
on oneself; it is the period of the formation of moral
consciousness, ideals, the period of emerging self-
consciousness.

Preschool childhood is different. This is the period
of an initial essential formation of the personality, the
period of the development of personal “mechanisms” of
behaviour. During the child’s development in preschool
years, the first motivational “nodes” are fixed and the
first connections and relationships are established,
which constitute a new, higher activity and, at the same
time, a new higher structure of the subject, that it, the
unity of the person. The period of preschool childhood
is much important even because it is the time of an
actual formation of the psychological mechanisms of
personality.

What is the essence of the formation of the
psychological mechanisms of personality at the preschool
age? What are those new established connections and
relationships which form the bases of personality? These
emerging relations are set between separate processes of
the child’s activity, and they have a special nature. They
differ from those that characterize the biological essence
ofany individual, as they are social. They can only emerge
as a result of life in the social environment, that is, only
in humans and only at a particular stage of development.
They arise and develop under the influence of education.

Elena E. Sokolova

It is mentioned above that the life of every individual
is a coherent system of processes. Some processes
of activity regularly change to others; some of them
become prevailing (dominant); others seem to fade into
the background. This is a manifestation of the natural
fluctuation of the organism’s needs determined by its
biological organisation and typical cyclic nature of life.
That change of needs and the cyclicality of life processes
is clearly observed in infants, for example.

Strictly speaking, it occurs very early, within the
first year of life, when the infant’s behaviour begins
transforming. More and more behavioural processes
occur in the child’s life due to social circumstances and
the educational influence of surrounding people. A child
masters the human ways of acting with objects, the forms
of human communication and language. New, specifically
human needs develop in him or her which have been
created by the entire mode of living from the very first
days of his/her existence in multiple ways. He gradually
learns to respond to the adult’s demands: following
instructions, obeying prohibitions, and understanding
praise and encouragement.

By the age of 2—2.5 the child has made quite a
progress in this direction. He not only moves freely
and treats familiar and accessible objects correctly, but
he speaks and mindfully follows what he sees and hears
from adults. He also shows considerable initiative and
autonomy. In short, his or her behaviour is already
characterized by almost all psychological features that
characterize the child also at later stages of development.

There is, however, one important feature that
distinguishes the behaviour of a child under three years
from the behaviour of older children. This well-known
feature has been described many times in the scientific
literature on child psychology. It is manifested in the
fact that the child of pre-preschool age is in the grip
of surface impressions. It is thus easy to attract him

"In the Soviet Union in the 1940s school education started at 7 years. Preschool age often refers to the age 3—7 years. (This and other notes

are authored by the translators).
2 Ushinsky Konstantin (1823—1871) —Russian scholar in pedagogy.

3 Lesgaft Peter (1837—1909) — Russian doctor, pedagogue, and civic leader.
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to something, but equally easy to distract. He/she is
very emotionally responsive to what happens, but the
emotions are unstable. If, for example, a child cries
of grief, it is very easy to console him: it is enough, for
example, in exchange for a lost toy to give him another
one or propose a different activity. It is said not without
reason that children at this age are “easily comforted”.
Indeed, one can see that in no longer than 2—3 minutes
after any failure suffered by a toddler he is already
smiling, ready to engage in what is shown or told to
him. Only occasionally he might look sobbing. This is a
remarkable phenomenon: the external expression of the
emotional response, its, so to say, external aftereffect, is
still there, while internally, on the psychological plane,
the emotion has already disappeared.

What is hidden behind this feature of pre-preschool
children? What can explain this specific internal
instability of their behaviour in general?

Psychological analysis of this type of evidence like
the above one allows us to discover a possible general
explanation. One can see that the very structure of
activity at this age has one crucial feature. Specifically,
though the child’s activity is urged by motives
relevant to relatively advanced needs and includes
already complex and diverse conscious goal-directed
processes (conscious actions), these motives are not
yet internally subordinated to each other. In other
words, the motives driving the child are not yet in the
relations of subordination, in which some are central
and more important for the child, while others are less
essential and secondary. This means that there are no
corresponding relations between more important and
less important meanings of various events and various
types of his or her activities. Rather, these relations may
be established, but only from outside, in the course of
the actual development of the child’s behaviour and as a
result of the adult’s direct educational influence.

Of course, at this stage of development, there
are still internal connections that determine the
subordination of motives, but these are still primitive
and of an organismic nature. These are the connections
of natural needs. For example, a hungry child would
not react equally to everything, to be sure. A child who
needs to sleep does not care about anything, being just
capricious. This amendment, which we must add to
our understanding of the general structure of activity
of pre-preschool children, in no way cancels its above-
mentioned characteristics. Their behaviour does not
yet make a remotely developed system, defined by the
subordination of motives of the highest type, though the
motives which drive their activity are very complex by
nature, highly developed. Therefore, a child of 2—3 years
of age can not consciously bargain away an attractive
thing for another, still more valuable one. At the same
time, even a strong disappointment can be dispelled in
him by some trifle.

Only at the preschool age can we discover for the
first time these higher types of subordination of motives.
These types are established by more important motives
standing out and subjugating other ones. A few years
ago we had a chance to observe it in one experimental
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study. A child who had failed in the task offered to him
and was very sad about it was told that he was still
good. Like other children, he received a small gift — a
candy. However, he took the candy without pleasure
and resolutely refused to eat it, and his grief was not
diminished; due to the failure, the candy he received
became a “bitter candy” for him. In our laboratory, we
have been long calling such phenomena in children, and
not only in them, “bitter candy phenomena”.

Later, K.M. Gurevich (1938) specifically investigated,
when and in which succession the subordination of
children’s motives emerged. He used the following
method. In an everyday communication with a child he
created a situation like this: when a child had got tired of
unfolding a mosaic, with which he was busy for some time,
he was offered an attractive mechanical toy. However, he
was immediately told he would be allowed to play with
it only after the pieces of mosaic (many of them) were
carefully sorted by colour in boxes as they had been before.
Thus, the child had to execute a long action that he did
not want to do in order to be allowed to play with a new
amusing toy. In other experiments a child was involved
in a game which involved a very exciting moment but
required painstaking preparation for it. This game was
built on a principle similar to, for example, sliding down
from the board which is very exciting, but first you are to
climb effortfully to the sliding board with your sleds.

These and other similar experiments not only
demonstrated that conscious and autonomous
subordination of one action to another one is shaped
only in the preschool age, but also allowed us to outline
the development of the process. First, an opportunity
to independently execute an unattractive (negatively
motivated) action emerged earlier in the course of
development if the objective (what constitutes its
positive motive) was mentally represented rather than
immediately perceived by the child. When the promised
toy was left in the child’s view, it was much harder for
the child to complete disassembling the mosaic than
when the toy was not in his visual field. In the first case,
a child was not yet capable of forcing himself to engage
in uninteresting mosaic folding — even for a chance to
play with a toy that attracted him. It got easier if the
toy was removed from the external “field” of the child’s
activity. In this case, the child is not only distracted
from the attractive toy but acts for it: having finished
disassembling the mosaic, the child immediately reminds
the adult of the promised toy.

First, this observation revealed that the possibility
of conscious subordination of one’s action to a more
distant motive is in fact a product of a higher stage of
development. This subordination initially suggests
the possibility of an “ideal” (mental) motivation of
the child’s behaviour, and only later embraces also the
relationships between the urges immediately present in
the field of activity. Then the child’s behaviour turns
from the “field-driven”, as it is in the pre-preschool age,
into the “will-driven” one.

Secondly, these experiments demonstrated that
doing something for the sake of another action emerges in
a child primarily in the process of communication, under




KYJbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAS IICUXOJOTUA 2020. T. 16. Ne 2
CULTURAL-HISTORICAL PSYCHOLOGY. 2020. Vol. 16, no. 2

the influence of education, when the subordination
of motives is established by the requirement of an
adult. Only later this comes from the requirements
of the objective circumstances of the child’s activity
themselves. Thus, it happens earlier that a child copes
with a puzzle in order to get a toy when it is requested
by an adult. It is however very hard for the same child
to set up tabletop targets in order to have an exciting
game of capturing them with a top, though the necessity
of the former action is absolutely evident for him.
Hence, the subordination of motives develops first in
a communication with the tutor in an obviously social
situation, and only later it occurs, when the child acts
independently in the conditions which require it.

So, from about three years of age, children begin
to develop a more complex internal organization of
behaviour and general structure of their activity at
large. The child’s activity becomes driven not by
separate motives that succeed each other, reinforce each
other, or conflict with one another, but rather by the
subordination of motives of single actions as described
above. The child is now capable of pursuing a goal that is
not in itself attractive for him for the sake of something
else or, conversely, abandoning something immediately
pleasing in order to obtain something more important or
to avoid something undesired. As a result, his individual
actions may acquire a more complex kind of reflected
meaning for him, depending on the motive to which
these actions are subordinated. For example, placing
mosaic pieces into boxes consciously commenced by the
child in order to play with steam trains obtains a new
conscious meaning, depending on that to which it is now
subjugated to. In this example the meaning of placing
mosaic tiles is for the child his anticipation of getting to
play with the trains.

All of these are however just signs or symptoms of the
emergence of the first nodes that tie together the separate
processes of the child’s behaviour on a new basis, the basis
of the more complicated human relationships into which
he is entering. The effective involvement of the preschool
child into these relationships takes place in various
forms. One form is the practical mastery of the rules of
behaviour in the process of upbringing, as described by
V.A. Gorbacheva (1945). Another remarkable form is
the process of the creative gameplay when a child takes
this or that role. Doing this, he or she also takes on those
internal structures of behaviour, which are comprised by
this role as well as by other forms of the child’s activity.

We consider the emergence of these first nodes in
the child’s activity of paramount importance from the
viewpoint of personality development. It is from these
nodes, which connect separate intentional processes
into a subordinate relationship, that the general pattern
begins to weave that serves as a background for the
gradual appearance of the main lines of meaning of the
person’s activity, characterizing his personality.

Speaking about one’s personality, we always imply
primarily a specific directionality of a human being,
created by the leading life motives. They subjugate other
motives that start, so to say, to shine with the reflected
light of these main leading motives. If otherwise there is
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no such subordination of motives and individual urges
simply interact with each other, we see a personality
disintegration, a return to a purely “field-driven”,
purely reactive behaviour. That is why the period of
the child’s development is so important when these
first subordinations in his activity are formed, when
the “mechanisms” of these subordinations are being
construed. This period falls at the beginning of preschool
childhood. While at the age of about three years only
its first signs appear, by six or seven years of age the
subordinations already reach their full development.

The development of mind in the preschool age is a
complex and multiform process. It would be therefore
erroneous to think that the content of this process is
exhausted by the change in the general structure of
activity described above, which occurs as a result of
the emerging connections of motives of an advanced
type. On the contrary, this change characterizes the
development only one-sidedly and, moreover, only in
the most general form.

Nevertheless, it is crucial to highlight this change in
the overall structure of the child’s activity. It opens the
way to understand and to establish connections between
specific psychological changes observed through the
preschool age and to approach these changes as the
whole process of the psychological development of the
child’s personality. This is the only way to approach the
issue, because the true subject of the development is the
child, rather than his or her separate mental processes by
themselves.

It is impossible in a short article to cover all the
multiform psychological changes, manifesting the mental
development of a preschool child. Therefore, we will
focus only on some issues related to particular changes
associated with the above general transformation of the
structure of the child’s activity, in particular, on the issues
of the development of voluntariness of separate processes.

The pedagogical urgency of these issues is due to the
fact that the development of the ability to manage one’s
behaviour is crucial for a child’s psychological readiness
Jfor school.

Studying at school does not only require that the
child possesses a certain range of ideas and knowledge
and a certain level of physical fitness. It also imposes
requirements on his mental development, e.g. on his
memory, perception and other processes. From the very
first days at school, a child should control his or her
behaviour, for example, correctly lining up and sitting at
the desk, obeying rules during breaks. All this suggests
the ability to restrain their impulsive motor reactions,
control their behaviour, and rule their movements.

Obviously, these requirements are not always easy to
meet for aseven-year-old child. Ttis also known that these
skills are taught rather than emerging by themselves. It
is necessary, therefore, to properly educate a child at the
preschool age to prepare him or her for school in this
aspect.

At first glance, it may seem that this task does not
deserve the attention of a psychologist, does not raise
any significant psychological issues. However, it is
not so. The purely mechanical skill training or drilling
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is not in question here. This was emphasized already
by K.D. Ushinsky. We view the capacity to control
one’s motor behaviour as a relatively complex process.
“Controlled” behaviour is not just a fixed skill, but rather
a consciously managed behaviour, with this control
requiring no special attention. The student should
behave properly in the class: sitting properly at the desk,
not spinning, not manipulating manually the objects
lying in front of him, not waiving his legs — in one word,
“not switching off” for a single minute, no matter how
absorbed his attention is in the teacher’s words.

An experimental study specifically devoted to the
study of the voluntariness of the child’s motor behaviour
was conducted in our laboratory by Z.V. Manuilenko
(1948). She showed that the formation of voluntary
control, starting in early preschool years, comprises a
number of qualitatively peculiar stages. The development
of the voluntariness of motor behaviour illustrates the
change of the general structure of activity of the child
discussed above.

In this study, children were given a task to keep a
certain posture (a “sentry” posture). Children aged 3
to 7 years approached the same task in very different
conditions, which made it possible to reveal not only the
actual course of development of the capacity to control
their behaviour, but also some important psychological
prerequisites of this process.

It turned out that if the task of voluntary maintenance
of the posture was set to the child in the form of a direct
instruction, the youngest preschoolers were essentially
unable to manage it, even when they accepted the task
eagerly. This task had a particular motive for them
related to their relationships with the adult which made
the requirements quite meaningful for them. So, the
reason that they involuntarily break the posture in a few
seconds was not their internal lack of acceptance of the
task. As a more detailed analysis shows, they were not
able to control their movements for a long time. Their
lack of control referred not to the externally proposed
result to be achieved, but rather to the motor process
itself, to its performance.

Things were different for older children. Children as
old as middle preschool-age* subordinated their activity
to this task easily. For them, however, maintaining a
posture was indeed a special task that required internal
activity, so they totally concentrated on it. That is
why any distraction interrupted the task: maintaining
the immobility could not be fulfilled, and the required
posture was broken.

The process of managing the posture in older
preschool-age children was different. They were capable
of controlling their posture even when they were
distracted by something: their motor behaviour could
become truly controlled, they were truly free to “master
themselves”.

What are the central psychological moments that
determine the development of the process of voluntary
control over their behaviour? We find the answer to

* About five years.
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this question in another series of studies. They were
constructed in such a way that the task of voluntarily
keeping the same “sentry” posture arose from the play
role accepted by a child. Under these conditions, even
children of 4 years old, who could not execute the task
of voluntary retention of the posture in the first series,
performed perfectly. This was explained by the fact
that while playing, it was easier for a child to establish
a relation between the goal of retaining the posture and
the motive to which it was subordinated. For a child,
the task to act “like a sentry” already contained the
task to stand “well”, excluding sudden posture-breaking
movements, etc. The one directly followed from the
other. At the same time, the task of retaining the posture
and the motivation to perform the adult’s instructions as
well as possible stood psychologically in more intricate
relationships with each other. This explanation has been
carefully tested through comparing experimental data
from other studies specifically designed for this purpose.

It should, however, be specially emphasized that it is
only at the stage of initial shaping of the voluntary motor
behaviour that the immediacy of the relation between
the motive underlying task fulfilment and the new goal
of self-monitoring that stands out for him plays a crucial
role. This is not decisive for older children for whom the
mechanism of voluntary behaviour has already taken
shape. Managing their own behaviour becomes a free
act for them not only because this does not occupy all
their attention, but also because it is not restricted by
the frames of specific relations between objects and
meanings.

Investigation of the development of the voluntariness
of motor behaviour in the preschool age reveals two-
way inner associations of this process with the general
development of the child.

First of all, it is related to the development of higher
mechanisms of movement proper. Studies of the motor
sphere by A.V. Zaporozhets and his associates allow to
conclude that its general transformation observed during
the preschool age is not the result of independently
autonomously proceeding maturation of relevant
nervous mechanisms. It rather comes about because a
child begins to consciously specify and set special “motor
goals” in his behaviour. In other words, higher motor
mechanisms develop specifically in connection with the
progress in managing one’s motor behaviour.

This connection came forward clearly in Z.V. Manui-
lenko’s study discussed above. For example, in younger
children who consciously directed their activity to
the goal of maintaining the required posture, the
very mechanism of self-control was still organized
analogously to the management of external actions with
objects, under almost permanent visual control. This,
by the way, explains why the child is so strongly “tied
up” and immediately loses control as soon as something
distracts him from outside. Thus, initially conscious
and voluntary control of his posture relies also on the
mechanism of conscious control of movements directed
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at external objectives, which has developed much
earlier. At the next stage of development, self-control
is being transferred to other nervous mechanisms. It is
performed under the control of motor (proprioceptive)
sensations. Of course, these sensations have already
previously played a decisive role in movements, in
their coordination, but now they begin to serve the
voluntary, conscious control, although in a particular
way. So we see that first the actual development of
new internal connections and relations occurs in the
activity on the former neurological basis, and only
thereafter this very basis is reconstructed. And this, in
turn, opens up new possibilities for further development
of managing one’s behaviour. While still under the
control of consciousness and completely voluntarily
regulated, this behaviour begins to display features of
an automatically occurring process. Now it does not
require continuous effort and, figuratively speaking,
“does not occupy consciousness”. This is exactly how
senior preschoolers manage themselves, and this is
what is required of the child at school.

There are also linkages of another kind, the ones
between the ongoing restructuring of motor behaviour
and the changes that occur in the child’s mental processes
through the preschool period — changes in his memory,
perception and other processes.

Consider the study by Z.M. Istomina of memory
development in preschool children. It showed that the
main change in memory processes in this period is that
the processes of memorizing and remembering turn from
involuntary to intentional and voluntary ones. And it
means that the child now sets a conscious goal to remember,
and he learns to actively attain this goal. N.L. Agenosova’s
research shows a similar transformation in the processes of
perception, which also become manageable at this age and
acquire features of true volition.

The mere fact of the formation of voluntary
memorization in preschool age was to be expected, but
what is important is how this process proceeds and what
determines it.

Z.M. Tstomina studied memory in preschool children
from the youngest to the oldest groups by manipulating
their motivation. She showed that the transformation
of children’s memory is due to the development of the
general structure of the child’s activity discussed above.
The turning point usually falls at the age of about
four years. She showed further that children could
consciously specify and set the goal to memorize or
remember something earlier if the meaning of this goal
directly followed from the motive of their entire activity.
In her study, the advantageous condition was a game
which required memorization of the assignment and its
recollection, which directly followed from the playing
role adopted by the child. Other conditions referred
to other meaningful activities. It was more difficult for
children when the goal stood in more abstract relations
to the motive, as in the case when memorization was
done in a typical laboratory experiment.
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Thus, we conclude that the changes in diverse
processes occurring through the preschool age are
internally connected with each other and have a
common nature. Obviously, this commonality of
changes is due to the fact that they are related to the
same circumstances. All the studies included in this
book highlight the connection of these changes to one
central fact.

The fact is that the child in the course of his or her
development actively intrudes into the surrounding
world of human relationships, learning the social
functions of people (initially in a very specific and
practical form), socially developed norms and rules
of behaviour. This initially mandatory specificity and
efficacy of the form, in which a child is mastering higher
processes of human behaviour, certainly requires that the
tasks that the educator sets for the child were meaningful
to him or her. It means that the connection between
what the child must do, what he or she acts for, and the
conditions of his or her activities were not formal, not
conditional and not too complicated, but rather as direct
and proximal as possible. Only under this condition new
higher internal connections and relations in the child’s
activity can initially emerge as a response to the complex
tasks that the social and historical conditions of the
child’s life set for him.

We want to emphasize this thesis because there is
one simple but important pedagogical issue related
to it. During the initial stages of a child’s mastery of
a new task (for example, the task of managing his or
her behaviour), should the education go, so to speak,
along the lines of strengthening the motive itself? Our
data show that this path does not lead to success at the
initial stages of development. It is not the strength of
the motive and the desire produced by it in the child
that is decisive at these stages. What really matters
here is the conscious, meaningful connection between
the motive of a child and the action that he or she
needs to subdue to the given motive. This becomes
evident from all the material in the cited experimental
studies.

This thesis, however, applies only to the initial
stages of the process. Further development goes in the
direction of overcoming such limitations, and this also
must be taken into account in education. At the first
stages of development of the voluntary motor sphere
of a preschool child the object and role tasks (“to walk
like a bear”, “to gallop like a horse”, etc.) are used with
good reason. Nevertheless, at the next stage motor tasks
should be given also in a much more abstract form, i.e.
tasks of free gymnastic type. The same is true for other
domains of education. After all, a child will face much
higher requirements at school in the future. The school
will set such tasks and will require the child strive to
attain such goals which will not always directly follow
from the child’s natural desire to learn, and are not
always directly connected for him with specific motives
of learning.
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OBITUARIES
HEKPOJIOI'M

Elena Olegovna Smirnova
November 1, 1947 — February 3, 2020

On February 3, 2020, Elena Olegovna Smirnova an out-
standing Russian scientist, specialist in child psychology, PhD
in Psychology, Professor, Head of the Center of Psychologi-
cal and Pedagogical Expertise of Games and Toys, winner of
the Russian government award in the field of education for the
cycle of works "The system of upbringing and development of
children from birth to seven years", passed away. E.O. Smirno-
va's scientific activity was evaluated by high government
awards: the K.D. Ushinsky medal and the G.I. Chelpanov
medal "For contribution to the development of psychological
science" of the IT degree.

Elena Olegovna Smirnova was born on November 1, 1947
in Moscow in a family of employees (mother — a doctor, fa-
ther — a chemist, PhD). In 1966, she entered the newly created
faculty of psychology at Moscow State University. Her teach-
ers were A.N. Leontiev, A.R. Luria, A.V. Zaporozhets, D.B. El-
konin, V.V. Davydov and other remarkable scientists.

In 1969, E.O. Smirnova, while still a third-year student,
came to the laboratory of early childhood and preschool psy-
chology of the Psychological Institute Russian Academy of
Education, which was headed by M.I. Lisina. For almost forty
years professional life of Elena Olegovna was associated with
this laboratory, where she went from assistant to head of the
laboratory.

In 1977, under the supervision of M. I. Lisina E. O. Smirno-
va defended her PhD thesis on "The Impact of communication
with adults on the effectiveness of preschool children's learn-
ing". In 1992 she defended her doctoral dissertation on "The
conditions and prerequisites for the formation of behavior self-
regulation of children". Both themes interested her all her life,
as a scientist and as a person. Elena Olegovna liked to gather
people around her and could to create a friendly, warm atmo-
sphere. She understood will as an intention — own internal mo-
tivation to activity through which child develops.

Elena Olegovna worked at the Moscow State University of
Psychology and Education since its Foundation as a scientist
and a lecturer. She considered it her mission to create a toy
museum to based on Z.M. Boguslavskaya’ s toys collection. As
a result the Center of psychological and pedagogical expertise
of games and toys was created. She was the Head of The Cen-
ter for more than 15 years. Under her leadership the concept
and methodology of psychological and pedagogical evaluation
of games, toys and children spaces were developed, childhood

and play were researched. Under the scientific supervision of
E.O. Smirnova has prepared and defended more than 20 PhD
theses.

In 2017 on the basis of Center of Psychological and Peda-
gogical Expertise of Games and Toys under the leadership of
Elena Olegovna a unique master's program "Play and child-
hood" was developed and realised to train specialists in the
field of children's play and the subject-spatial environment.

E.O. Smirnova is the author and co-author of numerous
publications: articles, textbooks, manuals, scientific mono-
graphs and popular books. The most famous textbooks that
have endured many reprints: "Child psychology", "Psychology
of a child", "Psychology and pedagogy of play". Pedagogical
manuals and educational programs for teachers and specialists
working with children: "Didactical games for preschoolers",
"Interpersonal relationships of preschoolers”, "Diagnostics of
mental development of a child from birth to 3 years: diagnos-
tics, problems, correction”, "Organization of subject play space
in kindergarten", " First steps. The program of Early childhood
education and development", "Organization of play activities".
Publications for parents: "Art of communication with a child",
"Preschooler in the modern world", "Conflict children”, " Your
child from 0 to 3. A book for young parents.”" This far from
complete list of works reflects the breadth of Elena Olegovna'
s interests.

E.O. Smirnova had a talent for popularizing scientific
knowledge. She presented scientific data simply and fascinat-
ingly. Her language is recognizable — light and airy, and nu-
merous articles and books are very popular with parents and
educators.

Elena Olegovna devoted her life to the humanization of
preschool education. She defended the value of children's ini-
tiative, the needs and will of a child, defended the children's
play, its indispensability and importance for development. Ele-
na Olegovna participated in the development of the Federal
State Educational Standard for Preschool Education and made
a key contribution in the Standard to the adoption of the value
and developing significance of children's play.

In loving memory.

Specialists of the Centre for Psychological
and Pedagogical Expertise of Games and Toys

For citation: Elena Olegovna Smirnova. November 1, 1947 — February 3, 2020. Kul turno-istoricheskaya psikhologiya =
Cultural-Historical Psychology, 2020. Vol. 16, no. 2, p. 125. DOL https://doi.org/10.17759,/chp.2020160214

s uurarsr: Enena Osterosra Cvuprosa. Hostops 1, 1947 — Mespads 3, 2020 // Ky abTypHO-HCTOpUYECKas CUX0JI0-
rust. 2020. Tom 16. Ne 2. C. 125. DO https://doi.org/10.17759,/chp.2020160214

125

CCBY-NC




