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Abstract

The Individual’s with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA ’97) outlines how local education agencies are to assess students for transition needs as a part of their Individual Education Plan (IEP). In this paper Lev Vygotsky’s theories concerning the cultural mediation of human development are reviewed as a historical foundation. Cross-cultural investigations relying on Vygotsky’s theories provide evidence that standard classroom assessments do not accurately reflect a student’s out of classroom skills. It is concluded that using a Vygotskian perspective to assess transition needs will provide the teacher with more accurate assessments than merely relying on standard school-bound assessments. Limitations of the available literature, implications for professional development and ideas for future research are also discussed.
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CHAPTER I

Introduction

This paper will investigate if Lev Vygotsky’s psychological theories are relevant for the transition services portion of special education. Special education is a federal mandate requiring all disabled students have a free and appropriate public education (Turnbull & Turnbull, 2000). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997 (IDEA’97) details the specific action necessary for a Local Education Agency (LEA) to take if a student is showing failure in school. This includes evaluating and determining if the student has a disability that is affecting the student’s performance. Once the student is assessed and determined to have a disability that is the cause of this failure, an Individual Education Plans (IEP) is written to explain how the Local Education Agency is going to provide services that will accommodate the student’s diagnosed disability. By law, special education assessments are used to evaluate why a student is failing in a classroom setting. This paper will provide evidence that school-bound evaluation tools do not provide accurate assessments of a student’s transition service needs. Determining these needs may assist the student in making a good transition from high school to vocational training, college or a competitive job. As it appears in IDEA ‘97: 

The term ‘transition services’ means a coordinated set of activities for a student with a disability that – (A) is designed within an outcome-oriented process, which promotes movement from school to post-school activities, including post-secondary education, vocational training, integrated employment (including supported employment) continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community participation; (B)is based upon the individual student’s needs, taking into account the student’s preferences and interests; and (C) includes instruction, related services, community experiences, the development of employment and other post-school adult living objectives, and, when appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation. [20 U.S.C. § 1402 (30)]

Following is an explanation of the reason this author supports using a Vygotskian perspective for authentically evaluating a student’s special education transition service needs. This writer works in the St. Paul Public Schools at a program called Community Based Program for Social Development that was established to provide special education transition services to students age 16 –21 who have been diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disorders. This employment provided the writer with experiences indicating that the current evaluation process does not provide the information necessary for quality determinations of transition goals. 

Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934) was a Russian psychologist who was a pioneer in drawing from many disciplines to understand human consciousness. His writing supports the idea that school-bound assessments do a poor job planning the community-based goals required by law. Reading Lev Vygotsky provides sound guidance for how to focus evaluations that elicit better transition goals. His research regarding the cultural aspect of language directly relates to the special education practice of evaluating students for disabilities. In fact, IDEA’97 states “tests and other evaluation materials used to assess a child are selected and administered so as not to be discriminatory on a racial or cultural basis” [20 U.S.C. § 1414 (b)(3)(A)(i)]. Lev Vygotsky’s writing supports the idea that school-bound assessments are not sensitive to the out of classroom needs transition age students experience. 


Vygotsky is considered to be the first researcher to introduce culture as a variable of the experimental design (Luria, 1978; Valsiner, 1988; Cole, 1996; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Gardner, 1991). The purpose of addressing cultural impacts on human development is at the very heart of understanding how people learn and apply knowledge across environments. Michael Cole  at the University of California San Diego is a contemporary researcher who relies heavily on Vygotsky’s investigations (Vygotsky, 1978; Cole, 1996, 1991; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Gardner, 1991). Cole believes that culture should be viewed as the “medium of human existence” (1990a, p. 91). Viewing culture as a medium allows the researcher to view specific cultures as units of analysis similar to how a lab biologist distinguishes between cultures in a petri dish (Cole, 1990b). Providing culture as a unit of analysis supplies evidence that certain cultures support a person developing a specific set of skills while other cultures do not support a person learning a skill (Nicolopoulou & Cole, 1993). In other words, culture provides the context that both supports the learning of a skill and the support necessary to continue using that skill. In Chapter II a review of cross-cultural studies based on Vygotsky’s theories will support the concept of current classroom model evaluations being discriminatory when measuring transition goals.


Vygotsky’s educational philosophy revolves around language being a tool that both organizes and communicates cultural information (Vygotsky, 1978; 1997b; 1934/1999; Rosa & Montero, 1990; Cole, 1996; Panofsky, John-Steiner & Blackwell, 1990; Valsiner, 1995, 1997). For Vygotsky language is the tool that both builds a person’s thinking as well as allows teachers to decipher, or assess a student’s thinking (Vygotsky, 1978, 1997b, 1934/1999; Valsiner, 1995, 1997, 2001; Wells, 1999). Because language is the stimulus that mediates the formation of people’s thinking Vygotsky used the term semiotic mediation to refer to how an individual’s conscious thought develops via culturally organized language (Vygotsky, 1978, 1934/1999; Valsiner, 1988, 1997). An example of this occurs when toddlers learn to speak. Many times one-year-olds will call all women, “mom” and all men, “dad.” For that child the word “mom” represents a generic term for all women.  Gradually, however, language mediates enough times to help the child change the generic term for women from “mom” to “women”.  

Vygotsky distinguished between a person’s everyday thinking that spontaneously occurs and the scientific concepts that result from formalized school-bound instruction (Vygotsky, 1934/1999; Panofsky et. al., 1990). An example of a scientific concept promoted by school instruction is the classification systems often correlated to subject matter; numbers are learned in math, laws in civics class, stories in literature class, etc. This classification system of knowledge is encouraged in the structured rigor of the classroom and therefore is what is accessed when classroom teachers assess a student’s skills. Vygotsky’s distinction between that which is “everyday” and that which is “scientific”, provides support for measuring community-based transition goals using community-based assessment tools (Vygotsky, 1997b, 1934/1999; Wertsch, 1990).


Incorporated into this distinction between “everyday” and “scientific” is his concept of psychological tools (Vygotsky, 1934/1999; Kozulin, 1999). Psychological tools are devices our minds use to assist us in carrying out both naturally occurring behaviors and culturally agreed upon norms. People will tie a string around their finger to remember to pay the water bill. Needing to remember to pay the bill would be a natural function but the tying of the string would represent an everyday psychological tool to assist a person’s memory. The water bill would be a scientific psychological tool or as is it is commonly referred to in today’s literature, a cultural artifact (Kozulin, 1999; Cole, 1996).

Assessments conducted for determining special education eligibility are for deciding if a student understands the scientific culture of the classroom (the previously discussed classification system), not for determining community-based skills (Vygotsky, 1934/1999; Brolin, 1991). Scientific culture in the classroom is embedded in the structure of the school day and the scope and sequence of a school’s curriculum. This method of information delivery detaches the subject matter from actual events. Teachers delivering transition services are interested in improving a student’s performance in community based settings where information does not always present itself in orderly fashion (National Council on Disability & Social Security Administration, 2000). Therefore, the question posed in this thesis is do school-bound assessments provide the necessary transition service information? 

Vygotsky does not promote either everyday concept formation or scientific concept formation as a premise for knowledge acquisition but rather makes the distinction that everyday and scientific are unique cultures (Vygotsky, 1934/1999). Each promotes different ways of categorizing information and subsequently each must be assessed based in the context of how a person remembers that information (Vygotsky, 1934/1999, 1997b; Luria, 1978; Cole, 1996, 1991; Scribner & Cole, 1981). 

Therefore, it is the purpose of this paper to promote the use of transition assessment tools that address a student’s out of classroom skills as opposed to her classroom skills.  The psychological tools of the classroom are not always what are available to the student when learning an out of classroom skill. For example, if a child learns math by building projects then assessing the child’s math knowledge using paper and pencil would not provide an adequate measure of the child’s mathematical knowledge.

Chapter II will begin with a brief biography of Vygotsky’s life for the purpose of providing background information that correlates his professional experiences to those experiences encountered by a special education teacher expected to provide transition service delivery. In-depth analysis of many of Vygotsky’s papers and publications will establish semiotic mediation as a critical concept for understanding the need to assess a student’s transition needs within the context of a student’s community-based abilities. The review will research studies conducted utilizing Vygotsky’s principle of semiotic mediation that provide strong evidence that people’s knowledge and skills cannot be assessed strictly using school-based assessments. The correlation to using the researched methodology for studying transition assessments will conclude the literature review chapter. 

In Chapter III the purpose of focusing a Vygotskian lens on transition assessment will be discussed. The conclusion of the literature review provides the link between authentic transition assessments and Vygtosky’s psychological theories. Both the limitations and future implications will provide a guide for further research on the topic as well as propose the importance for any applications to professional teaching practice.

CHAPTER II

Literature Review


Chapter II begins with Lev Vygotsky’s (1896-1934) contributions to the study of human consciousness as it is relevant to applications in the field of transition service delivery. This will be followed by an historical study of cross-cultural investigations undertaken to study how culture affects a person’s abilities to solve both classroom type problems and out of classroom type problems. Concluding the chapter will be current Vygotskian type research that addresses problems with applying classroom evaluation tools to out of classroom skills.

During Vygotsky’s lifetime the field of psychology was just developing its reputation as a serious area of study and subsequently had yet to establish a universal methodology that would guide all psychologists (Reiber & Wollock, 1997; Valsiner, 1988; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991; Vygotsky, 1997a). Vygotsky spent some time as a teacher in secondary school and as an instructor at a teacher’s college prior to taking a research position at Moscow University (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991; Kosulin, 1999). These practical experiences led him to try and understand psychology’s disorganization. He viewed debates in journals by theorists not to be representative of problems faced by those who were expected to practice the day-to-day delivery of psychology (Vygotsky, 1997a; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). For Vygotsky, the debate centered on actual events and everyday activities that weren’t represented by a textbook education. This practical approach to psychological theory is exactly how Vygotsky is relevant for the field of transition service delivery. 

During his time spent as a high school teacher and as a professor at a teacher’s college he valued practical applications over theoretical ideas and took the time to write a handbook for first time teachers (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). Vygotsky’s explanation of mental functions pivots around human development beginning with the cultural setting and developing inward (Van de Veer & Valsiner, 1991; Valsiner, 1988, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978, 1997a, 1997b, 1934/1999). For example, it is the natural inclination of a baby to babble. It is the parents of the baby who decide what sounds make sense and what sounds don't. Internalizing these parental corrections by the baby is done via semiotic mediation using the psychological tool of human language. The ability to internalize and utilize these psychological tools gave Vygotsky a method of assessing a disability (Kozulin, 1999).

The day-to-day hardships of living through the Russian revolution (1917) placed disabled people squarely in the spotlight of the professional lives of Vygotsky and his fellow defectologists (the English translation of the Russian phrase for psychologists who specialize in the study of disabilities) (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). As with all of his investigations, Vygotsky emphasized the study of higher mental functions as a key to understanding disabilities. Vygotsky’s premise that all higher mental functions originate in culture provides a way to measure the difference in cultural development across children. (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 231) Therefore, Vygotsky believed a child could be disabled in both biological development (which may impact intellectual functioning) and cultural development. His thinking on cultural development directly impacts the evaluation of special education assessments. When Vygotsky was reaching a time in his career to properly apply his theoretical discoveries to the treatment of disabled people he died (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991).

Today’s standardized test format used for assessing special education services is based in the language of the classroom (Brolin, 1991; Cole & Trauppman, 1981). Because of this dependence on classroom language the point to be addressed at this juncture is whether these standard tests function as authentic assessments of community-based transition needs.

As well as being interested in disabilities, Vygotsky also took a special interest in understanding the human development stage commonly referred to as adolescence.  This word is used to describe that transitional developmental stage of life that begins at the onset of puberty and is completed once a person has achieved mature development, both biologically and psychologically (Berube, 1976). It is Vygotsky’s emphasis on higher mental functions that brought him to the study of adolescents. Vygotsky (1934/1999) writes,

Adolescence, therefore, is less a period of completion than one of crisis and transition. The transitional character of adolescent thinking becomes especially evident when we observe the actual functioning of the newly acquired concepts. Experiments specially devised to study the adolescent’s operations with concepts bring out, in the first place, a striking discrepancy between his ability to form concepts and his ability to define them. The adolescent will form and use a concept quite correctly in a concrete situation, but will find it strangely difficult to express that concept in words, and the verbal definition will, in most cases, be much narrower than might have been expected from the way he used the concept. The same discrepancy occurs also in adult thinking, even at very advanced levels. This confirms the assumption that concepts evolve in ways differing from deliberate conscious elaborations of experience in logical terms. Analysis of reality with the help of concepts precedes analysis of the concepts themselves. (p. 141)

Vygotsky clearly distinguishes between what an adolescent knows, what an adolescent can verbalize and how that same adolescent may perform activities that validate that knowledge. 

Describing an experiment conducted by Vygotsky and his colleagues will illustrate the correlation of psychological tool use to a person’s cognitive development. The study can be referred to as the “forbidden color” experiment. It consists of two trials. The experimenter provides the subject with the direction that they are forbidden from using certain hues to describe colored geometric figures being displayed. In one trial the subject is given cards to remind them of the forbidden hue, in the other they must describe the displayed figure without cards. The results of the study showed that preschool age students made as many mistakes with the cards as without, that adolescents made many more mistakes during the trial without the cards and that adults were similar in the amount of mistakes made with the memory aids as without the cards (Vygotsky, 1997b). Vygotsky concluded that the use of the cards by the adolescents showed their dependence on the provided psychological tools. The impact of this conclusion on the assessment of an adolescent’s abilities is staggering, especially for a transition teacher who must assess a student’s community based abilities. If the adolescent is depending upon provided external psychological tools as opposed to internalized psychological tools, then it is discriminatory to assess the adolescent’s community-based abilities via school-bound instruments. Having a student fill out a questionnaire and interviewing the mother over the phone about her son’s abilities is a far cry from observing the same student plan a meal, shop for a meal and cook a meal.

The death of Vygotsky in 1934 came months before the publication of his most fully formed ideas regarding human development and how these ideas could assist Paedology (Kozulin, 1999). Paedology was a field of study pioneered by Vygotsky to be an “interdisciplinary educational psychology” (Kozulin, 1999, p. xlv). Vygotsky’s vision of assessing a student’s use of scientific and everyday psychological tools was a valid reason for the attempt to begin a new psychological discipline. 

Vygotsky wrote about practical uses for his developmental theories, “The conception of word meaning as a unit of both generalizing thought and social interchange is of incalculable value for the study of thought and language” (Vygotsky, 1934/1999, p. 9). Vygotsky viewed words to play the same role as the colored cards. Words can provide both the rules of expected social behavior as well as a means for people to define their own social role. 

The label of “learning disabled” will mediate for the child more then merely the behavior present in the classroom. The history of this label being present during the ongoing experiences at school, especially if parents become involved at IEP meetings, will define for the student the social role of being “learning disabled”. This idea will be discussed further in the section that explores Michael Cole’s contribution to Vygotsky’s educational theories.

Vygotsky viewed the assessment value of a psychological tool to be both the concrete/external aspect and the internalization that allows a person to use this tool (Kozulin, 1999). The described “forbidden color” experiment provides a colored card as a concrete example of a psychological tool. Vygotsky determined that because the adolescents depended on the provided card to be successful this is a developmental stage people go through when learning new skills (Kozulin, 1999). 

Thought and language were the unknown variables in Vygotsky’s research. This is illustrated by the following quotation, “The research we have in mind is always an equation with two unknowns. Developing the problem and the method proceeds, if not in parallel, then in any case, by jointly moving forward” (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 27). The previously mentioned experiment is an example of how the semiotic aspect of physical objects (the colored cards) fulfill both of Vygotsky’s requirements, what unit of human behavior (understanding of social roles) to study and with what instrument (a physical symbol representing that social role). Because of the dual purpose Vygotsky termed this the “method of double stimulation” (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 154). Vygotsky pointed out that consciousness is both attention and being able to master the processes that direct one’s own behavior (Vygotsky, 1997b). Therefore, the presentation of the same psychological tools but varying the ages of those being studied could provide a picture of the genesis of semiotic mediation’s influence over a person’s attention and ability to focus that attention based on age (Vygotsky, 1997b). This mapping of a person’s development of skills over time based on cultural contexts (i.e. classroom vs. out of classroom) provides a unit of analysis for assessment purposes. 

Cross-cultural investigations

Vygotsky and Luria devised a study to measure the impact schooling had on the native peoples of Uzbekistan (Luria, 1976). The premise of the investigation was to use schooling as the variable that impacted how their subjects solved double stimulation problems. The results and conclusions drawn were controversial when presented in the Soviet Union in the 1930’s and remain so today. Luria (1976) writes;

Naturally, in making the transition from concrete to theoretical thinking, people do not immediately acquire an ability to formulate their ideas succinctly. They exhibit much the same tendency to discursiveness that characterized their previous habits of thought. In the course of time, however, they overcome the inclination to think in visual terms and can render abstractions in sophisticated manner. (p. 99)

That the Uzbekistan study wasn’t published in its entirety until 1976 is proof enough of the controversial aspect of its conclusions. Much criticism followed the studies. During the 1930’s there was going to be nothing published that put any native Russian in a negative light (Cole, 1976). It is unfortunate that the studies were not viewed for what is contained in the above quotation, a snapshot of the genesis of human conscious development. Instead, critics focused attention on the illiterate’s inability to understand the experimenter’s syllogisms rather then to look at how those illiterate subjects were attempting to make sense of the questions being asked (Cole, 1976). Describing the importance of the experiments that Luria conducted will provide an introduction to understanding how school-bound assessments are discriminatory for transition purposes.

The design and method for the Uzbekistan study were similar to the double stimulation card experiment. Purposes for the study focused on what Vygotsky referred to as higher mental functions: generalization, abstraction, deduction, inference, reasoning, problem solving, imagination and self-analysis; and how these developed in people according to their age, sex, and schooling. Here is Luria’s purpose for conducting the study, “When the socialist revolution eliminated dominance and submission as class relations, people oppressed one day enjoyed a free existence the next” (Luria, 1976, p. 13). Vygotsky and Luria wanted to research how the introduction of schooling to remote peoples and peasants would change their higher mental functions. 

Subjects consisted of five groups; illiterate indigenous women separated from modernization, illiterate peasants who separated themselves from socialization, women with little training for the care of kindergartners, farmers active in the collective who were enrolled in courses, and women in “low” educational courses (Luria, 1976, p. 15). The first two groups were considered to be the uneducated and the final three were expected to exhibit a change as a result of the education they were being exposed to.

Luria assures the reader that guidelines to respect the subjects of the study were followed. Besides the indigenous women (who were interviewed by women in the women’s quarters) the tests were conducted as conversations in a public “tea house” (Luria, 1976, p.16). These conversations were conducted by the testers as clinical interviews that remained open-ended and allowed for multiple responses from the subject. Luria writes, “We hypothesized that people with a primarily graphic-functional reflection of reality would show a different system of mental process from people with a predominantly abstract, verbal, and logical approach to reality” (Luria, 1976, p. 18).  

“Graphic-functional reflection of reality” according to Luria represents the cognitive processes of an illiterate mind. Luria hypothesizes that the cognitive process of an illiterate farmer revolves around the task at hand and doesn’t provide for the farmer’s thoughts to assign an abstract meaning to his tools and environment. The provided questions and the extremely complete charting of the dialogue that occurred in the testing led Luria to conclude that the hypothesis was supported. There is a recognizable difference between how the educated and the uneducated mind responded to the questions posed by Luria’s team but whether this difference represents illiterate minds having little or no abstract processing is still open for debate (Scribner & Cole, 1981; Cole, 1996).

A small representation of the research is provided in Table 1 (p.23). In the five different experiments conducted to compare the development of higher mental functions cross-categorically, the numbers are overwhelmingly in favor of the educated mind doing a better job at responding to the tasks presented then those subjects who had never attended classes. For Luria the data presented in Table 1 (p. 23) represents the literate mind’s ability to utilize abstract categories and the illiterate mind’s inability to view the world any other way than graphically. However, numbers alone fail to present an accurate reflection of how the illiterate people were attempting to solve the researcher’s questions. It is proposed by Vygotsky and Luria that syllogisms would utilize the double stimulation aid that was present in the forbidden color experiment. A syllogism is a standard logical argument that provides two premises and a conclusion that directly follows from the provided premise, the truth of the conclusion is based solely on the premises provided (Luria, 1976). The following is an excerpt from the experiment for studying deductive logic (italics represent Luria’s notes):

Cotton can grow only where it is hot and dry. In England it is cold and damp. Can cotton grow there?


“I don’t know”


Think about it.


“I’ve only been in the Kashgar country; I don’t know beyond that . . .”


 Refusal; reference to lack of personal experience.


But on the basis of what I said to you, can cotton grow there?

“If the land is good, cotton will grow there, but if it is damp and poor, it won’t grow. If it’s like the Kashgar country, it will grow there too. If the soil is loose, it can grow there too. Of course.”

Both premises ignored, reasoning conducted within the framework of conditions advanced independentl.y  (Luria 1976, p. 108)

The illiterate peasants’ dependence on daily experiences to understand the syllogism is evident in the subject being unable to remove himself from the events surrounding his own personal experience with cotton. 


Besides this deductive logic exercise the subjects were asked to place different objects in categories. This exercise clearly provides the evidence that people who have not been taught abstract classification strategies will only respond based on their own experiences. Table 1 (p.23) represents the results of this classification experiment. Luria uses the term “graphic method” to denote thinking that represents the subjects’ life experiences. Today this is commonly referred to as concrete thinking (Cole, 1996). In classifying groups of objects (i.e. choosing either saw, ear of grain, or log to go with ax, sickle and hatchet) the illiterate peasants “regarded such abstract principles of classification as inconsequential and quickly reverted to the tendency to reconstruct situations in which the objects could function as a group” (Luria, 1976, p.68). The numbers represented in Table 1 (p.23) provide evidence that responses from the illiterate peasants were markedly different even from those subjects who were of the same birth culture but who were now receiving educational training. 

Table 1

Classification of Geometric Figures and Material Objects                                    

	Group
	Failed to Classify

(Geo Only)
	Graphic/

Object

Oriented
	Singular Graphic Classification
	School-bound Categorical Classification

	Illiterate
	4 of 18
	25 of 44
	14 of 44
	1 of 44

	Barely literate
	9 of 59
	6 of 69
	29 of 69
	25 of 69

	Young Educated Natives
	0 of 10
	0 of 22
	0 of 22
	22 of 22



In Table 1 (p. 23) the subjects’ responses for two experiments are categorized into four different areas. In the first column Luria discovered that 13 subjects were unable to devise suitable classifications for the displayed geometric shapes. In the next column graphic/object refers to the subject’s inability to classify objects beyond the functional aspect of the object. For example, near circles could not be grouped with circles. In the third column, singular refers to the subject taking one aspect of the object and assigning an abstract meaning but still based in the functional aspect of the provided material. For instance, the subject may choose saw to go with three other tools because of it being used at the same time as the ax or hatchet, not because of the abstract sense of them all being tools. Still, the most often paired object with the ax, sickle and hatchet was either the wheat or the log not the saw because of the functional nature of the classification. The school-bound column represents subjects readily classifying the near circles with the circles and using tools as a classification system.  

The Uzbekistan study was designed to provide evidence for comparisons between the literate and illiterate mind. And, therefore, set out to map people’s perceptions and treat “perceptual process as similar to graphic thinking” (Luria, 1976, p.21). 

This concept of graphic or concrete thinking will be discussed later as it relates to Michael Cole’s concept of culture and the influence culture has on a person’s education.

First it is important to conclude Luria’s contribution to the assessment of student’s transition needs.


Going one step further in his thinking Luria (1976) determined that by testing school-based classification systems he could legitimately single out the classification of objects as being representative of a school-bound instructional system. The categories for studying perception were color hues, color groupings, geometrical figures and experiments with optical illusions. 

First, with the investigation into color groupings, the indigenous women were unable to categorize items based on hue, “This is like calf’s-dung, and this is like a peach” (Luria, 1976, p.27). These comments represent the subject’s problem-solving behavior. Luria’s hypothesis that illiterate people will rely purely on everyday experiences for solving novel problems is supported by the Uzbekistan study (Luria, 1976). However, the illiterate peasants graphic responses based on their everyday experiences could be interpreted to represent their unfamiliarity with the task, not whether or not they could learn the task. The results of Vygotsky and Luria’s study of literacy do show a significant difference between how literate and illiterate minds responded to the tasks the investigators presented. 


The discussed hue classification by the indigenous women would be represented in the 25 of 44 cell in Table 1 (p.23). The quotation referring to “calf-dung” indicates that the unschooled mind will not separate the supplied hues from everyday objects of the same color. This categorizing based on everyday experiences is represented by the column labeled graphic/object classification. For more than half of the illiterate subjects it is impossible to separate the hue from these everyday experiences, whereas only six of the barely literate subjects maintain this graphic connection. In the singular graphic column the barely literate subjects represent the bulk of the responses. For Luria the 29 of 60 cell in Table 1 (p.23) represents evidence that being able to categorize based on abstract categories is a skill improved by formal schooling. It should be mentioned that having 22 subjects in the educated group is a result of the researchers getting the same responses from the first 22 subjects; it was decided no further testing was necessary (Luria, 1976).


As stated above, Michael Cole is a contemporary researcher in the study of culture’s effect upon a person’s higher mental functions. His studies include two African comparisons (the first focusing on the Kpelle tribe and the second on the Vai tribe) and one Mayan comparison of literate and illiterate minds as well as much research conducted in American public schools (Cole, 1990a). His studies begin with an African study providing data similar to Luria’s study, illiterate subjects classified objects based on real experiences (Cole, Gay, Glick, & Sharp, 1971). 

The cultural context of learning and thinking (Cole et al., 1971) provides no evidence that Cole and his colleagues knew Vygotsky and Luria’s study had taken place. Although similar in experimental evidence, Cole and his colleagues are not so quick to declare schooled minds as superior to the unschooled mind (Cole et al., 1971). 

After studying the Kpelle people of Liberia he was involved in another similar research study conducted in Mexico that compared adult Mayan illiterate subjects to literate Mayan subjects and elementary age Mexican students (Sharp, Cole & Lave, 1979). This time the data collected was similar, but by now Cole focused his interpretive lens more clearly; “the intellectual consequences of schooling, when assessed by tasks which take their structure from (or have a structure similar to) the tasks of a classroom, may be far more limited than we have previously been led to believe” (Sharp, Cole & Lave, 1979, p.109). Ingeniously, by looking at the process of the experimental design, Cole questions whether these cross-cultural inquiries have been studying the same mental process across subjects. He concludes that the schooled subjects view the exercise as a school-bound task but because of unfamiliarity with the task, the illiterate subjects process it as novel, thereby utilizing different thinking strategies than the schooled subjects. This leads him and his coauthor, Sylvia Scribner, to develop double stimulation methods for analyzing differences between literate, barely literate and illiterate minds and in the unique case of the Vai people of the Republic of Liberia, a group of subjects that did not learn writing skills for classroom use. The specific purpose to learn writing for the Vai people was to be a scribe for writing letters.


The psychology of literacy is the book describing the monumental study conducted by Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole (1981) in the Republic of Liberia between 1973 and 1978. The complexity of the study is illustrated in the numerous groups Scribner & Cole investigated regarding culturally bound literacy skills. Groups consisted of English students, Vai-script literates, Vai-Arabic multilingual men, Arabic literates and non-literate men. Vai refers to an African tribe that has had its own written language since the middle of the 17th century (Scribner & Cole, 1981). The study’s impact on the assessment of out of classroom thinking compared to classroom/scientific thinking will be discussed. This line of inquiry will provide the evidence to question the use of school-bound assessment tools for determining community-based transition needs. The following quotation by Cole (1990b) best sums up the line of thinking that developed the research methods used in the Vai project:

It is not human activity, but psychological processes like memory, perception, problem solving, anxiety, and so on that are the subject matter of psychology. Psychologists have long studied these processes by conducting experiments that expose people to highly controlled experiences in order to ascertain the basic workings of the mind without any specific grounding in people’s everyday practical activities. (p.287)

In contrast, the Vai project was undertaken to study psychological processes embedded in the everyday activities of those subjects chosen to be participants.

Cole and his colleagues did not have access to Vygotsky & Luria’s cross-cultural research prior to the study of the Kpelle people (Cole, 1996). However, once Cole became acquainted with Vygotsky’s writing and Luria’s cross-cultural study he utilized the resulting data to formalize a research methodology capable of studying everyday thinking (Cole, 1996). Cole recognized the importance of Vygotsky and Luria’s prior studies, but was not shy to point out the shortcomings (Cole, 1996). One such limitation of the Uzbekistan research was the dependence Luria and his colleagues had upon educationally based tasks (Cole, 1990b). 

The theoretical perspective that Cole formulated for cross-cultural studies began with his first attempt at studying cultural differences (Cole et al., 1971). Studying the Kpelle people was for the purpose of assisting missionaries who were having trouble teaching math concepts to the Kpelle students (Cole et al., 1971). This provided Cole the impetus for examining what natural abilities the Kpelle people possessed (Cole, 1990b). One such practical idea that Cole borrowed from Vygotsky was the emphasis on natural learning situations. The importance of studying natural learning situations is captured in the following lengthy quotation from Vygotsky (1997b):

In the experiment, the child creates tallies, that is, numerical records such as are widely used by people, without knowing how to count. Cards, chips, strings, and cubes lie before him and he discovers the required functional meaning of these objects . . . Most essential is the fact that the child carries out a series of operations externally in order to solve the internal problem of remembering. This result, which seems banal at first glance, which we all seem to know, which consists of remembering with the aid of writing, is disclosed in the experiment as a genetic fact. We are now able for the first time to pinpoint the moment of transition itself, the moment of inventing writing, and second, to explain at once the profound change that takes place in the child in the transition from direct to mediated remembering. (p.188)

The Vai people provide a unique case for study because of a native written language used in natural circumstances for the purpose of letter writing (Scribner & Cole, 1981). This cultural phenomenon provides the unique setting to study the impact a natural writing activity has on human mental functions as compared to formal writing activities (Scribner & Cole, 1981). The natural writing activity of the Vai people was used to communicate across great distances using letters. A formal writing activity would be to compose a short story. Vai script has never been used for fictional literary purposes. The Uzbekistan study was undertaken to compare the illiterate with the literate mind, the Vai project was conducted to provide a comprehensive study of whether the process of learning a written language is the primary mediator in higher mental functions (Scribner & Cole, 1981). Besides the Vai people with no formal schooling, a group of Muslims were studied who knew literature only as the words of the Koran. The diverse groups involved in the study provided Scribner and Cole the opportunity to study how different cultural practices would affect different mental functions. 



The study of natural abilities across the different groups provided Scribner and Cole the opportunity to view the different literacy skills as practices happening in different genres (Scribner & Cole, 1981): 

By a practice we mean a recurrent, goal-directed sequence of activities using a particular technology and particular systems of knowledge. We use the term “skills” to refer to the coordinated sets of actions involved in applying this knowledge in particular settings (p.236).

Just as the Vai study refers to a coordinated set of actions, in the Individuals with Disabilities Act transition service is described as a “coordinated set of activities” (IDEA’97).  Viewing literacy as a practice provides the transition teacher the ability to view literary skills as specific to contexts that assist people in accomplishing particular literary tasks. Scribner & Cole also insist, “we must place equal stress on the other side of coin: those who do not know it [the Vai script] can get along quite well” (Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 238).


To make the statement that illiterate and literate people of the Vai culture are of equal intellectual status suggests literacy may not divide the intellectual haves from the intellectual have-nots. The connection to transition services in the discussion of Vai literates is the age when this practice is acquired, never younger than 14. Choosing to learn the Vai script is the motivating factor and when assessing the abilities of the Vai literates this motivation needs to be respected (Scribner & Cole, 1981). A U.S. student still depending on education services would be lacking in this motivation and could, in many cases, be considered to be illiterate at 14. The lack of motivation attributed to the illiterate special education student is a long way from being correlated to the practice of literacy in the Vai people of Liberia. However, the concept of assessing literacy skills based on cultural differences is relevant to understanding literacy competencies regardless of a person’s native language (Vygotsky, 1997b, 1999; Bartolome, 1998). An American teacher assessing a student’s literacy skills does so in the literacy context of that particular teacher’s classroom. As Bartolome (1998) has stated,

An educational practice that purports to teach academic discourses to linguistic-minority students from working-class backgrounds must, first and foremost, critically socialize these students in ways that enable them to make sense of the middle-class white world that often serves as a point of reference for meaning-making in academic discourses. (Bartolome, 1998, p.117)

The “particular setting” (Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236) ascribed to the custom of the Vai script was for writing letters and keeping social ties established (Scribner & Cole, 1981). The use for business purposes is of a side benefit, for the history of the Vai script attributes the origin of the act of writing for the purpose of communicating across distances (Scribner & Cole, 1981). Because of the functional aspect of Vai script, Scribner and Cole devised an experiment that would compare this skill (conveying information via a letter to someone not present) between literate and illiterate subjects (Scribner & Cole, 1981). 


Vai letters all begin by declaring the owner; “This letter belongs to Pa L. in Vonzuahn” (Scribner & Cole, 1981, p.201). Scribner & Cole collected letters covering decades of time and found declarative statements to be the established genre for all of these letters (Scribner & Cole, 1981). Providing the context becomes a predominant aspect of writing because of the unspoken cues involved in face-to-face communication that letter writers must set for the reader. During face-to-face interactions the graphic representations of objects supply the context, thereby decreasing the need for illiterate people to use a context setting skill. “Would you like this?” or “Could you put the plate over there” only make sense if a person can see the graphic representations of “this” and “there.” 

Comparison of Increase in Instruction Details: 1st trial game pieces are present for oral condition.

Table 2                                                   1st Trial                                            2nd Trial
	
	Oral
	Letter
	Oral
	Letter

	English Students
	13.9
	16.10
	
	

	Vai-Script Literates
	10.9
	11.9
	
	

	Non-Literate Men
	5.38
	8.63
	
	

	Non-Literate Women
	3.63
	8.51
	
	

	English Students
	
	
	16
	17.44

	Vai-Script Literates
	
	
	14.23
	13.95

	Vai-Arabic Literates
	
	
	14.08
	14.63

	Arabic Literates
	
	
	12.58
	12.95

	Non-Literate Men
	
	
	9.86
	9.23


One of the experiments conducted by Scribner & Cole compared illiterate Vai (8 men and 10 women) with Vai script literates and school age Vai students studying the English language (10 5th to 9th grade students of mixed gender) on describing the directions of a newly learned game to another same group subject; game pieces were present during this explanation. The subject was then asked to use a letter to explain the game to someone who wasn’t present. Literate subjects were asked to write the letter and the illiterate subjects narrated the letter to a scribe. Because of a question of determining variables Scribner & Cole followed up the initial experiment with a second that compared 18 English students, 22 Vai scrip literates, 24 Vai-Arabic literates, 19 Arabic literates and 22 illiterate Vai in the game direction exercise. Besides adding Arabic literates to the second study, during this second trial subjects were asked to give the directions to the subject without the game pieces present and all subjects narrated the letter instructions to a scribe (Scribner & Cole, 1981). The correctness of instructions was scored based on 48 specific units comprising all of the instructions; Table 2 (p. 32) represents the compiled scores for both trials.

Of note in the presented numbers is that in trial #1, not providing the game pieces during the verbal instruction produced relatively no difference in scoring when compared to the letter writing trial. 

The first trial’s verbal instruction phase that had game pieces present is similar in structure to Vygotsky’s double stimulation experiment; both instances provide a cultural artifact that mediates the interaction between two people communicating. Vygotsky explains colored cards as being able to both represent the established rule and an object to assist the subject in remembering that rule (Vygotsky, 1997b). The use of the colored cards as psychological tools is a natural mental function. Literacy would not be considered a natural mental function. However, the Vai project data provides evidence of literacy skills depending on provided psychological tools to assist in clearer written messages. Learning the Vai script by choice at 14 and older provides evidence to state the acquisition of literacy skills is not dependent upon age. More importantly it also emphasizes the importance of everyday skills in determining how even English educated students will perform a task. 

Cross-cultural study’s relevance for transition services


According to the cross-cultural studies by both Vygotsky and Luria (1976) and Cole et al. (1971) a person raised without the written word will base his/her decision-making skills on everyday experiences. The ability for people of advanced age to learn written words has also been proven by the discussed studies. The intricate interplay that takes place between natural mental functions and those learned through formalized social interactions (i.e. school classrooms) has been glimpsed through Scribner and Cole’s cross-categorical studies. 

Table 2 (p.32) provides evidence that regardless of background a person will depend upon contextual clues to aid thinking strategies. The particular test provided is an assessment of a person’s direction giving ability. During the one trial that contextual clues were present (1st Oral) all groups took advantage of them. Regardless of the difference in data collected, Cole was not convinced the cross-cultural studies had really tested people’s natural problem solving abilities, “There exists no set of rules, no guidelines, no procedures in the social sciences for evaluating the similarity of cognitive tasks unless the analyst has constructed the task in the first place” (Cole & Trauppman, 1981, p. 126). In other words if the analyst is interested in studying a person’s ability to succeed outside of the classroom then the context of the analysis must include real world situations. Real world situations rarely take place in the question and answer format often used in special education assessments. 

In a unique case study conducted in a New York private school Cole and Trauppman (1981) provide insight into the difference between special education assessment and authentic assessment. The discussion of this study will conclude the literature review portion of this paper. Following is a summary of Cole and Trauppman’s  (1981) article, “Comparative cognitive research: Learning from a learning disabled child.”


After spending time on the Vai project Michael Cole helped establish the Institute for Comparative Human Development at The Rockefeller University (now named the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition and based at the University of California at San Diego). A main purpose of the lab is to study people’s abilities both in and out of the classroom in order to establish “that cultural differences in learning and problem solving reside more in situations to which people of different cultures apply their cognitive skills than the existence of such cognitive processes in one cultural group and their absence in another” (Cole & Trauppman, 1981, p.125). The implications for special education assessment are found in a study Cole & Trauppman conducted in the fall of 1976 with 17 eight to ten year olds who attended a private school in New York City (Cole & Trauppman, 1981). 

Of importance for assessing transition needs in special education services is this question posed by the researchers, “Granting that the exact form of a given task would vary according to the context in which it occurred, could we specify how the context influenced the particular form of task and the child’s response to it?” (Cole & Trauppman, 1981, p. 126) The design of the study was to observe the 17 students in various classroom settings, in after school club activities and in hour-long individual testing sessions that were modeled after those conducted by Luria in his Uzbekistan studies. The students were also asked to respond to the similarities subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (Cole & Trauppman, 1981). The comparison of one student’s abilities across the different contexts provides evidence that formalized special education tools may not provide fair and accurate evaluations of a student’s strengths and needs.

Cole & Trauppman name one student “Archie” and present the problem of the case study as trying to understand how Archie “could simultaneously suffer such general deficits when engaged in scholastic activity and appear to us well within the range of normal behavior in our cooking club” (Cole & Trauppman, 1981, p. 127). Archie was, in fact, acting in the same way in both individualized assessment trials and in the cooking club. However, the results of his behaviors produced very different results. In the individualized assessment trials Archie’s attempts at receiving assistance from the tester was met with flat affect and no assistance. In the cooking club, Archie’s attempt at soliciting assistance was so successful that the researchers who observed Archie’s behavior saw him to be the leader of his cooking group. In fact, a student who had scored above average on the individual assessments followed Archie’s lead when baking bread (Cole & Trauppman, 1981). The paradox of a “learning disabled” child performing as a leader in the natural setting of the cooking club provide Cole and Trauppman (1981) with the evidence to conclude that “both the diagnostic inconsistencies and context dependencies arise from a single source: the fact that different contexts place different constraints on people in terms of which they are permitted (or encouraged) to behave” (p. 136).  This conclusion regarding how people perform based on contextual arrangements of language is where Vygotsky’s theoretical legacy has the most relevance for transition service delivery.

In both Table 1 (p.23) and Table 2 (p.32) evidence is provided that regardless of cultural background, contextual ‘graphic’ objects provide (the cards in the “forbidden color” experiment) assistance for a person to think about a novel task. Therefore, it can be concluded that any assessments will merely provide results regarding the graphic/concrete context (classroom vs. out of classroom) of the assessment situation and not be relevant to any other context. Anything other than assessments taking place in natural settings would be skewed and unrepresentative of the student’s natural thinking abilities. For example, asking a student to verbalize a public transport route and observing the student take the route are two different assessments. 

Conclusion of Literature Review


The review of literature provided evidence of Vygotsky’s developmental theory of semiotic mediation guiding transition assessments. Being able to accurately assess a student’s mental functions in a natural setting provides students with important knowledge about their own abilities. By their nature standardized tests and formal assessment tools compare the students score to an “average.” The average student in a classroom is not receiving special education services graduates based on their abilities in the classroom. What a Vygotskian developmental theory provides as an alternative is that because intellectual skills depend upon contextual abilities, it is possible to accurately assess a person’s individual abilities in context only. In other words, classroom assessment tools should be used for evaluating classroom skills and out of classroom assessment tools should be used for out of classroom skills. A review of the historical research concerning Vygotsky’s developmental theory provided evidence that assessment of individual’s abilities should focus on contextually based skills. 

The field of transition services applied to jobs and vocational training, community participation, recreation and leisure, home living, and post-secondary options is based on the premise of determining a person’s ability to function in real world settings. Therefore, it is concluded from this literature review that in order to properly assess a special education student’s transition needs the teacher must assess the student’s abilities within the context that those abilities are expected to take place. Furthermore, this assessment should not be compared to how another has performed but should focus on how an individual has used contextually based psychological tools for the purpose of maintaining employment or any of the other four transition areas. Providing individualized education is only possible if the assessment is individualized.

CHAPTER III

Conclusion and Discussion

Summary


Vygotsky’s investigations concerning culture’s influence on human development is a topic of this paper. Throughout, relevance to the field of transition service delivery is highlighted. Vygotsky’s time spent in public high school begins his connection to the modern education field. His double stimulation method of study turned this author’s investigations toward concerns in special education. Vygotsky’s methodology studies culture’s influence on how people understand the world. The forbidden color experiment, the Uzbekistan study, the Vai Project and the “Archie” case study were conducted to test Vygotsky’s semiotic mediation theory. The result of these studies provides overwhelming evidence that the contextual aspect of language (both oral and written) can impact a person’s ability to function. It has been concluded that authentic transition assessments must assess transition needs in context. In other words, teachers need to be with the student in the community learning about the student’s out of classroom skills.

Improving the assessment of transition needs is the focus of this paper. Lev Vygotsky’s methodology for assessing contextually based skills is the line of inquiry followed during the current review of available literature. In order to show that people’s abilities reflect information available from the environment, Vygotsky (1934/1999) devised the method of double stimulation. A subject was given specific instructions about describing a geometric object without using certain colors. One trial was conducted with memory aids and another without. From this study Vygotsky and Luria (1976) were inspired to study the effect of formal classroom education on human ability.


From the viewpoint of this writer the authentic settings of a community based social service approach can provide the context required to assess the probability a high school student will successfully transition to life after graduation. The place of school-bound standardized tests should not necessarily be at the forefront of decision making but rather the actual functioning of the student on the job, riding the bus, asking directions, cooking the meal, opening the bank account, etc. should be the focus of an assessment.  In order to properly assess the student’s abilities, that assessor must view a student’s abilities as they occur in natural context. Studies structured similar to those discussed in Chapter II have not occurred with transition students. Ideas for how to construct these studies will be mentioned in this chapter. In order to understand the difficulty of the current delivery of transition services interface with Vygotsky’s theories it is necessary to discuss the limitations of the literature available.

Limitations of literature

Modern writing and articles concerning Vygotsky’s contributions for modern classrooms are numerous (Wells, G, 1999; Cole, 1990a; Panofsky, John-Steiner & Blackwell, 1990; Rosa & Montero, 1990; Cole & Trauppman, 1981). However, a specific Vygotskian study for the purpose of assessing people’s level of activities and abilities during their exit from high school is nonexistent.

 There is some literature (Brolin, 1991; National Council on Disability & Social Security Administration, 2000) concerning the delivery of community-based services to the transition population without a Vygotsky component. The bases for assessment in this literature are founded in DSM-IV diagnoses and other standardized measurement tools. Within the context of this paper these school-bound assessment tools have been shown to be discriminatory, based on Scribner & Cole’s (1981) literacy study. True and authentic abilities are measured in the context in which the skill needs to be used. 

Implications for future research


First, future research should focus on the contextual elements present in current standardized tests. An example of a contextual element would be the format and presentation protocol present at a state driver’s license written exam. The driver’s exam is an example of an out of classroom skill that resembles a testing situation encountered by a person in a classroom. Future research studying the contextual similarities between a school’s standardized test and a state driver’s license exam could assist transition teachers in providing more authentic assessments of a specific student’s transition needs.


Another example can better illustrate how a Vygotskian method of assessment compares to the standardized test. The standardized test method for assessing the successful use of a mapped route would be in the question and answer format familiar to all who have attended public schools. It is the belief of this writer that a Vygotskian method would begin by the subjects finding where they live on a map. Then, once the assessor knows the subject understands the map represents the city of residence, the tester would take the subject to a landmark in the city. The assessment would then consist of asking the subject to trace the route taken on the map. Besides being an opportunity to assess the subject’s ability to read a map, this assessment can begin a learning opportunity for the subject. 

This author believes that there are many avenues for future research, one of the most important being how to best assess authentic abilities in authentic settings. Although much has been written regarding Vygotsky’s theories not much is available that offers an experimental design to verify his hypothesis regarding culture’s influence on human development. The studies analyzed in this paper were chosen because of their focus on scientific rigor. It is intended that any future research applying Vygotskian principles to transition assessment would be conducted with this same scientific emphasis.

Implications for professionals


IEP teams who assess students as part of the transition process have the difficult task of deciding when high school based educational training is no longer necessary. A student who would need a high school diploma to be eligible for a job offer or a student wanting to enlist in the military would be examples of times when the team would need to make this determination. When using the standardized test format for determining needs, the assessment will provide information about what the student is unable to perform but will often be lacking in explaining student abilities. The assessor will provide interpretive commentary on the results and the student’s presentation during testing. However, the conclusion of this literature review is that any assessment of a person’s abilities are only relevant and pertain only to situations similar to that in which the ability was first assessed. 

Because the purpose of transition is to remove school supports, authentic assessments of transitional needs would only apply to the out of classroom situations the graduate will encounter. Of the five transition areas required by law, post-secondary education needs would be the only one that could be fairly assessed using the standardized test format. Home living, community exploration, vocational training and any recreational skills cannot be fairly represented in the standardized test format. For example, needs in the home living area would focus on math skills needed to budget and reading skills needed for paying bills or required repairs. If a teacher is to accept the common assessment methodology then watching students fill out worksheets and remain in their desks for 45 minutes will do nothing for assessing students’ skills in the home living area. 


Another major point for teachers who are expected to provide an assessment of a student’s transition needs is that Vygotsky’s theories provide a realistic framework to discuss a student’s educational needs. Many times it has been the experience of this writer that students will share information about themselves in the community that would never be revealed in the classroom. Being in the community triggers memories of events that have occurred in the student’s life that, when revealed, help the teacher to understand behaviors seen in the classroom. The broad knowledge provided by community-based activities not only assists the student in understanding authentic educational experiences but also assists the teacher in understanding the lives of her students to better plan transition services.

Conclusion


Vygotsky was a brilliant theorist who grounded his ideas in practical applications to real life situations. His methodology revealed the value of assessing in context the special education needs of students who are in transition from the world of high school to the world of adult life.

The emphasis on context is front and center. Transition assessments should be focused on following Vygotsky’s double stimulation method. This paper pointed out the importance of higher mental functions being contextually based. Although Michael Cole’s Vygotskian study of human development across cultures has introduced cultural context as a scientific study, this line of study has yet to be applied in the area of assessing transition needs. Vygotsky’s cultural semiotic mediation tools are a valid assessment construct for aiding in the individual case study of special education assessment. 

Vygotsky’s double stimulation method of inquiry has never been focused on transition services. It is not possible to find anything similar to the research first conducted by Vygotsky and Luria that addressed the population of students this writer provides services to. Methods of further inquiry and explanations for these limitations will be provided by further studies that use a Vygotskian methodology when studying transition service delivery.
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