Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition

Charting the Course IV Plans: 2007--10

As its name clearly indicates, our laboratory has consistently pursued an approach to understanding human cognitive processes within a broad, comparative framework. Over the years, the specific kinds of comparisons involved and the methods use to implement our overall strategy have changed depending upon the mixture of faculty, post-doctoral students, graduate students, and foreign visitors who have been present. The theoretical approach adopted by LCHC is variously referred to as cultural-historical activity theory, or socio-cultural studies, an approach that bears close affinities to research conducted under the rubric of "distributed cognition." This approach is distinguished by its rejection of the idea that "the mind is in the brain". Instead, it treats mind as distributed among people and their artifacts, including language and social institutions. This approach is also closely linked to social science movements referred to as ecological psychology which ground their analyses in the everyday culturally organized activities of people. 

At the time of our prior Charting the Course document,  LCHC's comparative research profile was highlight by several project united at a broad, theoretical, level. These included a two-decade-long project on the factors associated with the sustainability of nominally successful educational innovations, a broad, international program in the development of innovative systems of collective work practices in a number of industries, and the study of the ways in which built institutional infrastructures both afforded and retarded various kinds of change in the persons and institutions involved. In addition, as a means of promoting this line of work and linking it to the broad educational program of the University, we had begun publishing an interdisciplinary journal, Mind, Culture, & Activity and conducting an international web-based discussion group with participants from all over the world. Furthermore, under the aegis of this international discussion group, we began to innovate actual web-based courses at the graduate level in which many universities participated.
During the past two years there have been significant changes in the profile or specific projects associated with the loss of three important faculty who decided to leave UCSD for reasons unassociated with LCHC. There have to be changes when one loses Engestrom focusing on work practices and Bower and Starr on issues of built infrastructures. These are all international starts. They have been replaced by more junior people who are just getting started and a network of alliances both within UCSD and in the state-wide, national, and international arenas.

The program with the longest history is the study of development via the construction of University-Community partnerships focused on the after school hours.  A major book summarizing the progress of the work has just been published that lays out theoretical and methodological foundations of this work. But the work is far from over as new systems spring up and others die. Developmental changes not only in the systems, but in the faculty, research staff, graduate students, undergraduates who participate are all topics of research focus, requiring a huge ranges of methods. A majority of LCHC funding comes from this source.

We are in the middle of a massively documented study of the role of play in development involving both these systems. because the strategy require that one participate in the and entire new ways for adults to interact with children that mix play with education in an entirely different way: By implementing a form of play in which adults deliberately enter into the fantasy worlds of children. This theme is being explored on an international scale with collaborators  in Japan, Finland, Sweden, 

The newest line of work is to turn again to comparative research in which a mixture of cultural and biological factors are clearly involved. This line of work traces its origins to Cole’s post-doctoral fellowship in the (then) USSR where he studied with Alexander Luria who believed both the culture is central to the constitution of human nature and serious, interdisciplinary work that cuts across the social sciences and neurosciences. It is center not at LCHC, but in Brazilia where LCHC has been forging a collaboration with the SARAH network of hospitals that studies the development of children who suffer stroke or traumatic brain injury early in life. We are completing the first year of a large intervention study that blends the LCHC approach to development-inducing activity systems with a Brazilian implementation of a similar theoretical/methodological study of but in a hospital context where they have responsibility for neuropsychological assessment, surgery, and a remarkable regime of remedial care that extends into the community over long periods of time. 

The Brazilian partnership has also opened up the possibility of extending prior cultural-psychological research among Brazilian street children who acquire extensive mathematics skill and linking it to changes in brain function using fmri. 

Thus far we have used small amounts of money for communication: Dr. Braga who heads the hospital in Brazil has come to UCSD. An undergraduate assistant and a graduate student in neuropsychology have both gone there to help organize these joint projects. Most recently a group from Neuropyschology and Psychiatry in collaboration with LCHC have initiated an NIH-sponsored training proposal, Cole has taught a series of seminars to graduate student and staff in Brazilia, and active discussion of  addition joint ventures that highlight the interplay of cultural psychology,  cognitive science, and medically-based remediation in the digagnosis and treatment of culturally diverse children with brain injury 




Challenges in the Coming Four Years


Clearly it requires time to reorganize when three world class scholars have left the Laboratory and another (Joseph Goguen) have died. Fortunately we have also benefited from the addition of new faculty with new, complementry, interests which bring new concrete research enterprises and associated lines of theory and methodology into our research tool kit. The initiative with Brazil nicely illustrates the way in which disparate units within UCSD can cooperate both in serving their research, teaching, and community service obligations and, most rarely, in such a way that all three of these aspects of our academic lives are enriched. Nor is it alone. The “Playworld” project which in which adults enter into the fantasy lives of young children as a school-based curriculum has demonstrated the academic and social development improvements are in fact induced by such activities. Simultaneously, it has permitted graduate students to conduct their own, professionally valuable, research that allows each to acquire highly valued professional skills that make them in demand when they get their degrees.

As has long been the case, given that LCHC and the conversion of a Communication Program into a Communication Department, the future course of LCHC will 
In light of these changes, and the rapidly changing infrastructure on which our various international collaborations are based, we anticipate the following lines of effort to move to the forefront of our activities in coming years:
1. Studies of the ways in which children not only learn to use artifacts, but attach value to, and even form attachments to them. This line of work is being conducted by Morana Alač who comes to use with a background in European semiotics and research on artifact-mediated distributed cognition conducted with Edwin Hutchins in the Cognitive Science department. In collaboration with colleagues at Cal IT2, Morana is studying interactions between young children and the complex category of artifacts referre do as humanoid robots
Morana can you add a paragraph here. I do not have enough to go on.
2. Studies of the development of language and culture over different times scales.   

       One branch of this work is being carried out by Carol Padden and her colleagues who have been studying the evolution of exceedingly new languages which have been evolving for only a few decades. Using data from a new sign language that has developed in a deaf Bedouin group in Israel, Padden and her colleagues have demonstrated that rudimentary syntax, specifically word order, emerges in the second generation of this community of signers. Furthermore, the possibility that the particular forms of syntax are learned from surrounding groups is precluded by the fact that the local syntax varies from both of the alternative language models to which they have access. This work involves 
From its inception, the focus of LCHC's theoretical and empirical work has been on the role of culture in shaping human development and human nature. In their publications, LCHC members have described culture as a system of human artifacts that coevolved biologically with our species and that has coevolved with human action both historically and in the present day. 

Within psychology, 

Theorists who influence our work in Cultural-Historical Activity Theory include: L.S. Vygotsky, John Dewey, A.R. Luria, A.N. Leontiev, and cultural-historical psychologists from other national traditions. 

