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Scholars who work in the CHAT paradigm know Mike Cole very well. Nevertheless, it is difficult to summarize Mike’s contributions to CHAT for several reasons: 1) his vast and diverse range of contributions, 2) the field’s  changing view of these contributions, and 3) Mike’s highly productive nature of his scholarship, which will certainly continue to be productive for many more years. The famous Dutch scholar, Bert van Oers, wrote about Mike Cole, “I don't need much time for reflection about the Life Time Contribution to CHAT Award. I think that Mike Cole definitely deserves to be awarded. Since his 1964 book with Maltzman he wrote so many books and articles that had a seminal influence on (the development of) the CHAT paradigm.”

Still I think it is a good idea to try to develop vistas from which to describe Mike’s contributions to the field and their importance. The intention is not to be exhaustive, comprehensive, and definitive in describing Mike’s life time contribution to CHAT, but rather to be particular, subjective, local, and historical. This reflection does not only help to communicate to emerging CHAT scholars the importance of Mike’s work – why they should read Mike’s books and articles as a source of new ideas and inspiration from Mike -  but also to tell how he has helped all of us. 

I personally find a lot of inspiration in Mike’s scholarship because it intertwines with social activism. In my view, social activism is not some extra for Mike, guided by his liberal conscience, but rather the continuation of his conceptual approach. Probably because he is deeply rooted in Marxist and Hegelian philosophy, passed through Vygtosky, for Mike to understand our reality means to transform it. His trip to Liberia, his introduction of the Soviet historico-cultural approaches to Western academia, building the 5th Dimension afterschool university-community partnerships, creating the XMCA virtual international community of CHAT scholars on the Internet, starting the International Journal, Mind Culture and Activity, building the Cultural-Historical AERA SIG, and, probably, many other smaller scale projects that I may not even know of are examples of Mike’s understanding through transformation of the world. His endeavors also often involve many of his colleagues. Mike is not a single hero-cowboy. There are always communities and colleagues involved in Mike’s joint projects: Sylvia Scribner, Lois Holzman, Ray McDermott, Olga Vasquez, Jo Glick, Ageliki Nicolopoulou, Yrjö Engeström and many-many other colleagues. 

His scholarship has come not only from the successes of his practical endeavors but also from his practical “failures.” For example, in the 1960s it was a common belief that schooling is responsible for advanced cognitive achievements. He and Sylvia Scribner were sent to Liberia by the World Bank to investigate why schooling was failing in Africa when they saw schooling and literacy as the biggest promoter of social, political and economic development in the Third World. Mike and Sylvia “failed” according to the criteria of traditional psychological research that focuses on documenting the cognitive deficits of “primitive cultures” – deficit research, common in those years. Instead they developed a sociocultural approach to literacy, demonstrating how the cognitive skills of literacy are embedded in, and limited to, the local practices of literacy. In fact, they created the roots from which situated cognition blossomed in the second part of the 1980s.

One of Mike’s achievements, accomplished in close collaboration with Yrjö Engeström, but less visible to Western scholars, has been the successful integration of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical approach with Leontiev’s activity theory. It is a less known fact in the West that Vygotsky and Leontiev, as well as their modern followers in Russia, squabble about incompatibilities between the cultural-historical semiotic approach and that of goal-directed activity theory. Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, developed by Mike and Yrjö and their colleagues, takes into consideration both the independence of cultural tools from immediate goals insisted on by Vygotsky and the primacy of goals in shaping human activities promoted by Leontiev. CHAT also liberated the Vygotsky-Luria approach from the developmental ethnocentrism that they inherited from Hegel and Marx. 

In their continuing attempts to create a specifically CHAT framework, Mike and his colleagues have deepened Vygotsky’s original concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD or ZoPeD), arguing that the zone of developmental ambiguity and new possibilities occurs not only in learners but also in the teacher, and in more knowledgeable and capable others. They have convincingly shown that the ZPD is not about the zone of developmental possibilities created by the societal past, as it appeared in Vygotsky’s original examples, but also by our societal future as it is unfolding in the present. In fact, Mike applied Vygotsky’s notion of ZPD to different, often nested, domains of time and development. This transformation of the notion of the ZPD led Mike to use the metaphor of the garden for describing and “prescribing” culture, which is a rather different view from culture as “toolkit” that it is possible to find in Vygotsky.

Mike’s 5th Dimension endeavor, inspired by Vygotsky’s notion of meaning as the fifth dimension of human life, is both a test and actualization of his garden metaphor of culture. His analysis and critique of conventional schools led him to the conclusion that many conventional schools fail to provide the 5th Dimension for many-many children, in terms of their authentic education, future opportunities, and their present well-being during childhood. Mike invented the idea of the afterschool university-community partnership as a new kind of garden for the educational culture of children. The 5th Dimension project is designed in such a way as to be full of 3Fs: Fantasy, Friendship, and Freedom of choice. The 5th Dimension is a laboratory for the educational environment of the future.

But for many of us here today, it is Mike’s unceasing support and leadership of the CHAT community through his tireless reading and responding to contributions to the XMCA network for which we are most grateful. The model of open-minded and supportive – yet, when necessary, critical – participation that he provides, his willingness to move things forward when there is a lull in the conversation, his work in the background, both technical and intellectual, and his role in ensuring that the artifacts created in the past are brought into the present to help shape the future – for all these we are profoundly grateful. To some degree XMCA is the 5th Dimension “garden” environment for scholars, in which playfulness with ideas, friendly “fights” with each other, appeals to “the wizard”, freedom of choice to participate or to lurk create collective meaning and professional growth.
In concluding,, let me apologize to Mike and to all CHAT colleagues for selecting for mention just MY favorite of the vast achievements that Mike has contributed to CHAT. With excitement, I am looking forward to reading Mike’s reports of his new research while I always find new insights in reading his old papers. On your joint behalf, I join with Bert van Oers in proclaiming that “Mike Cole definitely deserves to be awarded!”
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