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This Special Section brings together, under the label of ‘sociocultural perspectives,” work with
intellectual roots in the theory of Vygotsky. While this work has developed in distinctive ways
and is known by somewhat contrasting theoretical labels, it shares a monistic view of culture
and cognition. Rather than treating cognition as a purely internal psychological activity that
can be understood independently from sociocultural and historical processes, approaches
within this broad and somewhat eclectic tradition assume that cognitive processes depend
fundamentally on and cannot be meaningfully understood independently of such influences.

The essays in this Special Section provide an overview
of some of the key theoretical insights that inform
sociocultural work, including its recognition of the centrality
of culture in mediating psychological experience, its
emphasis on the need for genetic and historical analyses of
cognitive development, and its attention to cogniion as it is
embedded in culturally organized everyday activities,
Dhiscussion focuses on new ways to conceptualize variation
in mediation and learning processes as well as to understand
the fit between developmentally based maotivational
orientations and sociocultural activities. Consideration is
also given to the existence of qualitatively variable modes
of organizing attention and learning that emerge from
children's participation in practices within their
communities and to work which suggests that mastery of
procedures and not merely knowledge of signs may play an
essential role in the internalization of psychological tools. In
terms of implications for educational practice, consideration
is given to issues in the design of school environments to
promote learning in the zone of proximal development, and
to the processes by which schools privilege certain types of
educational achievement over others,

The authors and commentators represented in this
Special Section have contributed to the theoretically rich
and generative nature of sociocultural work. As their essays
make clear, work in this tradition is not only enhancing
current knowledge of sociocultural variation in cognitive
processes and in patterns of developmental change, but also
contributing new understandings of the process of cognitive
development that are enriching basic developmental theory.
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I preface my remarks with a brief comment on terminology:.
The reader will note that T do not use the term, “socio-
cultural” to refer to my approach to the study of culture in
human development. Rather, | have settled on the notion of
“cultural-historical activity theory” an amalgam of terms
proposed by Lev Vygotsky, Alexander Luria, A.N. Leontiev
and their students (Leontiev, 1981; Luria, 1928; Vvgotsky,
1978). Initially they referred to their approach as
“instrumental” or “cultural-historical” psychology to
highlight the centrality of mediation of action through tools
as the cornerstone of “the cultural habit of behavior.” Later,
Leontiev elaborated on the importance of activity as a central
starting point for psychological analysis. In the 1980's,
scholars unhappy about the extent to which the (then) Soviet
ideas were tainted by the equation of history with progress,
settled on the idea of socio-cultural studies as a way of
marking both their rejection of Marxist historicism and their
desire to emphasize the interpenetration of the social and
cultural in human life. As will become clear below, I believe
that the terminological advantages of such a shift carry with



them the danger of losing one's focus on genetic
idevelopmental} analysis and a commitment to grounding
one's analysis in everyday activity.

However, my own use of ideas inspired by Soviet
cultural-historical, activity theorists should not be
interpreted as wholesale and uncritical acceptance of all of
their ideas. For example, I do not equate history and
progress. Rather, for many years [ have advecated the idea
that whether a particular form of behavior is evaluated as
more or less developed depends critically upon the context
in which it occurs and that all societies display great
heterogeneity in the complexity and sophistication
depending upon the cultural circumstances in question. In
place of the German notion of Kwltur as the finest
achievements of human kind, | have adopted the idea of
cultures as the collective problem solving toolkits of
individual social groups in response to their historical and
ecological circumstances. In this regard, | have heen greatly
influenced by the tradition of Anglo-American ethnographic
research and theory, a discipline that has no precise
equivalent in the Russian tradition.

[ first became interested in the role of culture in human
development as a result of my own, more or less fortuitous,
introduction to cross-cultural developmental research. Given
the task of discovering why rural Liberian children seemed
to experience extraordinary difficulty with mathematics in
school, my colleague John Gay and [ made the commonsense
assumption that we necded to start out by finding out how
the system of ideas we think of as mathematics arises in
children’s everyday activities and the intellectual tools they
had evolved to deal with problems requiring the use of
mathematics (Gay & Cole, 1966). This work produced
examples of performance on psychological tests modeled
after the everyday (mathematical} practices of unschooled
Liberian rice farmers where the rice farmers outperformed
Yale undergraduates.

For several years this work proceeded in a more or less
a-theoretical manner, My major preoccupation was with the
methodological problems of drawing conclusions about the
development of psychological processes based on methods
from experimental, developmental psvchology, Repeated
demonstrations that modifications of instructions, materials,
and procedures produced major shifts in the behavior of
non-literate West African peoples led me to an emphasis on
the role of cultural context in development and a profound
mistrust in the social-ecological validity of the psychological
diagnostic procedures routinely used in the United Stales
and other industrialized countries as instruments far the
study of general processes of psvchological development,
Aside from its negative value as an antidote to overzealous
conclusions about the under-developed minds of non-
literate peoples, a positive generalization to come from this
wark was that a good many of the developmental changes
that psychologists had been attributing to maturation were,
in fact, the consequences of schooling, a social institution of
relatively recent historical origin. But even this conclusion
was marred by doubts that the observed developmental
impact of schooling might be simply a narrow “practice
effect” because the structure of experimental psychological
tasks and the structure of school-based tasks have a common
origin and structure.

It s in this context that, after many wvears of
uncomprehending familiarity with their work, that 1 began
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to lake seripusly the theoretical position of the Russian
cultural-historical activity theorists. Their view of the
centrality of culture to all, specifically human, psychological
processes was based on three interlocking assumptions.

1. The centrality of mediavon. Speciically human psychofopical
processes arose in the course of phylogeny with 2 new fom
-of behavior in which humans modified materal objecs asa
mezns of regulating their interactions with each other and the
warld. As & consequence, instead of apphying directhy ts ratural
function to the salution of a particular task the child puts.
between the function and the task a certain auxiiary means.. .,
by the medium of which the child manages to perform the
task’" (Luna, 1928, 0.455)

2. Genetic (histoncal) analysis Vyaotsky was prone to quote Pavel
Blangky to the effect that "Te understand behavior, ane must
ungerstand the history of behavior” This injuncbion was applied
at several different: time sczles: the history. of the species
{phylogeny), the history of the cufturab resources of the socal
group {culture), the histary of individeals (omogemyd. and the
moment to. moment history of interachions that constitute
Inving behavior (ricrogenesis). In effect, human develooment ic
the emergent autcome of intéractions cecun'ing simultanedtisty
at all these time scales and fevels of analysis.Vysotsky empha-
sized the age period when children begin to masterthefr native
language as a crudial time when phivlogeny and caltural-history
merge in hurman development but his followers also carried out
studies of blind-deal children placed in homes by despairing
parents; acult peasants undergoing rapic changes in their modes
of life, and brain damaged adufts who tad lost the ability 1o
read;

3. Grounding inculungl arganized actiity. From a cultural-historical
perspective, the natural lbaratory for the study of the role of
culture in human development s in the sveryday activities of
people, This point was made explicitly, by Alexer Leontiey
(1981, po 113", human psychaology s concerned with the
activity of concrete individuals, which takes place efther in 2
collective—that i, jaintly with other people—ar n & situation
if which the subject deals dirsctly with the sinounding wortd
of objects—for exarnple, at the potters whesl o the writer's
desk... With all ite varied forms, the hurman individual's activity
s systerm i the systern of sodial refationg |t dops not exist
without these relations The specific form in which it esxdsts is
deterrined by the formns and means of matenal and mental
sacial interaction,”’

These ideas were by no means unique to Russian psychology.
Similar ideas can be seen in the writings of many early 20th
European and Ametican scholars. Forexample, John Dewey
not only emphasized the centrality of tool mediated action
as central to human cognition, but wrote that ... we live from
birth to death in a world of persons and things that is in large
measure whal it is because of what has been done and
transmitted from previous human activities, When this fact
is ignored, experience is treated as if it were something
which goes on exclusively inside an individual’s body and
mind. [t ought not to be necessary to say that experience does
not occur in a vacuum, There are sources outside an
mdividual which give rise to experience {Dewey, 1938/ 1963,
p. 39). (For more extensive examples, see Cole, 1996, Valsiner,
1998,

Culture, according to this perspective, can be understood
as the entire pool of artifacts accumulated by the social group
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in the course of its historical experience. In the aggregate, the
accumulated artifacts of a group, culture, is then seen as the
species-specific medium of human development. It is
“history in the present.” The capacity to develop within that
medium and to arrange for its reproduction in succeeding
generations is fhe distinctive characteristic of our species.

This set of assumptions directly entails two additional
principles. The first is the “general law of cultural
development” (an idea articulated by Janet). As Vygotsky
phrased it, " Any function in children’s cultural development
appears twice or on two planes. First it appears on the social
plane and then on the psvchological plane. First it appears
between peaple as an interpsychological category ... and
then within the individual child as an intrapsychological
category.” (Vygotsky, 1981, p. 163). The second is the idea of
a zone of proximal development, the gap between what
children can accomplish on their own and what
they can accomplish in collaboration with a
more competent other or in play.

Many research programs have developed

human development.

The impact of rapid cultural change on
cognitive development was first studied in the
1930°s by Alexander Luria (1976) who reported
on the basis of a variety of evidence (tests of perception,
categorization, syllogistic reasoning) that a shift from
traditional pastoralism to participation in collectivized
farming and schooling induced a shift in people's reasoning
from one grounded in functional relations related to specific
contexts of activity to one in which people were more likely
to reason from the verbal premises of problems. This work
can be criticized on methodological grounds (Cole, 1996) and
Luria's comclusions now appear to be over-generalized, but
the idea of studying the impact of rapid cultural change on
cognitive development has flourished in recent years.

Far example, King Beach and his colleagues investigated
rapid changes in mathematical reasoning among Nepalese
villagers, who began to engage in commerce mediated by an
alien monetary system and methods of exchange, when a
road was built between their isolated village and an urban
commercial center (Beach, 1995). Beach showed how
perfectly functional indigenous methods of calculation could
be replaced by methods learned in school that actually led to
a decrement in performance in the conditions of exchange
present in Mepal at the time. Geoffrey Saxe and his colleagues
have documented changes in mathematical notation systems
and practices associated with the introduction of monetary
trade into a previously remote area of New Guinea (Saxe &
Esmonde, in press). Patricia Greenfield (2004) has
documented a variety of changes among peasants living in
remote areas of Chiapis, Mexico, in which patterns of mother-
child interaction focused on weaving, as well as the
complexity of the woven products, changed in association
with changed exposure to modern textiles and involvement
in the money economy associated with increased contact
with modern sectors of the Mexican economy.

Research focused on variations in modes of culturally
organized activity inspired by cultural-historical psychalogy
have included Scribner and Cole’s (1981) work showing the
central role of the organization of activities in shaping the
cognitive consequences of literacy, Gaskin's (2000) work on
cultural wvariations in play activity that challenges

“the idea of a
different aspects of this overall approach to Zone of proximal
development”

Eurocentric notions about the role of play in cognitive
development, and Rogoff's work on intense observation as
an important mechanism of learning in Guatemalan peasant
communities {Rogoff, 2003).

A great deal of within-culture work has been conducted
on the dynamics of learning and development in pre-school
and school contexts focused both on the mastery of new
mediational means, such as writing systems, new modes of
organizing the social organization of instructional activity
(Gallego, Cole, & LCHC, 2002; Hedegaard, 1996; Paley, 1981;
Rogoff, 2003), as well as new ways of organizing
developmental changes in work processes among adults
(Engestrim, Engestrim, & Suntio, 2002).

A complaint often voiced with respect to Vygotsky's
formulation of the intertwining of natural (phylogenetic) and
cultural (historical) lines of development is that the natural
line has gone unexamined (despite the fact that
Luria carried out the earliest extensive studies
comparing the cognitive development of
monozygotic and fraternal twins in the
psychological literature, see Luria, 1977).
Certainly phylogenetic comparisons inveolving
culture and cognition have increased in
popularity in recent years. For example, Michael
Tomasello (1999) has brought the study of
chimpanzee cognitive development into dialogue with
studies of the cognitive precursors and cognitive
consequences of acquiring language and culture during
infancy. Interestingly, the most compelling evidence of the
cognitive and cultural potentials of chimpanzees and
bonobos are realized when these animals are enculturated
by human beings instead of growing to maturity in the wild,
suggesting the existence of an inter-species zone of proximal
development. In a different sphere, Givoo Hatano and
Kayako Inagaki (2002) have proposed that phylogenetically
constrained “skeletal principles” must be combined with
culturally organized participation of young children in
appropriate practices as the necessary and sufficient
conditions for human concept development.

Of particular interest to me has been research that uses
cultural-historical theory to motivate the design of
development-enhancing environments for development
(Engestrim, etal., 2002; Nicoloplou & Cole, 1993). This work,
termed “formative experimentation” by Vvgotsky and his
students, has become fashionable in the United States under
the rubric of “design experimentation.” My work has sought
to design “idiocultures” that embody my theoretical
assumptions so that they serve as zones of proximal
development for children who struggle in school. Engestrom
and his colleagues have created “developmental change
laboratories” that directly embody the principle, articulated
by Luria above, in which working groups are assisted to
create tools to solve the difficulties facing them at their jobs.
When such research is effectively conducted, it permits the
study of how different levels of genetic analysis can be
applied and analyzed for the participants in a single system
of activity. Such analyses can illuminate the mutual
interactions among levels within an activity system that
account for the dynamics of development at each level —a
basic principle of cultural-historical activity theory that has
been much discussed, but rarely implemented.

[ hope it is clear from this briel summary that cultural-
historical activity theory is a broad, interdisciplinary



A plimpse of the variety of activities in @ SthDimension idiocuitare; the child
in the foreground is engaged i o science project, the child at the far end i
engaging a computer probiem solving game and the child in the middle i
axamining o beard with ather children’s art wark, considering what to engoge
in next.

enterprise. Because it takes cultural mediation to be a
universal feature of human life, it may or may not involve
research in different cultures. In this respect, it may involve
cross-cultural research, research in a particular cultural
setting that provides the opportunity to highlight process of
cultural mediation, or in one’s own culture. Like the broad
range of approaches referred to as “socio-cultural” it views
mediation to be a double-sided process in which mediation
of action through and with other people {often referred to
as modes of participation) and mediation of action focused
on mastery of the physical world are always part of a single,
dual-directional system of cultural mediation, Moreover,
rather than viewing human beings as creatures who have
freed themselves from phylogenetic history, it assumes an
ongoing dialectic of change in which nature and nurture,
phylogeny and culture, are inextricably linked.
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The notions of psychological tools, internalization, and
mediation are cornerstones of both Vygotsky's socio-cultural




