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Sociocultural gpproaches emphasizetheinterdependencedf social andindividual processesin
the coconstruction of knowledge. This article uses three centra tenets of a Vygotskian
framework to examinethe relaion between learning and development: (a) socia sources of
individual development, (b) semiotic (signsand symbols, including language) mediation in
human development, and (c) genetic(devel opmenta)analysis. Therole played by cultureand
language in human development is an essential aspect of the Vygotskian framework and
provides an overarching theme for this article. The methodologica foundation of this frame-
work is examined, particularly as it contrasts with other perspectives on the process of
internalizationof social interactionin the construction of knowledge. The articleconcludes by
surveying sociocultural research on and applications to classroom learning and teaching,
particularly that which examines theroledf collaboration.

It is significant that this special issue of Educational Psy-
chologist contains an article on sociocultural theory on the
centenary of thebirth of itsfounder, the Russian psychologist
Lev Vygotsky. In thelast few decadesthere hasbeen increas-
ing interest in this theory and itsimplications for research on
classroom learning and teaching. Thereisarange of interpre-
tations and applications of sociocultural approaches, reflect-
ing the vitality of this perspective.’ Nevertheless, some com-
mon assumptionsof the sociocultural community have been
refined and clarified by contemporary scholars based on
Vygotsky's origina writings. A number of sources provide
overviewsof these approaches and reflect thevaried interpre-
tations of Vygotsky's theory (Cole & Scribner, 1978; John-
Steiner & Souberman, 1978; van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991;
Wertsch, 1985, 1991).

Requests for reprints should be sent to Vera John-Steiner, Department of
Linguistics, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM 87131. E-mail:
quotsky@unrn.edu

Vygotsky’s works have been studied and interpreted by a variety of
scholars, some of whom prefer to use the term cultural-historical. In this
article, we refer broadly to the legacy of Vygotsky's work and the contribu-
tions to and interpretations of his theory as the sociocultural approach. Of
particular significance in the various expansions of this framework are the
contributions of activity theorists, including Leontiev (1978) and Engestrsm
(1987, 1990). See the journa Mind, Culture, and Activity for the breadth of
disciplines and countries represented by contributors to the sociocultural
enterprise. Mind, Culture, and Activity is published four times a year by the
Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, University of California, San
Diego, LaJolla, CA 92093-0092. Fax: (619) 534-7746.

T o examine the central concepts of sociocultural theory,
the methodological foundations should beanalyzed. Thedia-
lectical method Vygotsky used differentiates it from other
perspectives presented in this issue. We focus on the differ-
ences between social constructivist and sociocultural ap-
proaches because thesetwo perspectives are often associated,
resulting in confusion about their similarities and differences.

This article consists of three main sections: (a) a brief
overview of sociocultural approaches, (b) an examination of
sociocultural methodology, and (c) an overview of sociocul-
tural contributionsto research and applications to classroom
learning and teaching. An overarching focus is the interde-
pendence of social and individual processesinthecoconstruc-
tion of knowledge. This focus clarifies the differences be-
tween sociocultural theories based on Vygotsky's
contributionsand other perspectives reviewed in thisissue.

AN OVERVIEW OF SOCIOCULTURAL
THEORY

Sociocultural approaches to learning and development were
first systematized and applied by Vygotsky and his collabo-
rators in Russia in the 1920s and 1930s. They are based on
the concept that human activities take place in cultural con-
texts, are mediated by language and other symbol systems,
and can be best understood when investigated intheir histori-
cal development. At a time when psychologists were intent
on developing simple explanations of human behavior, Vy-
gotsky developed a rich, multifaceted theory tlhrough which
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he examined arange of subjectsincludingthe psychology of
art; language and thought; and learning and development,
including a focus on the education of students with special
needs. However, his work was suppressed for 20 yearsand did
not becomeaccessibleagain until thelate1950sand early 1960s.
Since then, sociocultural approaches have gained incressing
recognition and have been further developed by scholarsin over
adozen countries.Contemporary interpretationsand reinterpre-
tations of Vygotsky's and his collaborators work reflect the
vishility and obscurity of this theory's 60-year existence. The
expangons and interpretationsin the last 25 years have led to
diverseperspectiveson sociocultural theory.

Thedisseminationof Vygotsky'sideasand theapplication
of his work in diverse nationa contexts have contributed to
"acomplex of relatéd but heterogenéous proposals” (Rogoff,
Radziszewska, & Masiello, 1995, p. 125). Vygotsky's ideas
are condensed and at times not fully developed because he
died at ayoung ageof tubercul osis.Mugch of hiswork remains
untrandated into English. In spite of these difficulties, his
theoriesareincreasinglyinfluentialin Western countries. The
impact of Vygotsky's ideas has grown substantialy in the
United States, particularly sincethe publioation of aselection
of hiswritingsin Mind in Society (Vygotsky, 1978).

The power of Vygotsky's ideasliesin his explanation of
the dynamic interdependence of socia and individual proc-
esses. He arrived at his views by analyzing the crisis in
psychology he saw in the two predominant schools in the
field, "each of which claimfed] to possess an explanatory
system adequateto became the basisef general psychology™
(Kozulin, 1990, p. 87). In contrast to those approaches, which
focused on internal or subjectiveexperience, and behaviorist
approaches, which focused on the external, Vygotsky concep-
tualized development asthe transformation d socially shared
activities into internalized processes. In thisway he rejected
theCartesandichotomy between,theinterna and theexternal.

The nature of the interdependence between individua
and social processes in the construction of knowledge can
be clarified by examining three major themes in Vygot-
sky's writings highlighted by Wertsch (1991): (a) Individ-
ual development, including higher mental functioning, has
itsoriginsin socia sources; (b) human action, on bath the
socia andindividual planes, ismediated by toolsand signs;
and (c) the first two themes are best examined through
genetic, or developmental, analysis. In developing these
themes, we rely on Vygotsky's writings as well as the
elaborations of his ideas by his coworkers and scholars
influenced by his work.

Social Sources of Development

Human development starts with dependence on caregivers.
Thedevelopingindividual relieson the vast pool of transmit-
ted experiencesof others. Vygotsky, in his well-known ge-
netic law of devel opment, emphasized this primacy of social
interaction in human devel opment:

Every functionin thecultural devdlopmentaf thechild comes
on thestagetwice, in two respects fird in thesocid, later in
the psychologicd, firg in rdations betwean people as an
interpsychologicacategory, afterwardswithin thechild esan
intrapsychologica category. ... All higher psychologica
functionsareinterndized relaionshipsaf thesocia kind, ad
conditute the socid dructure d persondity. (as cited in
Ydsner, 1987, p. 67)

Thisprincipledescribesa processsituated in, but not limited
to, socid interaction. When beginning an activity, learners de-
pend on others with more experience. Over time they take on
increasing responsibility for their own learning and participation
injoint activity (Lave& Wenger, 1991). Expanding Vygotsky's
genetic law of development, Rogoff (1990) characterized this
processasguided participation. In her cross-cultura studies, she
documented children's various forms of participation with par-
entsand peers. Rogoff found that even when children were not
conversationa partnerswith adults, they were involved in the
adult world as participants in adult agricultural and household
work. Shedescribed thesupportiveengagement of Mayan moth-
erswith their children as an exampled the nonverbal guidance
adultsgivechildren:

The routine arrangementsand interactions between children
and ther caregivers and companions provide children with
thousands o opportunitiesto observe and participatein the
skilledactivitiesd their culture. Through repested and varied
experiencein supported routine and chdlenging Stuetions,
children becomeskilled practitionersin the specificcognitive
activitiesin their communities. (Rogoff, 1991, p. 351)

Thus, learners participatein awidevariety of joint activi-
ties that provide the opportunity for synthesizing severa
influencesinto the learner's novel modes of understanding
and participation. By internalizing the effects of working
together, the novice acquires useful strategies and crucial
knowledge.

The acquisition of language provides another exampledf a
socia source of development. Zukow-Goldring and Ferko
(1994) and other researchersshowed the closerelation between
promoting shared attention between beginning speakers and
their caregiversand theemergenceaf thelexicon. Contemporary
research supports the sociocultural claim that the relationships
between individualsforms a basis for cognitiveand linguistic
mastery. This process, whether in the classroom or elsawhere,
includestransmission, construction,transaction,and transforma-
tion in acontinuing, complex interplay.

Semiotic Mediation

Semiotic mediation is key to al aspects of knowledge
caconstruction. For Vygotsky, semioti c mechanisms (includ-
ing psychological tools) mediate social and individual func-
tioning and connect the external and the internal, the socia
andtheindividua (Wertsch & Stone, 1985). Vygotsky (1981)




listed a number of examples of semiotic means. "'language;
varioussystemsaf counting; mnemonictechniques;algebraic
symbol systems; works of art; writing; schemes, diagrams,
mapsand mechanical drawings; all sortsof conventional signs
and so on” (p. 137). Other tools, increasingly recognized in
sociocultural discourse—the paint brush, the computer, cal-
endars, and symbol sysems—are central to theappropriation
of knowledge through representational activity by thedevel-
oping individual.

In theintroduction to Vygotsky's Thought and Language,
Bruner (1962) described Vygotsky's view of the role of
semiotic mediation:

Hebelieved that in mastering nature we master ourselves. For
itistheinternalization of overt action that makesthought, and
particularly the internalization of external dialogue that
brings the powerful tool of language to bear on the stream of
thought. Man, if you will, is shaped by the tools and instru-
mentsthat hecomes to use, and neither the mind nor thehand
alone can amount tomuch. ... Andif neither hand nor intellect
alone prevails, the tools and aids that do are the developing
streams of internalized language and conceptual thought that
sometimes run parallel and sometimes merge, each affecting
theother. (p. vii)

Wertsch (1991) adopted Wittgenstein's metaphor of a
socially providedtool kit of semioticmeans. Thosemeansand
practices, which becomeinternalized and availablefor inde-
pendent activity, are critical in supporting and transforming
mental functioning. Physical tools are directed toward the
external world; psychologica tool saredirectedinternally and
are appropriated during activity.

Knowledgeis notinternalized directly, but through the use
of psychological tools. Vygotsky's colleague Leontiev (1981)
used the term appropriation to describe the adoption by an
individua of one of these socially available psychological
toolsand wrote that children

cannot and need not reinvent the artifacts that have taken
millenniato evolve in order to appropriate such objects into
their own system of activity. The child has only cometo an
understanding that is adequatefor using the culturally elabo-
rated object in thenovel lifecircumstances heencounters. (as
cited in Newman, Griffin, & Cole, 1989, p. 63)

Leinhardt (1996), in her discussion of teaching—instructional
explanationsof mathematical concepts, provided another exam-
ple of semiotic mediation. In describing the role of repre-
sentations, she illustrated the concept percent by discussing
vaious representations, such as number lines, circles, and
squares. Representational activities, whether in theformof inner

*Asfirg used by Wood, Bruner, and Ross(1976), scaffoldingisametaphor
for graduated assistance provided to the novice, akin to the carpenter's
scaffold.
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Speech, imagery, or kinetic concepts, are linked to culturally
shared systems, such as language, and to developmental ac-
tivities, including scaffolding” (John-Steiner, 1995).

Thus, psychological toolsare not invented by theindivid-
ud in isolation. They are products of sociocultural evolution
to which individualshave access by being actively engaged
in the practices of their communities. In a recent article,
Wertsch (1994) elaborated on the centrality of mediation in
understanding Vygotsky's contributionsto psychology and
education:

[Mediation] isthe key in his approach to understanding how
human mental functioningistied tocultural, institutional, and
historical settings since these settings shape and provide the
cultural tools that are mastered by individuals to form this
functioning. Inthisapproach, themediational meansare what
might be termed the "carriers™ of sociocultural patterns and
knowledge. (p. 204)

Cognitive pluralism.  Although the importance of se-
miotic mediationin thinkingis recognized by most members
of the sociocultural thought community, inteqpretationsof it
differ. AlImost al sociocultural researchers place languagein
acentral position; however, some consider that other semiotic
means are Of little theoretical interest (Kozulin, 1990). We
claim a pluralisticrather than a monistic theory of semiotic
mediation (John-Steiner, 1991, 1995) and coined the term
cognitive pluralismfor this stance. Evidence for cognitive
pluralismincludestheplanning notesof experienced thinkers,
which incorporatewords, drawings, musical notes, and sci-
entific diagrams (John-Steiner, 1985).

The diversity of these meansand the psychological tool sthat
they represent are of special interest to educators who work in
multicultura settingsand with children who have specia needs.
Inanissueof Educational Psychologist devoted to Vygotsky's
ideas, Gindis (1995) described the emphasis Vygotsky placed
on thevariety of psychological toolsin gpproaching thestudy of
children who had specid physical or mental circumstances:
“Vygotsky pointed out that our civilization has already devel-
oped different means (e.g., Braille system, sgn language, lip
reading, finger spelling, etc.) to accommodate a handicapped
child's unique way of acculturation through acquiring various
symbol sysems” (p. 79).

These acts of representation are embedded in social prac-
ticeand rely on socially developed semiotic means. Ecology,
history, culture,and family organization play rolesin pattern-
ing experienceand eventsin tinecreationof knowledge(John-
Steiner, 1995). For example, the tasks confronting children,
suchaslearningtotalk,to walk, and to attach meaningtotheir
experiences, are reflected in cognitive strategiesderived in
part from the culturally patterned environment into which
they areborn. Their thought is shaped by the prevalent meth-
ods of physical and economic survival, by the language and
visual symbolsused by their people, and by socially ordered
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waysof parenting. Some children born into triba or agricul-
tural communitiesspend many hours strapped to the back of
their mothers and other caregivers. In this position, they
observe and represent the life of their community in a way
that is not possible to children placed in cribs and playpens
(John-Steiner, 1985)

Representational activities and the sociocultural theory
of semiotic mediation arefundamental to Vygotsky's con-
cept of internalization and the transformation of interper-
sonal processes into intrapersonal ones. Vygotsky used the
concept of semiotic mediation to explain qualitative trans-
formations in the human mind historically, ontogeneti-
cally, and microgenetically. The role played by semiotic
mediation in the development of higher psychological
processes provided atentral focusfor Vygptsky's research.
The concept of semiotic mediation is essential to the so-
ciocultural view that the process of internalization istrans-
formative rather than transmissive.

Genetic Analysis

Vygotsky (1978) used genetic analysis, which examines the
origins and the history of phenomena, focusing on their
interconnectedness, to develop his theoretical framework
and guide his research. In describing this approach he em-
phasized the

need to concentratenat on the product of developmentbut an
the vary process by which higher forms are etablished. ...
To dudy something historicaly meens to study it in the
process of change; that is the didecticad method's besc
demand. To encompassiin reseerch the process d a given
thing's developmentin dl itsphasesand changes—from hirth
to degth—fundamentdly meens to discover its nature, its
essence, for "'it isonly in movement thet abody shows what
it is" Thus, the higtoricd (thet is in the broadest sense o
history) study o behavior is nat an auxiliary apect o theo-
reticad study, but rather formsits vary base. (pp. 64-65)

According to this perspective, learning and development
takeplacein socially and culturally shaped contexts. Histori-
cal conditions are constantly changing, resulting in changed
contextsand opportunitiesfor learning. For that reason, there
can be no universal schema that adequately represents the
dynamic relation between external and internal aspects of
development (John-Steiner & Souberman, 1978).

Vygotsky argued that psychological systems that unite
separate functions into new combinations and complexes
arise in the process of development. An example of this
unificationisthelinking of spoken and written languageinto
anew and broader semiotic system. When it was discovered
that it was" possibleto represent the soundsof languageusing
marksin clay just asitispossibleto represent objects”" (Cole,
1990, p. 95), aqualitativetransformationin the development
of humanity occurred. The unification of separate functions

represented in literacy also providesinsightsintotherelations
between individual and social processes.

In hisstudiesof disabilities, Vygotsky andyzed the unifi-
cation of separate physiological (anatomical, biochemical,
and evolving neural) and psychological processes. His col-
laborator, neuropsychologist Luria (1973, 1979), examined
cognitive functions in brain damage at different levels of
analysis. Thisled to the concept of funcrional systems, which
isparticularly useful in theexamination of phenomenaat the
interface of neural and cognitive processes, Functional sys-
tems are dynamic psychalogieal systems in which diverse
internal and external processes are coordinated and inte-
grated. These systems revea a variety of characteristics,
including the use of variable means or méchanismig by indi-
vidualsto perform particiilar tasks. In oider to sticceed when
faced with new learaing challenges, these individials rear-
ganize thelr cognitive strategies. Cole and Scribner (1974)
used the coneept of functional systems extensively in their
cross-cultural reseatch, as did Newman, G , and Cole
(1989); who found thiat

externd devicesliketadk and chartsand writing are windows
in theevolution and gppearanced cognitiveconstructs. They
are an essentid part o the functiond system that gives the
actorsas wdl asthe andysts accessto the changesoccurring.
(p-73)

Functional system analysis capturesthe dynamic relation
between changing and stablefeatures of phenomenaand the
ways in which these are integrated in different contexts. In
work with Native American children, John-Steiner and Os-
terreich (1975) found it particularly useful in examining the
children's use of various learning styles and modalities to
accomplish similar goals and tasks. A functional systems
approachhel ped analyzeNativeAmericanchildren's learning
approaches, viewing them aspart of adynamic systeminstead
of splitting them into visual and verbal approaches.

Within genetic andlysis, the use of functional systems pro-
vides a framework for representing the complex interrelation-
shipsbetweenexterna devices, psychological tools, theindivid-
ual, and the socid world. Vygotsky used the sociocultural
framework based on the three centra tenets described pre-
viously—social sources of development, semiotic mediation,
and genetic andyss—to develop hisconcept ef internalization.

VYGOTSKY'S METHODOLOGICAL
APPROACH

An understanding of Vygotsky's methodological approach
helpsto clarify theconcept of internalizationand to differen-
tiate it from other theoretical perspectives. Vygotsky ap-
proached methodological issues on two interrelated levels:
thetheoretical and the psychol ogical,On the theoretical level
he examined compl ex systemsin theprocessof change, using
diaectical logicto understand the interrel ationshi psbetween




components of the systems. On the psychological |evel he
chose research methods to capture the dynamics of process
consistent with his theoretical approach. On both levels his
emphasis was on the examination of cognitive change in
diverse contexts: "' Any psychological process, whether the
development of thought or voluntary behavior, isaprocess
undergoing changes right before one's eyes" (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 61) To capture the processes at play, Vygotsky
used the experimental —developmental method in which
developmental changes are provoked in laboratory set-
tings. Through intervention, the experimenter is able to
record participants initial efforts to solve a problem be-
yond their existing means or strategies. One of the inter-
vention methods was providing auxiliary means through
which the problem could be solved. This type of mediated
assistance was of theoretical and methodological interest to
Vygotsky. In studying memory in complex choiceresponses,
hefocused on the developmental changestaking place in the
course of one or severa sessions during which the learner
appropriated new psychological tools.

Contemporary Vygotskian scholarsresearching cognitive
change in classroom learning rely on both experimental and
qualitative methods to focus on developmental processes.
Sociocultural researchers reject ""the cause-effect, stimu-
lus-response, explanatory science in favor of ascience that
emphasi zes the emergent nature of mind in activity and that
acknowledgesa central rolefor interpretationin its explana-
tory framework™ (Cole, 1996).

Vygotskian researchers usethistheoretical and methadologi-
cal approachtostudy and describetheconcept of internalization.
This is germane to the discussion of classroom learning and
teaching in thisissue of Educational Psychologist. Thereis a
vigorous discussion among sociocultural theorists and propo-
nents of different theoretical perspectives about the way that
conceptsare learned and the processes through which they are
acquired, appropriated, or internaized. These processes cannot
be adequately understood, we believe, without comprehending
thedialectical method Vygotsky used toexaminethem. Thenext
section presents Vygotsky's use of the didectica method, ex-
plains the authors conception o interndization, and digtin-
guishes sociocultural concepts of internalization frorn other
perspectives.

DialecticalMethod

Vygotsky did not smply try to impose laws or principles of
dialecticson existing psychological theories, rather he scientifi-
caly investigated and analyzed concrete questionsin specific
areasof psychologicd inquiry. Thisapproach wasdescribed by
one of his collaborators, Leontiev (1977), who wrote that in
science " diaecticlogic does not amount to just the formalistic
imposition of itsprincipleson any particular scientific discipline.
Ititself developsas scientificinquiry proceeds; it istheresult of
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empirica science” (p. 54). Vygotsky underscored the centra -
ity of this method to dl of his work:

The search for method becomes one o the most important
prodems o the entire enterprise of understanding the
uniquely humen formsd psychologicd activity. In thiscase,
the method is simultaneously prerequisiteand product, the
tod and theresult of the study. (Vygotsky, 19713, p. 65)

In contrast to Aristotelianlogic, which places phenomena
such as mind and matter into fixed, unchanging categories,
Vygotdey (1978) analyzed higher mental functionsasdevel-
opmental processesin a constant state of diaectical change.
Heexamined mind and matter in their interconnectedness and
includled a" scientific explanation of both external manifesta-
tionsand the process under study" (p. 63).

A central concept of dialectics, the unification of contra-
dictions, distinguishes it from traditional approaches:
"Whereas, within the standard view, conceptual unity among
objects relieson the commonality of elements, it istheinter-
relatedness of diverse elementsand the integralion of oppo-
sitesthat createsunity within dialectics” (Falmagne, 1995, p.
207). Diaectics surmounts clichotomiesby looking at phe-
nomena as synthesesof contradictions. In 20th-century phys-
ics, it wastheunified vision of light asboth waveand particle
that led to a broader theoretical understanding. In nature,
qualitative transformations unify contradictions— water, for
example, as unification of hydrogen and oxygen, will go
through transformations from gas to liquid to solid with
guantitative changes in temperature. In addition, physica
toolscan unify contradictory functions—the claw hammer is
used to both pound in and pull out nails; the pencil is used to
create and erase (Weber, 1992).

Vygotsky (1986) used thedialectical notion of synthesis
toanalyzeacentral psychol ogical tool — verbal thought. He
examined the way that thought and speech, which initially
have separate planes or levels of development in children
in a “prelinguistic period in thought and a preintellectual
period of speech” (p. 210), lbecome inextricably inter-
twined. Throughout his work Vygotsky used thedialectical
methocl to analyze, explain, and describe interrel ationships
fundamental to human development where others posited
dichotomies— for exampl e, mind and matter, language and
thought, external and inner speech, nature and culture, and
social and individual processes in the construction of
knowledge.

Our concept of development implies a regjection o the
frequently held view that cognitive development results
from the gradua accumulation o separate changes. We
believe thet child development is a complex diadectica
process characterized by periodicity, unevenness in the
development Of different functions, metamorphosis or
qualitative transformation o one form into the other, in-
tertwining o externa and internd factors, and adaptive
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processes that overcomeimpedimentsthat the child encoun-
ters. (Vygotsky,1978, p. 73)

Using thisapproach, sociocultural theoristsanalyzeinter-
nalizationand individual and social processesasinterrelated
parts of neurophysiological, psychological, educational, po-
litical, and cultural systems (Tobach, 1995).

Internalization

Our concept of internalization recognizes unique human
minds that owe their existence to and are inextricably inter-
twined withsocial, historical, cultural, and material processes
(including brain activities). Internalizationis conceived of as
a representational activity, a process that occurs simultane-
oudly in social practice and in the human brain/mind. So-
ciocultural researchersinclude the learners appropriationof
socialy elaborated symbol systems as a critical aspect of
learning-driven devel opment. This appropriation of symbol
systemswasacentral focus of Vygotsky's work, particularly
as applied to educational pedagogy, and led to hismost fully
elaborated application of the concept of interndization—the
transformationof communicativelanguageintoinner speech
and further into verbal thinking (Vygotsky, 1986, chap. 7).
Although " cognitive constructivist research and practice

.. is mostly oriented toward understanding the individual
learner' (Derry, thisissue, p. 164) and separatesindividua
processesaf knowledge constructionfrom social processesof
joint understanding, wethink of them as connected and inter-
dependent. The devel opment of the mind of thechild is both
individual and socid at the sametime and is the result of a
long process of developmental events (Vygotsky, 1978). A
focus of sociocultural researchisthe study of theway that the
coconstruction of knowledge is internalized, appropriated,
transmitted, or transformed in formal and informal learning
settings.

Vygotsky (1978) examined and explained the processes
through which humansconstruct mindsininteractionwiththe
external world of nature and with other humans, changingin
the process both themselvesand nature:

The didectica approach, while admitting the influence o
neture on man, asserts thet: men, in turn, affects neature and
cregtes through his changesin nature new naturd conditions
for hisexistence. This positionisthekeystoned our gpproach
to the study and interpretationd’ man's higher psychologicd
functions and serves as the bads for the nev methods of
experimentation and andysiswe advocate. (pp. 60-61)

The Russian philosopher Ilyenkov added that **the socio-
hi storical environment, the world of things, created by human
labour, and the system of human relations, formed in the
processof |abour'' must also be considered, and that "' outside
theindividual liesnot only natureassuch ('in itself"), but also

humanized nature, nature remade by human labour" (ascited
in Bakhurst, 1995, p. 165).

In a psychological framework, the unification of nature
and cultureispowerfully embodiedin early development. For
example, ahuman embryois both amaterial and aconceptual
reality for the mother, but its own consciousnessis dependent
onthefull (prenatal and postnatal) devel opment of the infant’s
own nervoussystem and hisor her subseguent internalization
of culturally developed sign systems. Bakhurst (1995) wrote
that ""the nature and content of an individual's miental life
cannot be understood independently of the culture of which
that individual is part" (p. 159). He further suggested tht
there aretwo intuitionsthat lie behind thé elaims of “strong
cultural theoriesof the mind™:

Thefird is thet meaning is the medium o the mentd, ad
meaning is (in some sense) socidly congtructed; the second
isthet the, human mind, and theformsdf talk in which humen
beingsexplain and predict theoperationsof minds, should be
understood an the modd o tools, and like dl artifact$, we
cannot make senseof them independently o the sodid proc-
ess=s which meke them wht they are. (p. 159)

Lemke (1995) posed the contradictory character of the
relation between individual and social processesin the mak-
ing of meaning: “how to have an active, creative human
subject which constructs social meanings, at the same time
that this subject itself must be asocial construction™ (p. 80).
Vygotsky's use of dialectics to unravel this contradictory
rel ation between individital and social processesin whibh the
individual cotistructs the social and at the same tine iS con-
structed by the social distingiiishes the sociocultural petspec-
tive from othiérs presented in thisissue. We favor the view of
Penuel and Wettsch (1995):

Socioculturd processesan the one hand and individud func-
tioning on the other [exist] in adynamic, irreducibletension
rather than asteticnotionof socid determination.A sociocul-
turd gpproach ,.. conddersthese polesdf sociocultura proc-
esxs ad individud functioning as interacting moments in
humen action, rather then as datic processss that exist in
isolationfrom one ancther. (p. 84)

Distinctions From Other Perspectives

The way in which internalization has been interpreted by a
variety of critics highlights the distinctions between so-
ciocultural and other approaches. For example, socia con-
structivist criticsof theVygotskianframework, such asCobb
and Yackel (this issue), characterize it as a transmission
model through which studentsinherit the cultural meanings
that constitute their intellectual bequest from prior genera-
tions. Their position was both linked to and differentiated
from aVygotskian stand when they questioned the metaphor
"of students and teachers being embedded or included in




social practice’” (Cobb, Wood, & Yackel, 1993, p. 96). Al-
though their emergent approach has many commonalities
with sociocultural theory, Cobb and Y ackel repeatedly criti-
cize the latter as a transfer-of-knowledge model in which
students imitate " established mathematical practices” (this
issue, p. 179). This interpretation of sociocultural theory
reducesand simplifiesthe mutuality of learningand itsinter-
persona and intergenerational dynamic. In attempting to
differentiatetheir approachesfrom sociocultural theory, so-
cial constructivistsmisinterpret the transformativecharacter
of internalization as described by sociocultural researchers
(John-Steiner,1996).

The conceptuaization of internalization as unidirectiona
transmission freezes the debate, in part, by distorting so-
ciocultural theorists views of theroles of both teacher and
student. It does not recognizethat the sociocultural theory of
internalization analyzes thecomplex processof transmission,
transformation, and synthesisin the coconstruction of knowl-
edge. AsL eontievwrote, "theprocessaf internalizationisnot
the transferal of an externa activity to a preexisting internal
'plane of consciousness: it isthe processin which this plane
is formed" (as cited in Wertsch & Stone, 1985, p. 163). In
classroom learning, the student plays an activerole and con-
stantly informs the teacher as their mutual negotiatiion and
collaboration build knowledge.

As wdl as the presentationd naw informetion, there nesds
to be extended opportunity for discusson and problem-solv-
ing in the context d shared activities, in which meaning and
actionare collaboratively condructedand negotiated. In other
words education mugt be thought of in teems nat o the
transmissond knowledgebut o transactionand transforma-
tion. (Chang-Wels& Wdls, 1993, p. 59)

We explore other studies of classroom collaboration ex-
hibiting transformativeknowledgecoconstruction later in this
article.

There are different modes of internaization, reflecting
different teaching—interaction strategies. A continuum with
direct instruction on oneend and creative,collaborative learn-
ing on the other could describe the wide range of teach-
ing-learning situations in which internalization occurs.
Whether in the learning of a young child or in the activities
of experienced thinkers, internalization isafundamental part
of the lifelong process of the coconstruction of knowledge
and thecrestion of the new.

Other criticswarn that using theconcept of internalization
to explain the learning processes creates the danger of focus-
ing on just theindividual mental construction of knowledge.
For example, Packer (1993), in hisanalysis,which waslinked
toahermeneutic, interpretiveapproach, suggested that “Des-
cartes ghost may still be with us® (p. 263) because he saw
elements of dualism in sociocultural conceptsof internaliza-
tion. Although he appreciated the work of Vygotskian schol-
ars, Packer was concerned that "the processes and mecha-
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nisms being examined keep creeping back inside the head"”
(p. 263). In contrastingtheview of learningas mental change
with an aternativethat focuses on participatory activities, his
analysisis similar to that of Rogoff (1994): "Learningis a
processof transforming participation in shared sociocultural
endeavors” (p. 210).

Inour view, internalizationissimultaneously anindividual
and a social process. In working with, through, and beyond
what they have appropriated in social participation and then
internalized, individual scoconstruct new knowledge. In con-
trast to facileinternalization, which leadsto alimited combi-
nation of ideas, internalization tihat involvessustained social
and individual endeavors becomes a constituent part of the
interaction with what is known and leads to the creation of
new knowledge. Chang-Wells and Wells (1993), in ther
study of therole of instructional conversations in classroom
learning, described this interdependent and transformative
view of internalization: "It is at points of negotiation of
meaning in conversation that learning and development oc-
cur, aseach learner'sindividual psychologica processesme-
diate (and at the sametime are mediated by) the congtitutive
intermental processes of the group™ (p. 86).

Sociocultural approachesare al sodistinguished fromother
perspectives by the importance they place on cultural vari-
aionand itsinterrel ationshi pwith devel opment {John-Steiner
& Panofsky, 1992). Thisdistinction is particularly relevant in
contrastingsociocul tural approacheswith thosederived from
a Piagetian framework. The emphasison cultureresulted in
the broad use by sociocultural researchers of approachesthat
examine the waysin which learning and teaching take place
under differentcultural drcuims ances and in differenthistori-
ca contexts, contributing to a contextualized rather than a
universalistic theory of development. And although socia
constructivists do engage in an analysis of cultural norms,
they maintain a conceptua dichotomy between the individ-
ual's constructiveactivity, on the one hand, and socia proc-
esses, on theother. For example, Cobband Y ackel (thisissue)
view the individual through one lens and the: social through
another, without making explicit the dialectical interdepend-
enceof social and individua processes. To study these proc-
esses interdependently requires a reliance an cross-cultural
comparisons and active collaboration between researchers
drawn from varied backgrounds examining teachersand chil-
dren in diversesettings.

The significantrole of cross-cultural comparisonsin the-
ory construction and the development of educational practice
isillustrated by the work of Tharp and Gallimore(1988) and
their collaboratorswho devel oped a highly effective, cultur-
aly sensitiveapproach toteaching Hawaiianchildren. In their
well-known KamehamehaEarly Education Program, instruc-
tional conversations weredesigned to resemblethe talk story
format —overlapping speech, joint performance, and infor-
mal turn taking—favored in the native Hawaiian community.
However, when this highly successful program was imple-
mented among Navajo children, the results were mixed (Jor-
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dan, Tharp, & Vogt, 1985). Theresearchersbecameaware of
the difficultiesin applying a promising, culturally sensitive
approach from oneindigenouscontextto another. They found
that for Hawaiian children, four or five studentsin groupsof
mixed sex and ability produced the maximum peer interaction
and learning cooperation. However, Navajo children were
uncomfortablein thelarger mixed groupsand worked best in
dyads of the same sex. These studies illustrated the impor-
tanceto sociocultural approachesof inclusion of anthropolo-
gists, native teachers, and the learners themselves as educa
tional activity planners whose joint efforts help educators
understand the culturally patterned learning styles children
bring to school. This emphasisupon interdisciplinary action
research by Vygotskian educators contrasts with other ap-
proachesin educational psychology.

Sociocultural researchers emphasi ze methods that docu-
ment cognitive and social change. Rather than seeing a
dichotomy between quantitative and qualitative research,
approaches are chosen that emphasize process, develop-
ment, and the multiple waysin which both can bereveal ed.
They include experimental research such as Frauenglass
and Diaz's (1985) work on private speech, which studied
Vygotsky's hypotheses on the universality and self-regu-
latory significance of private speech. In a laboratory set-

ting, they

compared the frequencies of preschoolers' private speech in
perceptua versussemantictasks, with or without instructions
that permitted and encouraged the use of overt verbalizations.
... [And found] that researchers who chooseto study private
speech in laboratory settings must pay close attention to task
and setting variables that may increase or inhibit the amount
of private speech produced by children in their samples.
(Diaz, 1992, p. 57)

Other sociocultural approaches combine experimental
and ethnographic research as illustrated by Scribner and
Cole's (1981) work in Liberia. In their studies of literacy,
they included observational and ethnographic methodsand
combined them with tasks first developed in laboratory
settings. Examples of sociocultural methods of research on
cognitive changein the classroom are described in the next
section.

SOCIOCULTURAL EDUCATIONAL
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

This section briefly examines Vygotsky's analysis of the
relation between learning and development, his concept of
the zoneof proximal development, and implicationsdrawn
from them for research on collaborative learning. Vygot-
sky's analysis of spontaneous and scientific concepts is
then examined, focusing on the central roles in concept
formation played by language and culture. The integrated

influences of culture and language are then examined in
practical applications of sociocultural approachesto class-
room|earning and teaching in literacy instruction. Anaddi-
tional and rel ated themehighlighted inthissectionistheway
sociocultural theory hel pseducators provideinstruction that
recognizesandempowerslinguisticallyandcultural lydiverse
students.

Learning and Development and the Zone
of Proximal Development

In contrast to prevailingtheoriesof histimethat dichotomized
learningand devel opment, viewing oneasan external and the
other asan internal process, Vygotsky (1978) looked at their
unity and interdependencestarting from a child's birth:

Our hypothesis establishes the unity but not the identity of
learning processes and internal developmental processes. It
presupposes that the one is converted into the other. There-
fore, it becomes an important concern of psychological re-
search to show how external knowledge! and abilities in
children becomeinternalized. (pp. 90-91)

Vygotsky thus criticized theories such as Piaget's, in
which " maturation is viewed asaprecondition of learning but
never the result of it" (1978, p. 80), and developed the
following position:

Learningawakensavariety of internal devel opmental processes
that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with
peoplein hisenvironment and in cooperation with his peers. ...
Learning is not development; however, properly organized
learning results in mental development and sets in motion a
variety of developmental processes that would be impossible
apart from learning. Thuslearningis a necessary and universal
aspect of theprocessof devel oping culturaly organized, specifi-
cally human, psychological functions. (p. 90)

To help explain the way that this socia and participatory
learningtook place, Vygotsky (1978) devel oped the concept of
the zone of proxima development, which he defined as "'the
distance between the actud developmentdl level as determined
through independent problem solving and theleve of potential
devel opmentas determinedthroughproblemsol vingunder adult
guidance or in collaboration with more capable pears” (p. 86).
Sociocultural theorists, expanding the concept of the zone of
proximal development, increasingly conceptualize learning as
distributed(Cole& Engestrom, 1993), interactive(Chang-Wells
& Wells, 1993); contextual (John-Steiner, Panofsky, & Smith,
1994), and the result of thelearners’ participationin a commu-
nity of practice (Rogoff; 1994).

Brown and her collaborators (1992, 1993) developed and
implemented édudationdl programs based on this concept of
learning.| e y siggested that theactiveagentswithinthezone
of proximal develdpnient “can include people, adults and
children, with vaiiouis degrees of expertise, but it can also
includeartifacts, such asbooks, videos, wdl displays, scien-




tific equipment and a computer environment intended to
supportintentional learning™* (1993, p. 191). In expandingthe
zoneof proximal developmenttoincludeartifactsin addition
to people, Brownintegrated Vygotsky's analysesof toolsand
symbols with the roles played by the participants in the
learning process. One of theimportantfeaturesof Brown and
her collaborators' work istheexamination of the way " diver-
gent classrooms can become learning communities—com-
munitiesin which each participant makes significant contri-
butions to the emergent understandings of all members,
despite having unequa knowledgeconcerningtht: topicunder
study" (Palincsar, Brown, & Campione, 1993, p. 43). They
examined the role of "'reciprocal teaching,” an approach in
which "' students and teachers take turns leading discussions
about shared text" (p. 43), to see whether structured dial ogues
foster alearningcommunity. Theteachersin thesestudieshad
achanging role. They shared with the students the well-de-
fined tasks of questioning, clarifying, summarizing, and pre-
dicting in order to construct texit-based knowledge. These
studies exemplify two themesin sociocultural approachesto
classroom learning and teaching: (a) the implementation of
an educational program that allowed for or encouraged the
caoconstruction of knowledge and (b) the analysis of this
learning that contributed to our understanding of classroom
learning from a sociocultural perspective. Collaborative
learning playsanincreasingrolein theseaswell asmany other
innovativeclassrooms.

Collaboration Research

In current applicationsof sociocultural theory with emphases
on coparticipation, cooperativelearning, and joint discovery,
teachers bring existing knowledge to students by cocon-
structing it with them. Theseapplicationsmakecl ear the need
to examine patterns of interaction and collaboration in this
typeof classroom. A magjor goal of our research isto produce
atheoretical model of thecollaborati onprocessand toidentify
collaborator's values, roles, working methods, and conflict-
resolutionstrategies.’ Throughtheanal ysisof selected project
documentsand transcribeddi scoursefrom group meetings,as
well asthrough focused interviews, our initial work revealed
four patterns-distributed, complementary,family, and inte-
grative—among individuals, small groups, and larger com-
plex collaborations(see Figure1). We useacircleand dotted
linesto show that collaborativeeffortsaredynamic, changing

3Supporned by National Science Foundation Grant #SBR-9423277, we,
together with Michele Minnis, Robert J. Weber, and Teresa Meehan, are
examining values, roles, responsibilities, working methods, and conflict-
resolution strategiesto develop patternsof collaborationin long-terminter-
disciplinaryand interinstitutional projectsor ganizedto solve complex social
and technical problems. Thetwo main collabor ativegroupsweareanalyzing
consist of adultsinvolved in a water consortiumand adultsand adolescents
participating in a program the focus of which is on middle school Sudents
whose home, sehool, and community environmentsmake tihem susceptible
to drug and alcohol abuse.
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processes. Althoughthe corresponding characteristicsof val-
ues, working methods, and roles Far each pattern aredepicted
in the bands around the wheel, there is no rigidity in the
divisions. The order of the patternsis not hierarchical,and a
collaboration can beinitiated at any level and be transformed
over time. A goal istoexaminehow the resolutions of tensions
inherent in collaborations transform the character of the col-
laboration and determine whether it continues.

In the move from the outer edge of the wheel in Figure 1
to the center, collaborationstend to be longer term and are
characterized by theincreasingimportance of negotiated and
common values. In distributed collaborations, such ascollec-
tiveemail discussionsin which the exchangeof information
isfeatured, vaues need not extend beyond similar interests;
whereas in integrated collaborations— long-term, often dy-
adic, imd intimate—vaues are reflected in the development
of shared ideol ogies. Complementary collaborations, such as
thosefound in the organization of teamsin classroomsand in
the business world, are distinguished by clear divisions of
labor and discipline-based approaches. In contrast, family
collaborations, often centered an providing social services,
including education, are characterized by thefluidity of roles
and the integration of expertise.

The conceptualization of the patterns of collaboration in
Figure 1 is of usein the study of classrooms engaged in
collaborativelearning. Complex social relationshipsand dif-
ferent cultural values shape the intellectual interdependence
in the coconstruction of knowledge in classes that are not
based on thetraditional teacher-centered transmission model
of education.

Theway that cultural andlinguistic factorsshapel earning and
development and theimpact that these factorshaveon pedagogi-
cal approachesprovideatheoretica foundationfor sociocultural
research of collaboration in the classroom. There is a growing
literature on cooperative learning and peer collaboration, of
interest to both Piagetian and Vygotskian researchers (Damon
& Phelps, 1989; Savin, 1983, 1987; Tudge & Wogaff, 1989),
which can inform classroom practice.

In differentiatingtheir approach from others, Forman and
McPhail (1993) highlighted three features of a sociocultural
perspectiveon the study of collaboration in education. First,
rather than locating the source of individual motivation and
understanding within or between individuals, they located it
in sociecultural practicesin which children havethe opportu-
nity “to observeand participatein essential economic, relig-
ious, legal, palitical, instructional, or recreational activities."
Through guided participation™ children internalize or appro-
priatetheir affective, social, and intellectua significance' (p.
218). Second, Forman and McPhail wrote,

For Vygotsky, cognitive, social, ad motivational factors
wereinterrelated in development. Thusit mekes o senseto
evduatethe benefitsof peer collaborationin purdy intellec-
tud terms e.g., Viaindividual achievement testing. A Vygot-
skian pergoective d<0 implies that the outcomes of peer
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Collaboration: Roles, Values and Working Methods

8y,

FIGURE 1 Fhesssof the developmental ressarchi cycle. |

collaborationmust be evauated in context and over time. (p.
218)

The third feature of Forman and McPhail’s (1993) ap-
proach was that discourse analysis can be used to examine
participants

epistemol ogica and affectivedigpositions toward collabora:
tive problem solving. Ther discourse should reflect their
individua and shared understandings and fedlings about the
task setting, as wdl as the definitionsdf the activity that are
provided by ther particular cultura and higtorica Stuation.
(pp. 218-219).

Using thisframework, Forman and McPhail (1993) exam-
ined thewaysin which |earnersassist each other. Their work,
which focused on dyads engaged in problem-solvingactivi-
ties, illustrated the complementary pattern of collaboration.
Thetwo studentsin the study, after initial differenceson task
definition, developed a division of labor based on areas of
expertisereflected in specializedforms of discourse—scien-
tific and mathematical. This study highlighted the need to
develop joint perspectivesover timeto achieveshared goals.
Forman and McPhail emphasized the role of mutudity and
the use of specializedformsof discourse''to engagein logical
arguments, to shareideas, and to work together in the pursuit

of common goals™ (p. 226). (Thisfinding correspondsto our
own; wefound theimportanceof trust in the devel opment of
working methodsin sustained collaboration.)

A different pattern of collaborationwas revealedin Mall
and Whitmore's (1993) study of a bilingual classroom in
the southwestern United States in which reading and writ-
ing in two languages were integrated in project-oriented
literacy activities. This study, using a sociocultural ap-
proach, examined the interactive and contextual character
of cognitive change as students created and participated in
communities of learners. The collaboration described by
Moll and Whitmore (1993) exemplified thefamily pattern,
with afluidity of roles and areliance on various areas of
expertise from the students and the teacher in the joint
construction of knowledge. Because the teachers and chil-
dren were actively and mutualy creating learning situ-
ations, the roles of both were flexible. The children often
took the lead in shaping text-related discussions. The
teacher's roles included those of guide and supporter
whose "'guidance [was] purposely mediated, almost hid-
den, embedded in the activities"; participant in thematic
research activities; evaluator of thestudents' development;
and facilitator and planner who organized "the environ-
ment, curriculum, and materials to provide functional and
purposeful uses for language, literacy, and learning proc-
esses” (p. 38). At thesametimethe™ children [had] consid-




erablecontrol of virtually al aspectsof their own learning
experiences. They selectled] groups, reading materials, writing
topics, themetopics, and languageto usefor each” (p. 38).Moall
and Whitmore (1993) described a pattern of collaboration in
which the development of trust among the participants was of
central concern. These patterns of shared responsibilitiesin
teaching and learning contributeto a broadened understanding
of the zone of proxima development and help illustrate the
emergingpatterns of collaborationshown in Figure1.

Another example of thefamily pattern of collaborationis
the afterschool program known as the Fifth Dimension, de-
veloped by Michael Cole, Peg Griffin, and their collaborators
a the University of California, San Diego, which brings
together children and adolescents, community institutions,
undergraduatestudents, and researchers. It relies upon com-
puter technology, collaborativelearning, play, and imagina-
tion ""within the framework of a shared and voluntarily ac-
cepted system of impersonal rules” (Nicolopoulou & Cole,
1993, p. 293). Cole (1995) and his colleagues extended Vy-
gotskian analyses of learning beyond the dyadic and small-
group level to include an examination of different sites as
institutional and cultural contexts for these activities. The
success of the Fifth Dimension is based, in part, on the
character of the collaboration, which includes a fluidity of
roles across ages and areas of expertise. The integration of
play and learning hel ps meet the shared goals and objectives
of the program. This innovative, collaborative program con-
trasts with traditional models of education, which isolate
teachersin their classrooms.

Sociocultural research on collaboration also includes ex-
amination of the mutua dependence of teachersengaged in
collective activity and dialogue in the processsf curriculum
innovation. Engestrom(1994), in hisstudy of teachers,found
an additional benefit of collaboration research:

Ore d the most persistent methodologicd difficulties of
studying thinking has to do with access to online data from
thought processes When thinking is defined as a privae,
individua phenomenon only indirect data is accesshle
Thinking embedded in collaborative practicd activity must
to a sgnificant degree take the foom of talk, gesture, ue o
atifacts, or some other publicly accessble mediaiond in-
strumentality; otherwisemutud formation o idesswould be
rendered impossible. Collaborativethinking opens up access
to direct dataon thought processss. (p. 45)

Teachersin traditional schools often do not have the op-
portunity tointeract with colleagues, asdid theteachersinthe
Engestrom study, and thus have **limited opportunities for
receiving assistance through modeling and feedback, two
means of assistancecrucial to acquisition of complex social
repertoires ... necessary to meet the criterion of teaching-as-
assisted-performancein the zone of proximal development"
(Galimore& Tharp, 1990, p. 201).
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A particularly powerful exampleof collaboration, and one
that can inform our efforts at eclucationd reform, was pro-
vided by Brazilian teachers who worked together with com-
munity activiststo educate previously excluded popul ations
(Souza Lima, 1995). Their local initiatives, broadened and
strengthened through the use of the sociocultural theories of
Yygotsky, Wallon, and Freire, were applied to citywideand
broader reform efforts. Studies of teachersin dynamic inter-
actions with other teachers, students, researchers, and reform-
ersare important in the ongoing sociocultural research into
collaborationand educationall change.

Spontaneous and Scientific Concepts

In classroomsin which there is coparticipation, cooperative
learning, and joint discovery, environments are created in
which students are able to build upon the culturally shaped
knowledge and value systems they bring to school. Vygot-
sky's analysis of spontaneous ,and scientific concepts pro-
vides afoundation for examining how children learn before
they enter school and how thisknowledgerelatesto concepts
learned at school.

By spontaneous concepts Vygotsky meant concepts that are
acquired by thechild outsided thecontext o explicitinstruc-

tion. In themsdves these concepts are moglly taken from
adults, but they never have bem introduced to thechild in a
systematicfashion and no attempts have been mede to con-
nect them with other rdated concepts. Because Vygotsky
explicitly acknowledged theroled adultsin theformation of
these so-called spontaneous concepts he preferred to cal
them "everyday" concepts, thus avoiding the idea thet they
had been spontaneoudy invented by thechild. ... By "scient

tific' concepts Vygotsky meant concepts thet hed been ex-
plicitly introduced by ateacher & school. Idedly such con
cepts would cover the essentid agpects of an area o
knowledgeand would be presented asasysem o interrel ated
idess. (vander Ve & Vlasiner, 1991, p. 270)

Although Vygotsky (1986) discussed spontaneous and
scientific concepts by highlighting their distinguishing char-
acteristics, he recognized their interdependence. He wrote,

Webdlievethat thetwo processes—the devel opmentof spon-
taneous and o nonspontaneous conogpts—are related and
constantly influence each other. They are parts of asingle
process. the devdopment o concept formation which is
dfected by vaying external and interna conditions but is
essntidly a unitary process, nat a conflict of antagonidtic,
mutually exclusveformsd thinking. (p. 157)

The social situatednessof concept formation was studied
by Moll (1992), who used Vygotsky’s analysisto gaininsight
into providing effective education for linguistically and cul-
turaly diverse students:
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Oneadvantage[of asocioculturd gpproach] isthat in study-
ing humen beings dynamicaly, within their socid drcum-
stances, in their full complexity, we gain amuch more com-
plete and ... a much more vaid undergtanding o them. We
dsogan, paticularly inthecased minority children,amore
pogtive view d ther capabilitiesand how our pedagogy
often condrains, and jus as often distorts, what they do and
whet they are cgpabled doing. (p. 239)

Anayzing how students learn, as well as acknowledging
and attempting to understand the culturally conditioned
knowledge they bring to the classroom, can help lead to
effective teaching. In an ethnographic study looking at how
the knowledge that existed in Mexican American students
households could be used to bring about innovativeinstruc-
tional practice,Moll and Greenberg (1990) found avariety of
"funds of knowledge™ including knowledge" about different
soils, the cultivation of plants, and water management ...
animal husbandry, veterinary medicine, ranch economy, and
mechanicsas well as carpentry, masonry, electrical wiring"
(p. 323). They also found that this knowledge was socialy
distributed and that a reciprocal relation existed between
everyday knowledge used to understand school material and
classroom activities used to help students understand social
reality. To facilitate this interaction, an afterschool lab was
created "within which researchers, teachers, and students
[met] to experiment with the teaching of literacy. We
[thought] of thislab setting, follewing Vygotsky, asa'medi-
ating' structurethat fagilitate[d] strategicconnections, multi-
plepaths, between classrooms and household" (p. 320). With-
out such mediating structures, investigations into discourse
practices in schoot and heme found that the variations be-
tween the two can lead to problemsas students adjust to the
requirementsof formal education.

Inorder to understand childreri in school settings, sociocul -
tural approachesexafuine the development of language and
the ways in which gulturally different modes of discourse,
both within and between cultures, shape children's devel op-
ment and impact their educational experiences.

From hirth, the socid forms d child-caretaker interactions,
thetools used by humansin society to manipulae the envi-
ronment, the culturdly indtitutionaized petterns o socid
relaions, ad language, operaing together as asocio-semi-
atic system, are used by the child in cooperation with adults
toorganizebehavior, perception, memory,and complex men
td processes. For children, the devdopment o languageisa
development of socia exigence into individuated persons
and into culture. (John-Steiner & Tatter, 1983, p. 83)

The linguist Gee (1989) argued that " discourses are inti-
mately related to the distribution of social power and hierar-
chical structurein society” (p. 20). The impact of different,
culturally patterned modes of discourseis felt from the pri-
mary gradesthrough higher education. Minnis(1994) exam-
ined the ways in which linguistically and culturally diverse

studentswereat adisadvantagein law school when faced with
the norms of alegal community indifferent to their culture,
discourse, and values. She quoted a Chicanalaw student:

Thegameisdien to your upbringing. It isamanipulaiond
wordsin aforeigntongue—words which mysify, manipula
tion which obscuresyour seerch for judtice. You will fed as
if you don't belong. ... Group learning wes dmost imposs-
ble. Mog of ny dassmates were heartlesdy competitive. ...
If I wereto ¢all Someoneambitioas in Englisk; it would bea
compliment. If | wereto say the samein Spanish; it would be
an Insult. (pp. 382-383)

Studies of schooled discoursesare of particular interest to
contemporary students of education and devel opment. Some
of thesediscourses are empowering, asin thebilingual class-
roomstudied by Moll and Whitmare (1993); otherscontribute
totheoppression of thesilenced (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldber-
ger, & Tarule, 1986; Cazden, 1988, 1993: Freire; 1970). Gee
(1991), drawing on research by Scribner and Cole (1981),
Heath (1983), and othets, identified socioeultural explana-
tiontg of school failure: (4) discantinuities between the cu'itxire
(values, atiitudes, and beliefs) of the home and school; (b)
mismatches in commiunicative practices between nonsmgin-
stream childrenand mainstrearn teachers, which lead to mis-
communieation and migudgments; and (¢) theinternalization
of negative stergotypes by minority groups who have begn
marginalizedand aften see school asasitefor ppposition and
resistance. Children whose mode of discourse is different
from that usad in schogl instruction find themiselves at a
disadvantageand often drop aiat, or arefarced out; of schosl.

Thewaysinwhigch children acquirelanguageand cuinstruct
knowledgein nonschool gnvitbnments and the dynamic rela-
tionwithwhat they are taughtin school i smaximally relévant
to school learning. The condeptual and theoietical tobl of
spontaneousand scientific concepts provides particularly in-
teresting applications and expansionsin literacy acquisition.

Literacy Acquisitian

Since the time when Vygotsky and the young Russian psy-
chologistsof the 1920s faced the social task of educating an
overwhelmingly illiterate population following the tremen-
dous upheaval sthat transformedthe Soviet Union during the
Russian Revolution of 1917, literacy acquisition has been a
central concern of sociocultural theory. For example, Scribner
and Cole (1981) built on Vygotsky's examinationof therole
of literacy in the transformationof children's learning when
they enter school and analyzed the relation between literacy
and cognitive development. They found that literacy can be
acquiredindependently of schooling (particularly,schooling
in the vast Western systems of education) and that literacy
practices used in different contexts have specific effects on
cognitivecompetencies. Their findings contrasted with more
universal accountsof therelation between literacy and formal
modes of thought (Olson, 1977).




Chang-Wells and Wells (1993) used Vygotsky's work on
both learningand devel opment, and spontaneous and scientific
concepts to examine three dimensions of change in mental
functioningthat can beascribed toformal learning: intel lectuali-
zation of menta functions, bringing them under consciousand
voluntary control; decontextualization, being able to detach a
concept from thecontext in whichit was first encountered; and
a movement toward integration and systematization. They as-
serted that dl thesedimensions of cognitivechange

are dependent on literacy, when it is understood not simply
astheencoding and decoding o written language or the use
o written texts for functiond purposes but asengaging with
texts of al kindsin ways that exploit the symbolic repre-
sentation o meaningasameansd empoweringintrgpersond
mentd activity. (p. 61)

Using thistheoretical foundation, they anadyzed the use of
effectiveinstructional discoursein two classrooms designed
to present literacy instructionin the students' zones of proxi-
mal development.

To create an effective learning environment for literacy
acquisition, Yygotsky (1978) wrote,

Teaching should be organized in such awey that reedingand
writing are necessary for something. ... That writing should
bemeaningful ... Thet writing betaught naturdly ... and thet
the naturd methods of teaching reading and writinginvolve
gopropriate operations on the child's environment. (pp.
117-118)

These considerations influenced recent sociocultura ap-
proaches to literacy instruction for children and adults in
school, at workplaces,and in after-school,home, and day care
settings (Clay & Cazden, 1990; John-Steiner, Panofsky, &
Smith, 1994; McNamee, 1990; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Ze-
broski, 1994).

Using agenetic approachto literacy acquisition, sociocul -
tural theory examinestheoriginsof both reading and writing.
Panofsky (1994) studiedtheroleof parent-childbook reading
in early literacy socialization, focusing on the functions and
usesof language. Shedifferentiated between representational
and interactional functionsof language, buildingupon Vygot-
sky's distinctions. I llustratingtherolesof scaffolding and the
zone of proximal development, she noted "a shift in the use
of functionsfrom a predominanceof parent initiationsto a
predominanceof childinitiations™ (p. 239).

Vygotsky (1978) considered early literacy experiences
important in the acquisition process. He saw the origin of
writing in a child's gesture, which "'is the initial visua sign
that containsthe child's future writing as an acorn containsa
future oak. Gestures, it has been correctly said, arewriting in
air, and written signsfrequently aresimply gesturesthat have
beenfixed" (p. 107). Inthechild's development, there aretwo
other domainsin which gestures are linked to the origins of
written language. Thefirstisin scribbling and thedramatiza-

A VYGOTSKIAN FRAMEWORK 203

tions that often accompany it; the second is in the area of
,Symboalicplay, in which a child assigns meaning to an object
through gesture. The varied sources of writing in children's
early years intrigued Vygotsky, who wrote of drawing and
play as preparation to literacy. In arelated vein, McLane
(1990) found in a study of writing by children in an after-
school day care program that **children will, with adult in-
volvement and support, use writing as aresourcefor extend-
ing their interestsin drawing, in pretend and exploratory play,
and as a means of exploring and conducting social relation-
ships” (p. 317).

As a result of being red to and using a writing tool to
inscribe: a piece of paper, or often a wal, the child develops
spontaneousconceptsin the processof telling stories, acting
out roles in imaginative play, or creating representations.
When children begin formal schooling, they start with a
foundation that is shaped by the nature of the interaction
between caretaker and child, by literacy uses valued by a
particular culture, by print in the environment, and by the
child’s own activity in literacy events. The challenge is to
valueand build onwhat thedhild bringsto theclassroom." By
broadening both teachers' and students' views of students
backgrounds and exi sting knowledge, the uniqueexperiences
that students bring to school make an important contribution
tothe processof literacy acquisition” (Hiebert, 1991, p. 3). In
a study of Latino households in California, Gallimore and
Goldenberg (1993)identified meaningful settings, which pro-
vide literacy activities, such as letter writing, for novice
learners of reading and writing. They focused on cultural
experiences in everyday lifeand on theactive participationof
young learners in literacy events. If such a focus is not
adopted, teachers will not beable tounderstand their students
attemptsat literate waysof thinking (Langer, 1991), nor will
they be ableto providethe learrdng opportunitiesto facilitate
literacy acquisitionfor al students.

Such differencesin language usein ethnically mixed dlasses
often result in differentia access to literacy experiences....
Teachers often unknowingly exdude or reduce the time mi-
nority students participatein literacy activities because fear
turesd ther discoursedo nat conform to teachers expectar
tions ok match their gpesking style. (McCullom, 1991, pp.
111-112)

Unclerstandingdifferencessuch astheseareal soimportant
in teaching English to speakersaf other languages. Sociocul -
tural theory recognizes the need for cultural, cognitive, and
attitudina bridges between English as a Second Language
(ESL) students and their new environment. The use of dia-
logue journals with elementary and secondary students, as
well as with adults, has been found to be an effective tech-
niqueto coconstruct knowledge by alowing ESL studentsto
draw on their own experiencesand develop their own voices
in meaningful, interactive, written communication (Mahn,
1992; Staton, Shuy, Peyton, & Reed, 1988).
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In recent years there has been a critical reevauation of the
traditional methods of literacy instruction based on a single,
universal timetable and on cross-cultura universdity. Vygot-
sky's advice about teaching literacy as a natural process is
redized in whole language (Goodman, 1975; Goodman &
Goodman, 1979) and processapproachesto readingand writing
(Cdkins, 1986; Emig, 1971; Graves, 1983; Murray, 1985).
These gpproachesview the interdependenceof socia and indi-
vidua processesasanaturd part of each student'sdevel opment
(Scinto, 1986). Readingand writingar € not structuredassolitary
acts, rather they devel opin collabarativeeffortsin acommunity
of learners(Zebroski, 1994). Thecore élerents of theseinnova-
tive approachesto literacy ingtruction draw from and are sup-
ported by sociocultural theory and research.

The proponents and practitioners of such techniques and
approaches, however, may not have ever heard of Vygotsky
or of seciocultural approaches. Increasingly, however,teach-
ersexposed to theseideas of fer the 'sentiment that sociocultu-
ral theoreticd perspectives providethelanguage for what they
aredoingin their classrooms. Thisshowshoth thelimitations
of and thepromisefor sociocultural approaches. Becausethis
theory is complex and breaks radically from the traditional
American educational modél in which teachers were
schooled, it is hard to appropriate. The tendency isto abstract
parts of the theory from the whole, which results in distorted
understandings and applications. As more educators become
aware of the broad seppe of sociocultural theory, they will
develop practical applieations that will broaden and strengthen
this theoretical framework. Such a perspective offers exciting
opportunities for researchersand teachers & we face the chal-
lengesof educating youth for the 21st ceritury.

CONCLUSION

A god for sociocultural theoristsisthesustained devel opment
of methodol ogical approachesto educational and psychologi-
cal research that focus on processand provide ways of docu-
menting change and transformation. In this article we pre-
sented a sociocultural approach to learning and devel opment
and implications for classroom learning and teaching. An
emerging themein both theory and practiceisthe collabora-
tive and transformative way in which knowledge is cocon-
structed. Wefocused on three central tenetsfrom Vygotsky's
complex legacy —socid sources of individual development,
semiotic mediation, and genetic andysis—and presented an
argument for viewing learning as distributed, interactive,
contextual, and the result of the learners participation in a
community of practice.

Our am was to weave together some of Vygotsky's key
ideas with pressing, contemporary concerns, particularly the
need to shape educationa institutionsto deliver instruction
that meets the needs of dl students, especialy the linguisti-
caly and culturdly diversewho historically have been mar-
ginalized by traditional models of pedagogy. We believe a
sociocultura point of view providesa deeper understanding

o both the possibilities for and the problematic nature of
educationa reform. Because educational ingtitutions are a
part of and reflect the larger social system in which they are
situated, a proposa for substantial reform would have to
consider economic, political, historical, social, and cultura
factors. Although such an analysis was not the intent of this
article, we believe a concept we presented-—the socially
structured interdependence of teaching and research, theory
construction, and educational interventiph-provides a start-
ing point for local reform initiatives, such as those in Brazit
described previoudly.

In thesociocultaral framework, notionsof community and
participation were applied primarily to novice learners. The
applications of these notionsto adultsto study the dynamics
of collaboration 4nid the interdependence of individua and
social processesare areasfor further practical and theoretical
developmient, Socia eonstrugtivist frameworks, although not
necessarily contradlatory tosociocul tural enes, facus moreon
the possibilities for changé within the individual child;
whereas sociocultura theoretical perspectives, as they de-
velop and are applied to educational systems, lotk at change
at different levelsof analysig and organization. Cetitral to the
task of educatorsand psychologistsisconceivingof our wark
as a system rather than as a set of isolated activities. The
sociocultiral perspective can only thrive with the continued,
and at timesdigcordant; artigilation o themany voicesof this
thought community.
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