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FOREWORD 

REALIZING VYGOTSKY’S PROGRAM 

In 2007, my colleague Yew Jin Lee and I published a paper in Review of Educational 
Research entitled “‘Vygotsky’s Neglected Legacy’: Cultural-Historical Activity 
Theory” (Roth & Lee, 2007). The title suggests that the legacy of this great Russian 
scholar, the founder of a concrete human psychology based on fundamental Marxist 
principles, has been forgotten. However, after having published a number of articles 
and chapters that bring together concrete data representing human activities in real 
time and Vygotsky’s (1986) work on the relationship between thought and speech, I 
have come to realize that much of Western (Anglo-Saxon) scholarship referring to this 
work has fundamentally misread it. Whereas Vygotsky wanted to develop a Marxist 
psychology, what remains of his work – as a result of frequently poor and ideological-
ly shaped translations into English – is but a simulacrum that lacks the substance and 
proper qualities of the work of this great scholar. In this book, Peter Smagorinsky has 
set as his goal to set at least some of the record straight. To set us up for the impor-
tance of a Vygotskian approach to the study of literacy generally and to the study of 
thinking and speaking more specifically, let us take a look at a concrete instant from a 
lecture in a third-year university physics course on thermodynamics. Looking at con-
crete cases and deriving from them general principles of psychology is at the very 
heart of the Vygotskian approach, exemplified, for example, in the manner in which 
he approaches the psychology of art (Vygotsky, 1971). In the transcript fragment, the 
professor is in the process of developing a different way of looking at the phenomenon 
currently under consideration: the cooling of a substance by repeated application and 
removal of a magnetic field (Wikipedia features an easy to understand entry under the 
keyword “magnetic refrigeration). This is already the second time that the professor is 
giving it a try, for at the end of the preceding lecture he concluded by saying that there 
was something wrong with his explanation without being able to say why this is so. 
The fragment comes from the part of this second time where the professor has drawn a 
diagram and now illustrates what happens when the magnetic field is turned off and 
on – represented by vertical and horizontal lines between the two curves (Figure 1), 
one representing the absence of the magnetic field (B = 0) and the other one the pres-
ence of a magnetic field (B  0). The fragment – the transcription notation is explained 
in the appendix of this Foreword – picks up when the professor has already drawn two 
steps, the first one involving the turning on the magnetic field in which the substance 
is emerged, while holding the temperature constant (vertical line), which leads to a 
drop in entropy; and the other one turning the magnetic field of, while holding the 
entropy S constant, which leads to a drop in temperature T. After presenting the frag-
ment and describing the various hand-arm movements visible in Figure 1, I suggest 
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that this entire episode, seen through a Vygotskian lens, provides evidence for the 
relationship between speaking and thinking.  
 Following the statement that the temperature is lowered, the professor steps 
back, and gazes at the graph (Figure 1a). A pause unfolds. He turns slightly, brings 
up his right arm and hand toward the left part of the graph (Figure 1b) and slowly 
utters a drawn out “and,” while his hand moves to the right and toward a point on 
the B = 0 graph (Figure 1c). The hand rests at that location for a brief while he pro-
duces the interjection “uh,” and then another pause develops. Until now, his hand 
has rested in approximately the same position. There is a 2.25-s pause during 
which he first moves his right hand slightly toward the right, then, while producing 
a rasping sound “khm,” the hand moves near the left end of the B = 0 line (Figure 
1e), moves back to the right some 10 cm to the left of the intersection between this 
and the horizontal line he had previously drawn (Figure 1f). The hand moves rap-
idly to the left (Figure 1g) and then, as he places the chalk to the chalkboard, the 
professor produces a thin line parallel to the preceding one he has drawn and be-
ginning at the point where the B = 0 line intersects with the ordinate axes (S) (Fig-
ure 1h, line 07). In reading the following transcription, readers should note the long 
pauses, the duplications, the interjections, and so on that make the real-time pro-
duction of the lecture. As a result of these features, the lecture does not appear like 
a simple dumping of his memory content, which is the expression one can get from 
traditional representations of communication. Rather, this transcription, together 
with the video, exhibits the performative dimensions of thinking and speaking. 
Fragment 1 
1 •••••••••••••••12•••••••••••••••••13••••••••••••••••••14 
   a            | b        c       |  c  d          e  | 
       (1.00)      (0.32)  a:nd uh:: (0.44) kh:m (0.25)  
   [--------------][-------][---------][-][---------][-- 
   [forward        [l>R     [hold      [reposition 
                                          [R>l       [l>R 
 
2 ••••••••••••••••15•••••••••••••••16••••••••••••••••••••17 
        f     g  |              h |        i            | 
      (1.00)          (1.00)      and then i i said it by 
 -------][----][----------------][---------] [----------- 
 l>R     [R>l 
               [draws line l>R   [hand moves to B = 0 
                                             [elbow hand, as if 

beginning to draw 
3 •••••••••••••••••••••18••••••••••••••••19 
              j       |              k  | 
 the tIMe you get to HE:a   (0.65) 
 -------------][---------------------][-- 
               [steps left and back 
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4 •••••••••••••••20•••••••••••••••••21 
                |                  | 
     (1.00)      (0.48) when you put 
 ----------------------------------- 
 
5 •••••••••••••••••••·22••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
       l     m       |   n 
 it ina magnetic fIE:ld and that we=r kinda putn 
 ------][----------------][--------------------- 
        [lift off         [holding 
 
6 •23••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••24••••• 
  |                                     |     g 
 by the time you get to hERe when you put it in  
 ---------------------------------------------] 
  holding                                           
 
7 ••••••••••••••25•••••••••••••••••26••••••••••••••••27 
 n             | o               p|                 | 
 the magnetic fIELd it goes to> thE:a    (0.88) 
 [---------------][--------------][------------------ 
 [drawing down    [retract        [holding pattern 

 The professor then begins to speak again, rapidly articulating his words: “and then 
I, I said it by the time you get to here” (lines 2–3). During this time, his right hand 
moves from the end of the thin line to the B = 0 graph where it rests for more than a 
second (Figure 1i j). The elbow and hand are oriented as if they were beginning to 
draw. Just as the last few syllables appear, the body begins to move backward now 
making available more of the graph to see (Figure 1k). There is a 2.13-second pause 
while the professor gazes at the display. He then utters, in a much faster than normal 
succession of syllables something that we can hear to be about putting a sample (“it”) 
into a magnetic field and how this action would be exhibited in the graphical display: 
“when you put it in a magnetic field and that we’re kind a putting, by the time you get 
to here, when you put it in the magnetic field, it goes like there” (lines 4–7). We can 
hear and see this as a kind of blending whereby generic scientists or other agents 
(“you”) come to be collated with an inanimate physical entity or its representation in a 
graph. During the initial part of this utterance, the hand is resting, merely twisting 
slightly to the left. The hand then lifts off to return, as if in a searching move, to a spot 
on the chalkboard somewhat closer to the intersection between B = 0 and the first 
horizontal line (Figures 1l n). Just as he talks for the third time about “putting it” 
into the magnetic field, he produces a vertical line from the B = 0 to the B  0 curve 
(Figure 1n o); and he then steps back orienting his gaze at the display as if contem-
plating it from afar. 
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 In this episode, we do not see an idea all of a sudden appear. Rather, there is a 
slow unfolding. But this unfolding movement is slow, marked by pauses, hesita-
tions, and interruptions. The hand movements – Figure 1a b, b c, c d, d e, 
e f, f g – are not direct but rather appear to give structure to the perceptual field. 
The resulting structure is then recorded in the final movement (Figure 1g h) when 
the chalk is placed at and drawn across from the intersection of the ordinate with 
the B = 0 line horizontally to the right. 
 This line is the result of preceding events: it has emerged from the movements 
that have been produced before. If it had already existed as the intended move-
ment, then there would not have been a need to do all this moving around and 
about. We see that the endpoint is a vertical line of the structure {S1, B = 0, T}  
{S1, B  0, T}. The hand, however, moves to different places on the B = 0 line, 
from a lower to a higher temperature. It thereby enacts a search that is about the 
precise placement, that is, at which at which temperature T this process is to occur. 
The first possible starting point is marked while uttering “and then I, I said by the 
time you get to here” (lines 2–3). The professor then moves backward, as if he 
wanted to get a better look. He articulates the experimental process of putting the 
sample in the magnetic field, at which point the hand lifts off the chalkboard (Fig-
ure 1a), moves to a new place (Figure 1a b), and then draws the line. Verbally, 
the description is repeated once the hand is at the new place and the vertical 
movement then coincides with the verbal articulation of “magnetic field.” This is 
precisely the process iconically signified by the hand movement and denoted by 
the line drawn. Although the two signifiers have the same structure, they do refer 
to two different physical realities: two different states of the system under question. 
Most importantly, from an experimental point of view, how does the system get 
from the endpoint of the preceding process {S1, B = 0, T1} to the beginning point of 
the subsequent process {S2, B = 0, T2} with S2 < S1 and T2 < T1? The answer to this 
question is crucial, as the lowering of the temperature is precisely at the heart of 
the entire phenomenon under discussion: cooling by means of adiabatic demag-
netization. In the diagram, the non-intersection of the two processes means that 
another process would have had to occurred. But this process does not appear in 
the verbal description. 
 Why did the professor place the chalk to the left of where he ultimately drew 
the line? Why did he draw the thin horizontal line when he did not subsequently 
use its endpoint in the way he would subsequently? Why, if it did not matter 
where the line meets up with the B = 0 line, did he not move upward from the 
intersection of thin line with B  0? When he ultimately does the correct repre-
sentation of the process – some 20 minutes later and after abandoning the pre-
sent attempt – he actually moves in step-like fashion from the top right to the 
bottom left of the diagram between the now-corrected curves that intersected at 
the origin. It is obvious that the professor is not simply dumping the contents of 
his memory in front of his students; what we see and hear is not a simple exter-
nalization of mental structures into the environment from where it can be picked 
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up by the students. If we were to work with a constructivist approach where 
there are mental frameworks and conceptions in mind, then we would have to 
assume processes and means that degenerate the original thought during the 
reading-out process so that what the audience hears is somehow flawed and 
faulty. But there are different ways of thinking about and studying such phe-
nomena. I provide this lecture fragment precisely because it is an ideal case for 
studying the relation between thinking and speaking in the manner that Vygot-
sky (1986) suggested investigating such phenomena. This concrete case of 
thinking and speaking, full of the “mumbles, stumbles, malapropisms, tics, sei-
zures, psychotic symptoms, egregious stupidity strokes of genius, and the like “ 
(Rorty, 1989, p. 14) that characterize the real-time production of communication 
constitutes precisely the phenomenon that we need to describe and theorize. 
Such an “account of linguistic communication dispenses with the picture of  
language as a third thing intervening between self and reality, and of different 
languages as barriers between persons and culture” (p. 14). Vygotsky 
(1927/1997) takes the same position suggesting that what “we want to know [is] 
the content and not the language in which it is expressed. In physics we have 
freed ourselves from language in order to study the content. We must do the 
same in psychology” (p. 327). This approach erases the distinction between lan-
guage and the world all the while recognizing the differences within this unity. 
This leads him to search for “a theory of the unity, but not identity of the mental 
and the physical” (p. 290). In the following section, I briefly sketch the direc-
tion in which such an analysis would go.  

A VYGOTSKIAN PERSPECTIVE ON THOUGHT AND LANGUAGE 

Psychological functions] must be explained not on the basis of internal or-
ganic connections (regulation), but in external terms, on the basis of the fact 
that man controls the activity of his brain from without through stimuli. (Vy-
gotsky, 2005, p. 1023) 

Much of the literature concerned with the speaking act present it purely in inten-
tional terms. Thus, a person is said to have an idea in the head and uses speech, 
perhaps gesture, to present this idea to the outside. If this were the case, then we 
would not understand the real-time performance of the professor in the preced-
ing section, which contains elements of disfluency, conversationally long paus-
es, additional nonrepresentational gestures, (rasping) sounds (e.g., “khm”) and 
interjections, gazes across the entire inscription produced on the chalkboard, 
and so on. This disfluent, real-time production is especially astonishing given 
that (a) he has prepared lecture notes containing the material that he is present-
ing here, (b) he has already drawn the figure before and talked about it, and (c) 
he has previously concluded the preceding lecture saying that there is some-
thing, “if anything,” wrong with the graph and associated conclusions.  
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Moreover, he specifically stated that he wants to show them a way that will  
assist them in understanding – only to realize that there is something wrong 
with what he has developed so far. Especially interesting are situations such as 
the one preceding the lines 1–2, where there are hand movements that have no 
apparent representational functions because they are reversed and superseded by 
other hand-arm movements. These movements, however, do not have to be seen 
as disfluency or as errors, because the very fact that they are produced, the have 
an effect of structuring the perceptual field that opens itself to the eyes. In the 
very production, the speaker perceives that the movement is not the one that 
will allow the unfolding (thought) process to proceed. This is precisely what 
cognitive scientists proposed while analyzing players of the game Tetris, who 
were moving objects faster in response to the unfolding game context than 
would be possible if they had processed the information available to them on the 
computer monitor, interpreted it, and used the result of the interpretation to mo-
bilize subsequent actions. These are epistemic actions, which serve to learn 
about the environment; they are in contrast with pragmatic actions, which serve 
to get things done. That is, actions or, more generally, movements of the body – 
including the movements of such disparate things as the vocal cords and ideas – 
and things in the world constitute a form of thinking even in the case when the 
person has no intention to move in a particular way, that is, does not yet know 
what the movement will yield. This, then, would be consistent with the intro-
ductory quote to this section, in which Vygotsky states that the external stimuli 
are tools humans use to control their brain activity. The body as a whole moves 
and relative to it the hands and arms; in the words articulated, sonorous produc-
tions concretize ephemeral and undeveloped ideational possibilities. These con-
cretizations shape the setting and, together with it, constitute the external stimu-
li that Vygotsky is writing about as stimuli that govern brain activity. This is 
precisely what we can distill from the account that James Watson provides of 
the instant when he and Francis Crick discovered the DNA structure. They 
moved about paper representations of the structures of the four bases involved. 
These external movements of shapes allowed the two to see what they later 
formulated as an idea: the double helix structure of DNA. In the same way we 
have to see the activity of the professor. Rather than thinking of him as engag-
ing in a memory dump, we may see him as realizing and unfolding a rather  
indistinct and undeveloped thought. Both Vygotsky (1986) and Maurice Mer-
leau-Ponty (1945) suggest just that: communicating in real time and the thinking 
it articulates are two developing processes themselves related by a process that 
is in development. That is, new structures, signs, emerge from movements that 
cannot have specific goals because that which is learned in the process is un-
known. 
 Vygotsky (1986) is concerned with understanding and theorizing “the 
process of verbal thinking from the first dim stirring of a thought to its formula-
tion” (p. 217). He proposes a framework subsequently confirmed in Soviet  
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psychological studies. Thought and word are one-sided manifestations of a 
higher unit. Speaking and thinking form a unit and their relation is a process, a 
continual, to-and-fro movement from one manifestation to the other. This 
process itself undergoes change such that it “may be regarded as development in 
the functional sense. Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into 
existence through them” (p. 218). Vygotsky expands, “thought undergoes many 
changes as it turns into speech. It does not merely find expression in speech; it 
finds its reality and form” (p. 219). In the process, thought “moves, grows and 
develops, fulfills a function, solves a problem” (p. 218). Each of the two 
processes has its own law of development, the inner semantic aspects, on the 
one hand, and the outer, phonetic on the other. Thus, “the structure of speech 
does not simply mirror the structure of thought; that is why words cannot be put 
on by thought like a ready-made garment” (p. 219). Simultaneously, the “flow 
of thought is not accompanied by a simultaneous unfolding of speech. The two 
processes are not identical, and there is no rigid correspondence between the 
units of thought and speech” (p. 249). 
 Many find thinking such a relation difficult – it is fundamentally a dialectical rela-
tion. Thinking and speaking simply are one-sided manifestations of a higher-order  
unit much like the wave and particle aspects are manifestations of the higher-
order unit of light. Even though these different manifestations may appear to 
contradict each other, they are both the same in that they reflect the unity as a 
whole and are not the same. Vygotsky (1986) theorizes such phenomena as  
expressing a unity rather than identity. Most importantly, “thought is not the 
superior authority in this process. Thought is not begotten by thought; it is en-
gendered by motivation, i.e., by our desires and needs, our interests and emo-
tions” (p. 252). To him, the unit is “verbal thought” the development of which 
he summarizes in the following way: 

Verbal thought appeared as a complex, dynamic entity, and the relation of 
thought and word within it as a movement through a series of planes . . . from 
the motive that engenders a thought to the shaping of the thought, first in in-
ner speech, then in meanings of words, and finally in words. It would be a 
mistake, however, to imagine that this is the only road from thought to word. 
The development may stop at any point in its complicated course: an infinite 
variety of movement to and fro, of ways still unknown to us, is possible.  
(pp. 251–252). 

The to-ing and fro-ing that may occur is precisely what we observe in the fragment 
of the lecture I present above. It begins with the declared motive of providing stu-
dents with an additional perspective on the phenomenon of magnetic cooling, 
which he intends to help them in understanding. This motive engenders thought, 
which, in articulation, develops itself from an undifferentiated seed into a mature 
expression.  
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 We can see from the quotation that Vygotsky almost entirely focuses on speech. 
But human communication does not simply occur by means of speech. An initial 
expansion of the Vygotskian framework had been proposed in psycholinguistics, 
where hand gestures are integrated with speech into one psychological unit. In sub-
sequent work, we have expanded this fundamental unit of communication to  
include any modality of expression, including body movements other than the 
hand, body position, prosody, and perceptual aspects of the ground. In a chapter 
entitled “The body as expression, and speech,” Merleau-Ponty (1945) suggests that 
it is through the whole body that I both express thought and comprehend the 
thought of others. “The sense of the gesture thus ‘understood’ is not behind it, it 
confounds itself with the structure of the world that the gesture designs and that I 
take up on my own account, it spreads itself over the gesture” (pp. 216–217). In the 
same way as Vygotsky, Merleau-Ponty speaks of an inner relation that relates 
thought and word, and he rejects as implausible the outer relation that would exist 
if speech were merely a signifier of thought. But the philosopher goes beyond 
the psychologist in taking the body in its entirety as constituting an expression 
rather than the sound-word alone. “If speech presupposed thought, if talking 
were first of all a matter of joining the object through a intention of knowledge 
or through a representation, we could not understand why thought tends towards 
expression as towards its completion” (p. 206). More importantly, the author 
notes that even the “thinking subject himself is in a kind of ignorance of his 
thoughts so long as he has not formulated them for himself, or even spoken and 
written them” (p. 206). 
 The thought concerning the different processes come into being through the 
externalizing expression, and, as such, becomes a possible subject of revision as 
the now objectified thought comes to be subjectified again. It is through the 
expression that we both estrange a thought and then make it our own: “The 
movement of being consists, on the one hand, in the becoming an other than 
itself, and thus becoming its own immanent content; on the other hand, it takes 
back this unfolding or this existence of it, that is, it makes itself a moment and 
simplifies itself in something determinate” (Hegel, 1979, p. 51). That is,  
Vygotsky is realizing a program outlined by the German philosopher that con-
sciousness develops by externalizing thought, realizing itself in a one-sided, 
determinate moment – the word – and taking itself back. In the externalization, 
thought becomes other than itself – i.e., becomes a word, something concrete 
and therefore determinate. But in the form of the word, consciousness simplifies 
itself but can do so only in a simplified form, as something other than itself, as a 
moment. What Vygotsky adds to the idealist philosopher is the aspect of real 
material life, the emotions and motivations that are at the origin – and therefore 
are the drivers – of thought. 
 In the case of our professor, we do not know whether a movement is an in-
tended gesture. The intention for a particular gesture itself emerges from the 
movements. Thus, the movement from right to left (Figure 1d e) and left to 
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right (Figure 1e f) seem to be “searching” for placement of a line. They are 
epistemic movements, movements to learn from. They are not yet signs: specific 
signifier or signified do not yet exist – even though there may be an vague no-
tion that some yet-to-be-determined signifier may exist to stand for a process 
that is articulating itself. But they constitute material and therefore objective 
manifestations (content) of thought, which thought can take back – in a process 
of subjectification – and thereby changes itself. Some movements observable 
just prior to this fragment anticipate subsequent drawing, a movement in the 
same direction leaving a trace, and other movements can be seen as iconic ges-
tures over and against a line. Some of these are movements toward the emerging 
signifier, and some movements may become signifiers whereas others, such as 
the drawing of a line, become signifieds. A line is signifier and signified simul-
taneously, when a gesture seen over and about it provides an iconic image.  
 From the perspective articulated here, we can therefore understand the lecture 
as an unfolding event of communicating and thinking, which are not  
ready-made but develop in real time. Thus, any movement – be it visible as 
whole-body movement, hand-arm gesture, changing gaze, or prosody – provides 
material to the unfolding thought process, in the words of Vygotsky, provides 
stimuli for controlling the activity of the brain. In the process, specific signs 
(e.g., a specific line or gesture) actually emerge from the possibilities produced 
in hand-arm movements that do not yet have a signifying function. The emer-
gence of signs and the emergence of thought therefore are united in the same 
overarching process of which both are but manifestations. 

ISSUES CONCERNING VYGOTSKY SCHOLARSHIP 

This book constitutes an important addition to the literature for all those new 
and experienced scholars who intend to conduct research from and consistent 
with a Vygotskian perspective. Smagorinsky lays out a framework that includes 
the theoretical and topical dimensions, issues that arise from the area of literacy, 
and aspects of methods and the writing of methods sections. As I show in the 
preceding sections, there are tremendous opportunities that arise from taking a 
Vygotskian perspective on thinking and speaking, which allows us to under-
stand the real-time production of communication without presupposing that 
thought already exists in its mature form even when we study adult thinkers. In 
fact, Vygotsky (1986) does not distinguish between children and adults and 
draws on the latter to exemplify the development of the thought-language rela-
tion in chapter 7 of Thought and Language where he specifically addresses the 
relation between thinking and speaking: “Since functional problems are most 
readily solved by examining the highest form of a given activity, we shall, for a 
while, put aside the problem of development and consider the relations between 
thought and word in the mature mind” (p. 217, emphasis added). In the opening 
lines of this foreword, I already intimate that much of what Vygotsky has to say 
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is misrecognized in Western scholarship (which is a main tenor of the message 
of this book and a reason for its production). This is so because of numerous 
reasons, two of the most important of which include issues of translation and the 
inappropriate rendering of the Marxist underpinnings and method that character-
izes Vygotsky’s work. 

On Translation 

Many scholars in the areas of education and psychology apparently assume that 
thought is independent of culture and language. Concrete evidence for this can be 
seen in discussions scholars have in the xmca forum that accompanies the journal 
Mind, Culture and Activity where some work with and recommend automatic 
translations (e.g., using Babel Fish). Being fortunate enough to be fluent in three 
languages (German and French besides English), I can assert that while the very 
nature of language makes any text translatable, it also makes any text untranslat-
able. Scholars concerned with translation from very different disciplinary  
background – e.g., Paul Ricœur, who is a traditional philosopher steeped in the 
hermeneutics of biblical texts or Jacques Derrida, celebrated by many as the fore-
most post-structuralist thinker – agree on the dialectical nature of the problematic 
of translation, which involves the assumption an underlying master language that  
relates different forms of expression within the same language or between two  
different languages.  

Because this double postulation 
 – We never speak but one language . . . 
 (Yes but) 
 – We never speak only one language . . ., 
is not only the law itself of that which we call translation. It would be the law 
itself as translation. A law a little bit crazy, I am ready to admit. (Derrida, 
1996, p. 25) 

That is, speaking means making oneself intelligible to another, which is premised 
that despite the heterogeneity within and across languages, humans manage to 
communicate. This communication occurs even though “we never speak one lan-
guage only.” This contradictory relation of the unity of heterogeneity – which in 
fact points to the non-self-identity of any language – also has been stated from 
within a more traditional philosophical approach. Thus, 

[e]ither the diversity of languages expresses a radical heterogeneity – and 
then a translation is theoretically impossible; the languages are a priori un-
translatable one into another. Or translation taken as a fact can be explained 
on the existence of a common ground that makes the fact of translation poss-
ible; but then we find ourselves in a situation of having to find the route to 
the originary language, either reconstructing it logically, and this is the route 
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toward a universal language; originary or universal, this absolute language 
has to be shown, in phonological, lexical, syntactic, and rhetorical tables. 
(Ricœur, 2004, pp. 25–26) 

The problem of translation is serious, because, as I could show in much of  
my writing, ideas are not rendered in the same manner in another language, even 
leading to a falsification of what an author has written in his/her original language. 
This also is the case of the translations of Vygotsky’s work. For example, he uses 
two adjectives – obš estvennyj and social’no – both of which Vygotsky’s transla-
tors into English tend to render as “social.” But the German translation suggests 
that the former term is used in the sense of “societal” and only the latter is used in 
the sense of “social.” In fact, the translators of a recent German version of Thought 
and Language, Joachim Lompscher and Georg Rückriem (Vygotsky, 2002), point 
out the notorious problems with the translations of Vygotsky’s original text into 
European languages. The problems may reside partly in the writings of Vygotsky 
himself. For example, his original Russian text (Vygotsky, 2005) translated and 
published as “Concrete Human Psychology” (Vygotsky, 1989) contains citations to 
Marx, where he correctly uses obš estvennyj to translate Marx’s German gesell-
schaftlich (societal) but then state ideas that he grounds in Marx by using the adjec-
tive social’no (social). The English translation does not distinguish the terms and 
simply uses “social” throughout, thereby not rendering Marx’s original text in the 
proper manner. Similar problems exist with other terms, for example, obu enie, 
which is instruction in the form of the relation of teaching and learning. This term 
is often misused in the Anglo-Saxon by making it a one-directional flow of knowl-
edge from a more competent or knowledgeable teacher to a less competent or 
knowledgeable student. As we show in recent work, this renders the kind of rela-
tion Vygotsky was thinking about – something symmetrical – in a totally inade-
quate manner (Roth & Radford, 2010, 2011).  
 The result of such inadequate translations can be seen in the misunderstanding 
many Western scholars have concerning the relationship between Vygotsky and 
Alexei Leont’ev. There are some who believe that the former attended more to the 
individual and the latter more to the collective (society). But this is absolutely not 
the case. Thus, for Vygotsky (1927/1997)  

each person is to some degree a measure of the society, or rather class, to 
which he belongs, for the whole totality of social relationships is reflected in 
him. . . . We must reconquer the right for psychology to examine what is spe-
cial, the individual as a social microcosm, as a type, as an expression or 
measure of the society. (p. 317) 

I am quoting the translation without being able to ascertain whether Vygotsky used 
the adjective obš estvennyj or social’no. Elsewhere he writes: “development  
proceeds not toward socialization, but toward individualization of societal func-
tions (transformation of societal relations into psychological functions)”  
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(Vygotsky, 2005, p. 1025). The English translation of the text (Vygotsky, 1989) 
not only translates the two occurrences of obš estvennyj as “social” but also re-
places “societal relations” as “social functions” (Vygotsky, 1989, p. 61). Without 
doubt, thinking higher psychological functions as the result of societal relations is 
very different from thinking them as the result of social relations. The former im-
ply, as Vygotsky suggests in the quote, the relations of (social) classes, with all the 
issues of inequity that these imply, whereas social relations may be reduced to  
person–person interactions that have no political connotations whatsoever. 
 Turning to Leont’ev, we find precisely the same orientation to the individual as 
constitutive moment and result of society: 

the real basis of man’s personality is the totality of the by nature societal rela-
tions of man to the world, that is, relations that are realized. This occurs in 
his activity, or more precisely, through the totality of his manifold activities. 
(Leontjew, 1982, pp. 175–176) 

Again, the English translation renders Leont’ev’s Russian1 adjective obš estvennyj 
as “social” whereas the German version translates the passage using gesellschaft-
lich (societal). That the latter term is to be used can be seen from the fact that the 
Russian term translates Marx’s German equivalent, and the German translation of 
Leont’ev correctly re-translates the term into German. More important perhaps 
than the linguistic issue is the fundamental equivalence of the way in which  
Leont’ev has taken up Vygotsky, both grounding themselves in Marx. Leont’ev 
does not offer a different perspective on the individual in society but the same as 
Vygotsky, though in much more elaborate form. The role of Marx in the work of 
Vygotsky is worth a look, for it characterizes his entire work rather than being – as 
some scholars claim – a mere nod to the emerging totalitarian government in the 
USSR at the time of Vygotsky’s writing. 

Marxist Foundation of Vygotsky’s Work 

Some scholars deny that Vygotsky was a Marxist thinker often suggesting that he 
referred to Marx to please the Soviet rulers of his days. My sense, however, is very 
different. He does not merely drop the names of Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin but 
exhibits, in his way of writing and theorizing, precisely the same approach that 
characterizes Marx, Engels, or the Marxist approach of the Bakhtin group. It does 
not behoove me to produce a full and exhaustive proof here. Instead I hope that the 
following pointers to his thinking and method suffice to exhibit his deep grounding 
in and debt to the dialectical materialist approach Marx has given rise to. This  
approach also characterizes those of his successors, including Leont’ev and Klaus 
Holzkamp, who worked out the program Leont’ev had framed based on  
Vygotsky’s ideas. 
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When our Marxists explain the Hegelian principle in Marxist methodology 
they rightly claim that each thing can be examined as a microcosm, as a uni-
versal measure in which the whole big world is reflected. On this basis they 
say that to study one single thing, one subject, one phenomenon until the end, 
exhaustively, means to know the world in all its connections. (Vygotsky, 
1927/1997, p. 317, underline added) 

Vygotsky then refers to the individual human as a microcosm of society, the case I 
quote from above. He articulates how Pavlov and others proceed and then suggests, 
“when I am experimenting, I am studying A, B, C. . ., i.e., a number of concrete 
phenomena, and I assign the conclusions to different groups: to all people, to 
school-aged children, to activity, etc.” (p. 318). He elaborates the description of his 
method: 

I have tried to introduce such a method into conscious psychology and  
deduce the laws of the psychology of art on the basis of the analysis of one 
fable, one short story, and one tragedy. In doing so I proceeded from the idea 
that the well-developed forms of art provide the key to the underdeveloped 
ones, just as the anatomy of man provides the key to the anatomy of the ape. 
I assumed that Shakespeare's tragedy explains the enigmas of primitive art 
and not the other way around. Further, I talk about all art and do not verify 
my conclusions on music, painting, etc. What is even more: I do not verify 
them on all or the majority of the types of literature. I take one short story, 
one tragedy. (p. 319) 

That is, Vygotsky refers to Marx’s method, states a characteristic of it, then pro-
vides examples from the work of others, and follows this by suggesting that his 
own study of the psychology of art (Vygotsky, 1971) is an example of introducing 
this “method into conscious psychology.” After describing his method of finding 
the general dimensions in the analysis “one fable, one short story, and one  
tragedy,” and after elaborating further on the sameness of this method with the 
approach of Pavlov, he then suggests that this is precisely the same method that 
Marx used in his analysis of economy. Thus, 

Marx [1867/1981, p. 121 says essentially the same when he compares ab-
straction with a microscope and chemical reactions in the natural sciences. 
The whole of Das Kapital is written according to this method. Marx analyzes 
the “cell” of bourgeois society – the form of the commodity value – and 
shows that a mature body can be more easily studied than a cell. He discerns 
the structure of the whole social order and all economical formations in this 
cell. He says that “to the uninitiated its analysis may seem the hair-splitting 
of details. We are indeed dealing with details, but such details as microscopic 
anatomy is also dealing with.” He who can decipher the meaning of the cell 
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of psychology, the mechanism of one reaction, has found the key to all  
psychology. (p. 320, underline added) 

Clearly, there cannot be any doubt that Vygotsky draws on the same dialectical 
materialist method that characterizes Marx. He provides concrete examples that 
exhibit the parallels between his own approach and that of the philosopher. With 
those readers who still doubt, I want to turn and return to Thought and Lan-
guage (Vygotsky, 1986). The approach to theorizing articulated above pervades 
the entire book, beginning with chapter 1, apparently written shortly before his 
death and after the remainder of the book has written. Here Vygotsky advocates 
a “unit analysis,” which is synonymous to the “cell” that he uses in the preced-
ing quotation.  
 After critiquing traditional psychology, Vygotsky suggests: “Psychology, 
which aims at a study of complex holistic systems, must replace the method of 
analysis into elements with the method of analysis into units” (p. 5). He then 
suggests word meaning to be the “unit of verbal thought that is further unana-
lyzable and yet retains the properties of the whole” (p. 5). He proposes that “the 
conception of word meaning as a unit of both generalizing thought and social 
interchange is of incalculable value for the study of thought and language” (p. 9). 
Unit analysis “demonstrates the existence of a dynamic system of meaning in 
which the affective and the intellectual unite” (p. 10). That is, much as the com-
modity form value is the “‘cell’ of bourgeois society,” word meaning is a unit that 
unites the affective and the intellectual. Moreover, this suffices “to show that the 
method used in this study of thought and language is also a promising tool for  
investigating the relation of verbal thought to consciousness as a whole and to its 
other essential functions” (p. 11). That is, Vygotsky not only claims word meaning 
– the relation of the processes of thinking and speaking – constitutes a unit, but that 
this unit is a “promising tool” in the study of thought and its relation to conscious-
ness. But consciousness is a collective, human phenomenon, which individualizes 
itself in self-consciousness. “Consciousness,” Vygotsky suggests, “is reflected 
in a word as the sun in a drop of water. A word relates to consciousness as a 
living cell relates to a whole organism” (p. 256). More so, “a word is a micro-
cosm of human consciousness” (p. 256) much like a raindrop reflects the entire 
world, and much like the word and consciousness are related in the way “an 
atom relates to the universe” (p. 256). That is, he articulates precisely the same 
relations as in his text on the crisis of psychology, with which I begin this sub-
section. Just as his study of art by means of close analysis of three specific texts 
leads him to understand the psychology of art generally, including primitive art, so 
does word meaning lead him to understand the relation of thought and human  
consciousness. 
 This is also where we can observe the undeniable relation to the thought of one 
of his contemporary: Mikhail Bakhtin. Vygotsky suggests that “the word is a thing 
in our consciousness . . . that is absolutely impossible for one person, but that  
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becomes a reality for two” (p. 256). His contemporary has exactly the same take in 
his Marxist approach to language: 

Whatever moment of the expression-utterance we consider, it will be deter-
mined by the real conditions of the utterance in question, that is, before all by 
the most immediate social situation. 
 In effect, the utterance is the product of the interaction of two individuals  
socially organized and, even if there is no real interlocutor, on can substitute to 
him a average representative of the social group to which the speaker belongs. 
The word addresses itself to the interlocutor; it is a function of the person of this 
interlocutor: It will vary depending on whether or not it is a man from the same 
social group, whether he is inferior or superior in the social hierarchy, whether 
or not he is linked to the speaker by more or less close social links (father, 
brother, husband, etc.) (Bakhtine [Volochinov], 1977, p. 123, underline added) 

In this quote, we see the same emphasis on the societal relation – although Bakhtin 
calls it “social,” he subsequently specifies it in terms of social hierarchies that are 
really the product of a society and its division of labor. Like Vygotsky, Bakhtin 
suggests that the word is a reality for two, even in situations where the interlocutor 
is absent. An individual never is the owner of a word – not in the least because 
language is a feature of the collective. Thus, 

[i]f language is as old as consciousness itself, and if language is a practical 
consciousness-for-others and, consequently, a practical consciousness- 
for-myself, then not only one particular thought but all consciousness is  
connected with the development of the word. (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 256) 

This leads Bakhtin to ask how to think about the speaker. He concludes: “[i]n  
effect, if he does not completely own the word, because it is situated in something 
like a border zone, he can claim at least a good half” (Bakhtine [Volochinov], 
1977, p. 124). Here, then, we have a very close connection to the often-decried 
“post-modernist” and “post-structuralist” approaches, which in fact do not differ 
from the deep structure of Marxian thought also pervasive in such philosophical 
works as that by Paul Ricœur and Jacques Derrida (Roth, 2006). The equivalence 
of the approach is obvious in the following quotation: 

Monolingualism of the other still means another thing, which will reveal it-
self little by litte: that in any case one speaks only one language – and one 
does not have/own it. One never speaks but one language – and it exists 
asymmetrically, returning from the other, always, for the other, from the oth-
er, kept by the other. Having come from the other, having remained with the 
other, having returned to the other. (Derrida, 1996, p. 70).  

These are interesting ideas that any study of literacy will have to pick up and  
address. Using the Vygotskian approach will be ideal because the object, language,  
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as outline here, and the method of studying it, are co-extensive – a point made over 
and over again in Vygotsky’s (1927/1996) chapter on the crisis of psychology. In 
this book, Smagorinsky is laying a foundation for changing the ways in which  
Anglo-Saxon scholars will approach the problems of language and literacy from a 
truly Vygotskian perspective, not from a semblance of it, which has emerged in 
part because of the ideological differences between two world powers at the time 
of the first translations of the scholars work into English.  

CODA 

There is much that I share with Peter Smagorinsky, beginning with the fact that 
I was trained in Piagetian constructivism and moved on to do work in informa-
tion processing. As he, I did not begin to do serious scholarship within a  
Vygotskian framework until after having worked through a range of theoretical 
paradigms – including radical constructivism, social constructivism, phenomenol-
ogy, ethnomethodology, discursive psychology, and the Helsinki version of  
cultural-historical activity theory that Smagorinsky frequently refers to – before 
discovering the importance of Vygotsky’s work for my own interest in the 
emergence of thinking and speaking processes (e.g., Roth, 2009, 2010). It was 
in and through my deep engagement with Thought and Language particularly 
that I discovered (a) the relationship between Marx and Vygotsky in their ways 
of thinking about phenomena, which is grounded in their praxis of materialist 
dialectics and (b) the relationship between Vygotsky and Bakhtin, which again 
can be attributed to the manner of theorizing to understand processes “in the 
Heraclitean stream” (Vygotsky, 1927/1997, p. 274). It is in and out of this  
recognition that I have supported the author of this book in his project to articu-
late a Vygotskian approach to the study of literacy practices. What we need – as 
seen in the preceding sections, and what Smagorinsky is helping us developing 
toward – is a working out of the possibilities that exist within the Vygotskian 
approach as he himself conceived it. Too much Western scholarship at this in-
stant of the educational sciences only cursorily touches upon Vygotsky rather 
than engaging deeply not only with the contents of his writing but also, and 
more importantly so, with his method of developing new understanding through 
the careful analysis of concrete cases. The point is to find and work out in each 
concrete case that which in fact is general.  
 To find the general in the concrete specific means to think genetically, where 
this term refers to the developmental aspects rather than to the genes. For Vygot-
sky, as for all those who use a dialectical materialist perspective, the general is like 
a seed that concretizes itself in the mature organism as a function of the condition, 
including its own current state and relations to the environment. That is, the general is 
always present in the concrete particular, because the latter actually realizes the possi-
bilities inherent in the former. Vygotsky (1927/1997) describes the approach in this 
manner after discussing a variety of approaches to the psychology of art: 
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This is all true, but it does not change the veracity of a principle, because it is 
abstracted from all this. It only says that the aesthetical reaction is like this. 
It is another matter to find the boundaries and sense of the aesthetic reaction 
itself within art.  
 Abstraction and analysis does all this. The similarity with the experiment  
resides in the fact that here, too, we have an artificial combination of phenomena 
in which the action of a specific law must manifest itself in the purest form.  
It is like a snare for nature, an analysis in action. In analysis we create a simi-
lar artificial combination of phenomena, but then through abstraction in 
thought. . . . 
 Each lyrical poem is such an experiment. The task of the analysis is to  
reveal the law that forms the basis of nature’s experiment. But also when the 
analysis does not deal with a machine, i.e., a practical experiment, but with 
any phenomenon, it is in principle similar to the experiment. It would be 
possible to prove how infinitely much our equipment complicates and refines 
our research, how much more intelligent, stronger and more perspicuous it 
makes us. Analysis does the same. (p. 320) 

In this excerpt, Vygotsky critiques the traditional (Kantian, idealist) way of  
abstracting from phenomena, which retains only externalities (manifestations) 
that are related to the externalities (manifestations) of similar phenomena. But 
externalities, as Hegel (1979) says, “are indifferent to one another and therefore 
lack the necessity for one another that out to lie in the relation of an outer to an 
inner” (p. 236). Vygotsky suggests that the best we can say that one thing “is 
like” another phenomenon, which is the case because “such an arbitrary combi-
nation of entities that are externalities for each other makes no law” (Hegel, 
1979, p. 236). Vygotsky recommends a different approach by saying that “it is 
another matter to find the boundaries and sense of the” phenomenon itself within 
the concrete case, which, in the quotation, is art. Incidentally, Vygotsky has 
chosen as concrete objects a fable, a short story, and a tragedy, all from the  
domain that is at the center of Smagorinsky’s concerns: language and literacy. 
The articulation of a Vygotskian approach therefore is not only of general rele-
vance (to the study of knowing and learning) but also of particular relevance to 
the area that Smagorinsky has studied for over two decades. 
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APPENDIX 

The time measurements for the sound track have been made using PRAAT, a freely 
downloadable software package common among linguists (www.praat.org). The measure-
ments are accurate to ± 10 milliseconds. The video was recorded at a picture rate of 33 
ms/image. The coordination between the sound track and video therefore is accurate to 33 
ms. The transcript contains the following elements: 
 
01 0••••••••••••1•••••••••••••2• 
 |a           |b            |c 
 [-------------------------][ 
 a:nd wHEN you;    (0.95)  
 [hand moves up             [ 

 Time in seconds 
 Images in Figure 1 
 Extend of movement 
 Sound track transcribed 
 Description of movements 

 
The transcription attempts to preserve the sound that can be heard rather than the spelling of 
the words. The following conventions have been used: wHEN – capital letters for empha-
sized syllables; a:nd – colon, to indicate lengthening of sound by 1/10 seconds per colon; ,?;. 
– punctuation indicates pitch movement rather than grammar, slightly rising, strongly rising, 
slightly falling, strongly falling; (0.95) – pause in seconds; we=r – equal sign indicates  
latching 
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NOTES 
1  The Russian original is available at http://www.psy.msu.ru/science/public/leontev/index.html. 
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE 

In a sense, I have been writing this book for twenty years. This version of my text 
represents what I hope is a relatively mature account of what I have come to under-
stand to be a Vygotskian perspective on literacy research. I deliberately hedge this 
understanding because my grasp of Vygotskian concepts continues to evolve as I 
grapple with new readings and my ongoing studies of the teaching and learning of 
literacy practices. In this preface I will briefly outline my own development of a 
concept of what a Vygotskian perspective means when applied to literacy research. 
 I did not begin my career in education with any knowledge of L. S. Vygotsky or 
his research program. When I began teaching in 1976, Vygotsky was little known 
in my field of English Education, i.e., the domain focused on the teaching and 
learning of literature, writing, and language (i.e., English grammar), as opposed to 
teaching and learning English as a new or foreign language. My primary focus was 
on learning a principled approach to teaching these three traditional strands of the 
English curriculum in an integrated fashion to high school students in public 
schools in the Chicago area. The reigning educational psychologist of the day was 
Piaget, although he was not featured by my major professor, George Hillocks, at 
the University of Chicago where I earned my M.A.T. in English Education. Rather, 
I learned to teach in the context of Benjamin Bloom’s new work on mastery learn-
ing (Bloom, 1976) and his classic work on educational objectives (Bloom, 1956), 
and in tradition of Ralph Tyler’s (1949) views on curriculum alignment, all in the 
long shadow cast by John Dewey, who had once directed the adjoining Laboratory 
School while a faculty member in Chicago’s Judd Hall.  
 Through this preparation I learned the systematic planning of instruction in con-
cept-based units, something I still emphasize in my current work on instructional de-
sign (e.g., Smagorinsky, 2008; Smagorinsky, Johannessen, Kahn, & McCann, 2010). 
This preparation served me well as a high school teacher in terms of my ability to 
think in terms of how to organize instruction according to themes and other concepts 
(e.g., studying literature and engaging in writing around such conceptual problems as 
coming of age, considering the question of human progress, and so on). And as a be-
ginning teacher, that was my focus. I was not yet concerned with how my teaching 
might interact with the backgrounds that my students brought to class—my schools 
had fairly homogeneous student populations—as I later came to do through my read-
ing of the sociocultural literature (see, e.g., Smagorinsky, 2002, 2007a, 2009) and my 
resultant reconsideration of the effects of my teaching. 
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 My return to graduate school in 1983 involved me in a more research-rich envi-
ronment than did the practice-oriented, if theoretically framed, orientation of my 
master’s program. My decision to return for doctoral studies was motivated by my 
interest in learning more about how to teach writing, which at the time was a 
highly contested area of the curriculum. The primary tension at the time was be-
tween product-oriented instruction presented by teachers through models of such 
forms as the five-paragraph theme, and teaching that focused on the processes that 
one goes through to produce such forms. Form-oriented instruction was viewed as 
“traditional teaching” and thus archaic; the new wave emphasized knowledge of 
procedures and strategies. 
 Even within the process-oriented camp, there were major sources of tension. My 
master’s and doctoral advisor, George Hillocks, believed that one learned how to 
write by learning different procedures for different sorts of writing tasks (see  
Hillocks, 1995, for a comprehensive outline of his method; and Smagorinsky & 
Smith, 1992, for a review of the terms of the debate). Learning to write a personal 
narrative and learning to write an argument, he asserted, required different kinds of 
knowledge of purpose, process, form, and readerly expectations. Teachers thus had 
to learn how to scaffold different sorts of processes by planning activities that  
engaged students in how to think about the problems their writing was designed to 
address.  
 His primary process-oriented antagonists—and the disagreements were quite 
contentious—viewed writing as something undertaken by people to suit their own 
interests and needs such that a teacher’s instructional design was considered to be 
inappropriate and heavy-handed (e.g., Atwell, 1987). Taking a perspective more 
grounded in Piagetian constructivism and Rousseauian Romanticism, this approach 
emphasized the need for teachers to stand back and let children and adolescents 
set their own writing course in terms of topic, process, form, purpose, and audi-
ence. As Graves (1983) memorably stated his position, teachers needed to stand 
back and follow the child, rather than leading her, as advocated by Hillocks. As 
a student of Hillocks, I was inclined to accept his premises; but at the same time, 
my high school faculty was strongly influenced by Emig (1971), a leader along 
with Graves of the nondirectional group of process advocates. My doctoral stud-
ies thus began in the midst of this tension surrounding writing instruction: to 
emphasize form or process, and if emphasizing process, to focus on particular 
task-related strategies or to let students determine their own directions, topics, and 
processes. 
 The early 1980s were heady times for writing research. The protocol analysis 
studies of Flower and Hayes (1980a, 1980b, and many others) and Bereiter and 
Scardamalia (1986, 1987), grounded in the information processing paradigm that 
sought to use the computer as a metaphor for human cognition, spearheaded the 
effort to understand the process of writing by eliciting think-alouds from writers as 
they composed. I immersed myself in this scholarship as a way to understand how 
writing unfolded, and my dissertation (Smagorinsky, 1991) explored the thought 
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processes of writers producing a single type of writing—extended definition  
essays—in response to three instructional approaches differentiated by the vari-
ables representing the major approaches I have reviewed: the traditional presenta-
tion of models essays, a Hillocksian structured process approach focused on  
task-specific definitional strategies, and a nondirectional process approach in 
which students used the process of free writing to generate ideas. Rather than 
studying the essays themselves, I contrasted pre-instruction and post-instruction 
think-alouds to see how the different instructional treatments, as they were known 
in the parlance of the experimental paradigm in which I worked, affected students’ 
thinking as they wrote. The links I made between the variable of instruction and 
the students’ cognition in this early work had no sociocultural basis, however; my 
interpretive efforts were grounded in how to construct cognitive models of com-
posing as they unfolded in relation to different methods of teaching writing.  
 This emphasis began to change within a few years of completing my degree in 
1989 and taking my first university position at the University of Oklahoma in 
1990. My curriculum and instruction department at OU was heavily Piagetian at 
the time, with faculty in some programs deliberately selected for their fit with  
Piagetian constructivism and its assumptions about human development unfold-
ing in predictable stages, with such concepts as conservation becoming avail-
able to children with their biological maturation rather than in relation to  
instruction or other environmental factors. At the same time, through my  
national networks and at the insistence of one colleague, Steve Witte, I was 
hearing more and more about an alternative way of thinking about how people 
learn that emerged from the work of L. S. Vygotsky. Steve gave me a reading list 
and I got to work engaging with the ideas of Vygotsky (1978, 1986) and scholars 
working in his considerable wake: Cole (1996), Moll (1990), Rogoff (1990), 
Wertsch (1985, 1991), and many others.  
 Based on this reading, I began to re-examine the assumptions behind my early 
work and think about how to reconceptualize it based on Vygotsky’s premise that 
the psychology ought to be fundamentally developmental in focus, with volitional, 
goal-directed, tool-mediated action in its social, cultural, and historical context 
serving as the unit of analysis for studying human growth, understanding, and  
action. I was fortunate to be able to attend the September, 1994 International Con-
ference on Lev Vygotsky and the Contemporary Human Sciences in the conference 
center in Golitsyna, about an hour from Moscow, an event I consider to be a land-
mark occasion in my career given the ideas to which I was exposed and the new 
network of scholars that I joined. At the conference I also made one connection 
that has survived to this day, that being my followup on advice to subscribe to the 
XLCHC online discussion network hosted by Mike Cole.  
 In the absence of a robust discussion surrounding Vygotsky at Oklahoma, 
this network provided me with a community of scholars from around the world 
who were interested in discussing and applying Vygotskian ideas to new inter-
national developments and challenges. Its original name of XLCHC indicated 
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its role as a crossroads for those with a history of participation in the Labo- 
ratory of Comparative Human Cognition at the University of California-San 
Diego. The opportunity to subscribe was subsequently opened to any willing  
participant. The network was renamed when The Quarterly Newsletter of the 
Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition went from an in-house publication de-
signed to keep LCHC participants in touch with one another’s emerging work1 to a 
refereed journal, Mind, Culture, and Activity. The newly-named XMCA discussion 
network then took on the role of discussing and exchanging ideas, with the  
journal MCA serving as a vehicle for more polished presentations of research and  
theory.  
 Like anyone trying to grasp a new and difficult concept, I experienced a learn-
ing trajectory that resembled what Vygotsky (1987) terms a “twisting path” rather 
than a linear one (cf. Smagorinsky, Cook, & Johnson, 2003). Even though I began 
immersing myself in Vygotskian scholarship, my publications through 1994 were 
slow to take up his work in a consistent and substantive way. For example, Michael 
Smith and I wrote an article (Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992) reviewing the nature of 
knowledge in writing and reading, identifying three stances available in research 
on each: that knowledge is general across tasks (e.g., the general process approach 
of Emig and Graves), that knowledge is specific to tasks (e.g., the structured proc-
ess approach of Hillocks), and that knowledge even within tasks is specific accord-
ing to the values of different communities of practice.  
 This trifurcation is evident in argumentation, in which some believe that learn-
ing general writing strategies (e.g., writing freely to generate ideas) is sufficient to 
write effectively for arguments or any other writing task; some believe that writing 
arguments requires different formal and procedural knowledge than do other tasks 
such as writing narratives; and some believe that arguing within one community of 
practice (e.g., the bellicose  and antagonistic means of exchange that characterize 
television political pundits) requires different knowledge than does arguing within 
another (e.g., the perspicuous writing and speaking of lawyers presenting briefs to 
judges in a court of law). 
 This last position would greatly benefit from a Vygotskian framework, given that it 
posits the importance of culture in the development of a worldview and its associated 
practices. Yet in my early stages of concept development, I did not have a sufficient 
grasp of Vygotsky’s principles to provide this grounding. Similarly, in 1994 I  
published an edited book on research method in which I persisted with an information 
processing framework for using protocol analysis for the study of writing, even as I 
was reading heavily in Vygotskian scholarship that contested the “in-the-head” view 
of cognition central to that tradition, one that Leont’ev (1981) dismissed as “the tradi-
tional bourgeois psychological approach to consciousness” (p. 223). Within a few 
years I was ready to challenge those assumptions, both with regard to writing  
(Smagorinsky, 1997) and protocol analysis (Smagorinsky, 1998). My halting, fitful 
path of development, however, is evident in my two-steps-forward-one-step-back 
process of coming to understand what a Vygotskian perspective provided for literacy 
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research and the contradictory positions I was taking from conversation to conversa-
tion and article to article in the early 1990s. 
 Gradually my writing and thinking began to cohere in a more consistent view 
that culture mediates human development such that thinking reflects social  
practices while in turn helping to shape them. Simply coming to a greater under-
standing of Vygotsky, however, provided only a new channel to provide contours 
to guide my thinking; it did not provide me anything approaching conceptual clar-
ity. My first references to Vygotsky came in my efforts to make contextual sense 
of students discussing literature in small groups as a function of larger patterns of 
localized classroom discourse (Smagorinsky & Fly, 1993) and students’ interpreta-
tions of literature through art (Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b) in 
the context of an alternative school in which their teacher encouraged nontradi-
tional compositional tool use. Note that the publication dates indicate that as I was 
beginning to take a Vygotskian perspective in some publications, I persisted with 
information processing assumptions in others. 
 Even after adopting Vygotsky’s ideas more wholeheartedly, my twisting path of 
concept development took a few errant turns with my effort to frame my studies as 
motivated by activity theory, which I broadly took to mean a view of situated and 
distributed cognitions that are culturally and historically grounded, socially situ-
ated, and locally practiced. When I referred to my research with this term in manu-
scripts submitted for publication, however, I was scolded by reviewers for not ref-
erencing Engeström, who had assumed the activity theory mantle in his workplace 
studies in which he used his activity triangle as a mediating device for workforce 
collectives to “expand” their knowledge into new forms of learning and activity 
(e.g., Engeström, 1999).  
 According to Engeström and Miettinen (1999), “a theoretical account of the 
constitutive elements of the system under investigation is needed. In other words, 
there is a demand for a new unit of analysis. Activity has a strong candidate for 
such a unit of analysis in the concept of object-oriented, collective, and culturally-
mediated human activity, or activity system” (p. 9; emphasis in original). This sys-
tem involves analysis at the level of “collective motive-driven activity, individual 
goal-driven action, and automatic operations driven by the tools and conditions of 
action” (p. 9), a focus that they derive from Leont’ev (1978). This emphasis on the 
activity system, argue the authors, is distinct from Wertsch’s sociocultural theory 
of mediated action (Wertsch, del Rio, & Alvarez, 1995) and Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) theory of legitimate peripheral participation because of what Engeström 
and Miettinen see as too great a focus on the individual rather than the collective in 
the work of Wertsch et al. and Lave and Wenger. 
 Engeström and Miettinen (1999) summarize their differences with these  
approaches by asserting that, although their semiotic and interactional dimensions 
are potentially productive, they are problematic when considered in an attempt to 
understand context. Individuals act in collective practices, communities, and insti-
tutions. Such collective practices are not reducible to sums of individual action; 
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they require theoretical conceptualization in their own right. When the individual 
action is the privileged unit of analysis, collective practice can only be added on as 
a more or less external envelope. Human conduct appears to appear as a string of 
goal-directed acts of rational actors.  
 This assertion of activity theory as oriented to collectives rather than contextual-
ized individuals appears to have become orthodox to many, particularly those who 
were enlisted as reviewers of my manuscripts. My engagement with these critiques 
led me to reject the notion that I was an activity theorist, and I began referring in-
formally to myself as a defrocked activity theorist, one who once believed but now 
was scorned because I was more interested in contextualized individuals than  
collective activity systems, as seemingly required in scholarship claiming an activ-
ity theory perspective. I thus began to disassociate myself from activity theory and 
the terminology that became associated with Engeström’s work, not because I find 
it wrong but because it did not characterize my interests, which are more aligned 
with Wertsch’s sociocultural theory of individuals engaged in action mediated by 
cultural tools.  
 Work that I had undertaken thus, in short order, became subject to theoretical 
revision because of the social and disciplinary pressure I felt to conform activity 
theory claims to Engeström’s formulation, and my disinclination to do so. In 
Grossman, Smagorinsky, and Valencia (1999), for instance, we framed our studies 
of early-career teachers’ development of literacy teaching approaches and appro-
priation of pedagogical tools in terms of activity theory, referencing Wertsch’s 
claims to be employing a theory of activity and Cole’s (1996) CHAT perspective. I 
cannot speak for my coauthors in terms of this perspective’s appropriateness for 
their work. My own approach of working from individual, situated cases, however, 
soon came in conflict with the field’s association of activity theory with 
Engeström’s collectivist insistence and I began to distance myself from its empha-
sis, vocabulary, and orientation (e.g., Smagorinsky, 2009).  
 Those of us in the U.S. are raised from birth to think in terms of individuals and 
independence rather than collectives and group action, such that if Engeström is 
right, a perspective like activity theory is difficult to integrate into our prior 
frameworks for thinking, even as they are emphasized (with or without proper un-
derstanding) in discussions, presentations, and publications and more appropriately 
applied by researchers from more collectivist social backgrounds (see, e.g., the 
Scandinavian contributors to Ellis, Edwards, & Smagorinsky, 2010).  
 I am not in a position to say who is right, however, given the limitations of what 
is available to me as a typical American who lacks fluency in European languages2. 
In writing this book, however, I had to make another correction, and no doubt it 
will not be my last. Roth and Radford (2011) argue that Leont’ev, in the tradition 
of historical dialectical materialism,  

offers a new way in which to theorize the question of the subject (its con-
sciousness, its psychic processes, its personality) in ways that are not dualis-
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tic in nature. Leont’ev’s answer is this: development occurs in and through 
relations with others in the pursuit of collectively motivated activity.  
From this point of view, the psyche is a culturally and historically evolved 
form of reflection. Hence something that can exist through two mutually con-
stitutive terms: an ‘I’ and an ‘Ego’ (a complex that includes subjects and the 
symbolic and material reality that surrounds them). Thus, we agree with 
Leont’ev when he says that ‘any psychic reflection is the result of a real con-
nection, of a real interaction of a living, highly organized, material subject 
and the material reality around him’ (Leontyev 1981: 225). Psychic reflec-
tion, consciousness, mind, or abstract knowledge cannot exist or ‘arise with-
out the subject’s activity. It cannot help depending on activity, cannot help 
being subordinated to the subject’s life relations realized by activity’ (ibid.: 
225). (p. 2; emphasis in original) 

Here Roth and Radford (2011) read Leont’ev differently than does Engeström, 
asserting that Leont’ev allows more space for the individual’s goal-directed action 
than does Engeström. Neither Roth nor Engeström reads Leont’ev in Russian, but 
both do in German, providing each with a broader perspective than is available to 
me yet finding something different in the translations. Both characterize them-
selves as activity theorists or cultural-historical activity theorists (e.g., Roth & Lee, 
2007), drawing on Leont’ev (1981 and other texts). My position as a researcher of 
individuals-in-context is available through Roth’s reading but not Engeström’s, 
who would argue that by focusing on situated individuals, I thus cannot sufficiently 
account for context, even though my attention to cultural-historical aspects of set-
tings is, I believe, sufficient for the claims I make. Even as I write this book, there-
fore, I come across new ideas (if not entirely new understandings) that complicate 
my efforts to situate myself with respect to the research tradition that I believe I am 
working within. 
 This book represents an effort to update, consolidate, and extend my prior work 
as a literacy researcher operating from a Vygotskian perspective. In doing so I re-
turn to some earlier work, some of which holds up well and some of which requires 
revision and reconsideration in order to fit conceptually with my present under-
standing of what my research has amounted to thus far, with the expectation that 
this understanding will continue to grow. By articulating how I see Vygotsky in-
forming literacy studies, I hope to accomplish a more clearly conceptual under-
standing for my own purposes and to provide some illumination and insight, I 
hope, for other readers. With that as my goal, I next introduce this volume and then 
get down to the serious and difficult work of trying to write myself into a new un-
derstanding of issues that have perplexed me for many years now and that I con-
tinue to wrestle with as each new effort helps to refine the last.  
 

Athens, Georgia 
 June 2011 
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NOTES 
1  The contents of the newsletter have been archived at http://lchc.ucsd.edu/Histarch/newsletters.html, 

and selected publications are collected in Cole, Engeström, and Vasquez (1997). 
2  I’m reminded of the old joke—whose punch line relies on listeners’ recognition of its truth value—

that those who speak three languages are trilingual, those who speak two are bilingual, and those 
who speak one are American. Like many Americans, I took foreign languages in school to little 
long-term effect. I studied Latin for one year, and took many years of French and one year of Span-
ish, both using the Audio-Lingual Method (ALM) and the dialogues I was required to memorize, 
and can still recall (“Bonjour Jacques, comment vas tu?” “Tres bien, merci. Et tu?” “Pas mal, mer-
ci.”). I also took a year of French in college, where I was ultimately required to read Camus’s exis-
tential novel L’Étranger in French, which was a truly mystifying experience until I discovered that 
everyone else in the class was taking the shortcut of reading an English translation, a practice I glad-
ly embraced. I was also required to pass a French exam as part of my doctoral program at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, in which I translated a set of French social science article excerpts into English, 
passing the exam on my third try when the material finally matched my meager level of fluency. 
Shortly thereafter I watched a French film, but couldn’t understand a word the actors said. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE CHALLENGES OF CLAIMING A VYGOTSKIAN 
PERSPECTIVE 

Claiming Vygotsky as a theoretical source has become a common practice in much 
recent scholarship on teaching and learning. Doing so, however, is problematic 
given the reliance of most non-Russians on translated versions of Vygotsky and 
given the different ways people have found to appropriate what appears in both the 
original Russian versions and in the translations. A single text, Myshlenie i Rech': 
Psikhologicheskie Issledovaniya (Vygotsky, 1934), has been translated three  
different times under two different titles (as Thought and Language in Vygotsky, 
1962, 1986; and as Thinking and Speech in 1987). Moll (1990) sees Vygotsky's 
work as sociohistorical psychology, Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) characterize 
his project as sociocognitive, Wertsch (1994) argues that Vygotsky's perspective is 
sociocultural, Atherton (2011) views Vygotsky as being a social constructivist, to 
Rodina  (2006) he is a social constructionist, Mikhailov (2006) describes Vygotsky 
as a cultural-historical psychologist, Engeström (1987) characterizes his work as 
activity theory, and Cole (1996) has chosen the term cultural-historical activity 
theory (CHAT) to describe his work in Vygotsky’s tradition as what he calls  
cultural psychology.   
 My goal with this book is not to tease apart these related constructs in all their 
substantial detail, or to analyze them to determine which characterize a Vygotskian 
perspective better than others. Rather, it is to try to explain what I see as available 
to literacy researchers based on the perspective provided by Vygotsky’s work in 
human development. I do engage in some terminological interrogation, but not at 
the expense of the focus of my effort. Each of these terms has currency regarding 
some aspect of Vygotsky’s work, and no single term can possibly capture the  
complexity of his perspective, one that posits a historical, cultural, social theory of  
volitional, tool-mediated cognition and action that contributes to human develop-
ment toward teleologically contoured, goal-oriented ends. 
 Even when people can agree on the terms of a Vygotskian approach, they often 
disagree on the substance of his concepts. His best-known construct, the zone of 
proximal development (or ZPD, which I treat in detail in Chapter 3), has been in-
terpreted in at least three completely different ways (Lave & Wenger, 1991). It has 
been invoked to account for the success of theoretically incompatible pedagogical 
approaches, such as whole language practices that minimizes teacher direction 
(Goodman & Goodman, 1990), and reciprocal teaching in which "membership in 
the group is not democratic; the adult teacher is definitely a first among equals" 
(Brown & Palincsar, 1989, p. 417). Cazden (1996), in surveying modern citations 
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to Vygotsky, has argued that most readings of Vygotsky are "selective," revealing 
more about Vygotsky's appropriator than about Vygotsky's psychological theories. 
Undoubtedly, this observation will apply to me in this volume as much as it applies 
to anyone. 
 In claiming a Vygotskian perspective, I thus engage in a social practice of 
knowledge construction, using my understanding of Vygotsky—mediated by my 
encounters with a variety of Vygotskian viewpoints in conversation, print, and  
cyberspace, based entirely on translated versions rather than his original Russian 
texts—for grounding in advancing my points. My use of Vygotsky reflects my own 
approach to theory-building as I consider problems involved in conducting literacy 
research. 
 Assertions of a Vygotskian perspective are often tenuous at best. I too often see 
references to selected sections of Mind in Society that do not suggest a richer read-
ing or consideration of either his own more extensive writing or the body of work 
produced by people conversant with his career project. When a theorist becomes 
popular or trendy, many people seek to find some association between the theorist 
and their own work and thus claim an influence, even if that association does not 
connect their work in substantive and comprehensive ways, and even if they  
discovered the theorist long after they developed the ideas that they claim were 
influenced. I’m reminded here of the fact that Adolf Hitler was a vegetarian, and so 
am I. That, however, does not make me a Nazi. Similarly, people who find some 
similarity between their own views and practices and those expressed somewhere 
in Vygotsky’s voluminous writing cannot claim to be Vygotskian, simply because 
they have found an area of overlap.  
 Vygotsky sought to resolve the crisis of fragmentation that he saw in the  
psychology of his day. The crisis remains in the 21st Century, as evidenced by the 
abundance of psychologies and their different foci still available. Vygotsky’s solu-
tion was to propose and lay the foundation for a comprehensive psychology of  
human concept development. His ambitious plan included three central facets: It 
was fundamentally genetic1 (i.e., developmental), it relied on the premise that 
frameworks for thinking are social in origin and are appropriated through cultural 
practice, and it employed the axiom that mental processes are mediated by tools 
and signs (Wertsch, 1985) or, as Cole (1996) combines them, by artifacts. Wertsch 
summarized a Vygotskian perspective as being concerned with human concept 
development as goal-directed, tool-mediated action, which I have interpreted to 
imply that the action is volitional and that the tools that mediate thinking and 
action emerge from cultural practice and are used toward culturally-appropriate 
ends.  
 Vygotsky has been referenced to account for learning and development in many 
scholarly fields, particularly with regard to the ZPD. Wells (1999) argues that these 
citations are often ill-informed, saying that the ZPD “is the only aspect of  
Vygotsky’s genetic theory of human development that most teachers have ever 
heard of and, as a result, it is not infrequently cited to justify forms of teaching that 
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seem quite incompatible with the theory as a whole” (cited in del Río & Álvarez, 
2007, p. 313; cf. Smagorinsky, 2007a). In addition to reading the ZPD referenced 
to explain accounts of teaching and learning without attention to their cultural and 
historical dimensions—a central feature of a true ZPD analysis—I have also read 
publications in which Vygotsky’s consideration of the importance of “play” is  
extrapolated to support the claim that Vygotsky believed that learning should be 
“fun” (e.g., Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2001). And yet as Hedegaard (2007) argues, 
Vygotsky’s notion of play refers to experimental activity designed to create possi-
bilities, and not to the idea that learning should involve merriment. Such learning 
might be frustrating, difficult, laced with failure, and decidedly lacking in an im-
mediate experience of pleasure. 
 Vygotsky, from what I can gather, was not a fun guy, but rather an extraordinar-
ily intense and formidably brilliant man. References to his work that do not take 
into account his larger project ought to be subjected to severe review and critique. 
That is, if the ZPD is invoked without attention to issues of culture, intersubjectiv-
ity, the historical role of tool-mediated action in the setting of teaching and  
learning, and other issues that tie his ideas together, any reader ought to view the 
reference with skepticism. Otherwise, as is now the case, Vygotsky’s work will 
continue to be treated superficially and misappropriated to suit authors’ purposes 
and not to advance scholarship within the framework of his ideas.  
 Researchers are at least as guilty of these trivial applications of Vygotsky as are 
teachers, who were the concern of Wells (1999). I regard this superficial referenc-
ing by researchers as a more severe problem in that they have time to think more 
carefully about their work than overburdened teachers, and so should take more 
seriously their responsibility to read their sources and their attendant scholarship 
with care. When a theoretical source is employed more as a means of membership 
in a club than to advance a point—as I think is too often the case with citations to 
Vygotsky—then the reference strikes me as, at best, disingenuous, and at worst, 
unethical. 
 I next review challenges that face the 21st century reader in terms of problems 
with translation from Russian to English, the context that helped to shape  
Vygotsky’s career, inconsistencies across his many manuscripts and lectures, the 
difficulties involved in postulating what are essentially the invisible processes of 
human cognition, and the challenges that Vygotsky presents his readers by  
engaging in what he refers sardonically to as his “tedious investigations” into the 
problematic thinking of the leading theorists of his day. 

PROBLEMS IN TRANSLATION 

Reading extensively in Vygotskian scholarship seems critical to referencing him 
knowledgeably, given the challenges that Vygotsky’s writing presents to the 21st 
Century reader. Among these challenges is the problem that most of his readers, 
particularly in North America, encounter him through translation. In Daniels,  
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Cole, and Wertsch’s (2007) collection of international papers outlining a Vygot-
skian perspective, a number of the contributors are fluent speakers of Russian. 
However, even those whom I consider to be conversant with Vygotsky’s original 
writing—those whose publications are rife with references to works of Vygotsky 
that are only available in Russian—are cautious about their grasp of both the  
language and the concepts.  
 Michael Cole, who has spoken Russian for many decades, who lived in the  
former Soviet Union during his internship with A. R. Luria, who served as  
co-editor and co-translator of Mind in Society (Vygotsky, 1978), whose leadership 
in the Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition has helped to shape world-
wide extensions of Russian psychology, who was the founding editor of the journal 
Mind, Culture, and Activity, and who has produced a number of foundational 
works in the Vygotskian tradition, wrote in response to my inquiry that “I have 
been writing jointly with [Russian Natalia Gajdamaschko] precisely because I feel 
so strongly the need for more than simple translation help in dealing with the meta-
psychology and national ethos that is the relevant context for understanding the 
local words” (M. Cole, personal communication). James Wertsch, who has spent 
considerable time in the Soviet Union, Russia, and many former Soviet states 
where Russian remains the lingua franca, and who has translated Vygotsky into 
English (e.g., Wertsch, 1981), also backs off from claims that his knowledge of 
Russian could be termed fluent (J. Wertsch, personal communication). 
 As someone whose only linkage to Vygotsky’s Byelorussian2 roots comes 
through my grandparents’ origins in Vygotsky’s hometown of Gomel, I read the 
qualifiers by Cole and Wertsch as cautions regarding any claims to understanding 
Vygotsky for those of us who speak no Russian at all. I rely on the translations of 
others, including those who express limited confidence in their own fluency. Most 
North American readers face this same problem, and so the challenges of reading a 
major thinker only in translation—especially translation that spans alphabets,  
cultures, concepts, and other formidable barriers—are thus worth reviewing here. 
 At present there are abundant Vygotskian texts available to the English language 
reader: six volumes of collected works in publication, additional books from his 
oeuvre available (e.g., Vygotsky, 1971, 1997; Vygotsky & Luria, 1993), key texts 
subjected to multiple translations, and a major project now underway in Russia to 
make his entire output available to English-speaking readers. Yet Vygotsky re-
mains a complex figure and difficult scholar to grasp, and for a variety of reasons. 
In his “Translator’s Foreword and Acknowledgements” to The Collected Works, 
Volume 3, Van der Veer says, “I have not attempted to improve Vygotsky’s style 
of writing although it was at times difficult to refrain from doing so. It is clear that 
Vygotsky . . . never rewrote a text for the sake of improving its style and readabil-
ity. Hence the redundancy, the difficulty to follow the thread of his argument, the 
awkward sentences, etc.” (p. v).  
 Meshcheryakov (2007) notes that Vygotsky produced 190 works within the  
ten-year span that comprised his career, many of which “were written very quickly,  
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in almost telegraphic style. Some works remain unfinished. It is certainly possible 
that some of the works that were published posthumously were not yet intended for 
publication” (p. 155). Daniels et al. (2007) assert that “It is difficult to reconcile 
some of the writing from the early 1920s with that which was produced during the 
last 2 years of his life. These rapid changes, coupled with the fact that his work was 
not published in chronological order, make synthetic summaries of his work diffi-
cult” (p. 2). So in addition to the difficulty of the ideas Vygotsky produced, his 
rendering of them into text made for challenging reading, no matter how well-
prepared the reader is. 
 Even those with extraordinary fluency in Vygotsky’s work typically consult 
others to help with their understanding. Van der Veer, a native of the Netherlands, 
relates in his translator’s introduction to the Collected Works, Volume 3 that “After 
I had translated the whole volume [from Russian to English], I carefully checked 
my translation against the German and Spanish translations of the same volume” 
(1997, p. v). With five languages at play in his effort to translate Vygotsky’s already-
difficult prose and concepts (German, Spanish, Russian, English, and Dutch), Van 
der Veer further enlisted feedback from a host of colleagues (mostly European) in 
order to amend Vygotsky’s “sloppy” approach to citation by including appropriate 
references and footnotes to provide depth, detail, and clarification to the text. 
 Van der Veer’s (1997) meticulous approach to rendering Vygotsky into English 
suggests one key lesson to be learned from reading Vygotsky with any insight: that 
claims to understanding or implementing ideas must be undertaken with care and 
caution. I refer again to Van der Veer’s work in underscoring the importance of 
reading more than just excerpts (or summaries of excerpts, or summaries of those 
summaries in textbooks) from Mind in Society in claiming a Vygotskian perspec-
tive. In his review of an Italian translation of Thinking and Speech that post-dates 
any version of the text available in English, Van der Veer makes the remarkable 
point that  
 Unfortunately, neither in English nor in any other language has a reliable repub-
lication of Thought and Language been available. Leaving aside the questions that 
can be raised concerning the original Soviet 1934 edition (Vygotsky did not see the 
book in print and the editor, Kolbanovsky, changed some of the wordings to make 
the book more palatable for the ideological leaders), we know that the later 1956 
and 1982 Soviet editions were marred by many mistakes and plain falsifications. 
All of the existing translations into English, or any other language, took these unre-
liable later editions as their point of departure. As a result, readers unable to read 
Russian or find a copy of the original 1934 edition have had, until now, no authori-
tative text of Thought and Language available. (p. 83; cf. Van der Veer, 1987, for a 
critical review of Kozulin’s 1986 translation of Thought and Language, which to 
Van der Veer is more properly translated as Thinking and Speech) 
 I am impressed that Van der Veer is now sufficiently fluent in at least six lan-
guages to read Vygotsky and then make this judgment; I am alarmed that he  
nonetheless states that “Vygotsky obviously preferred principled opponents,  
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such as Pavlov, who made their own original contribution to science and invented 
their own scientific vocabulary to mediocre university professors, such as the pre-
sent writer, who can only summarize what others have discovered” (2007, p. 37). If 
I’m not sufficiently daunted to learn that Van der Veer regards himself as a relative 
mediocrity, I cringe yet further when I realize that even though I’ve been referenc-
ing Vygotsky in my own work since the early 1990s, I probably am basing my 
understanding on inaccurate and incomplete translations. It becomes important, 
then, for me and no doubt others to engage with the work of Vygotskian scholars 
who have read his Russian texts in order to develop a clearer grasp of the ideas that 
I believe I am drawing on.  
 If problems of direct translation of Vygotsky’s work were not enough of a chal-
lenge, the fact that he did not necessarily pen his own texts presents another. His 
magnum opus, Thinking and Speech, was published in 1934, the year he died; he 
dictated sections from his sickbed, no doubt contributing to the text’s notorious 
difficulty (Zinchenko, 2007). Further, some of what is published under his name is 
taken from his student’s lecture notes or other stenographic records, undoubtedly 
with gaps in transcription and reformulation in expression (e.g., a set of lectures 
included in the Collected Works, Volume 5: “The Crisis of the First Year,” “Early 
Childhood,” “The Crisis at Age Three,” “The Crisis at Age Seven”; Vygotsky, 
1998b). Making definitive claims, as do Gredler and Shields (2004), regarding 
what Vygotsky did and did not say, is thus a precarious undertaking that even the 
most reputable U. S. Vygotskian scholars should attempt with considerable caution 
and temperance.   

THE CONTEXT FOR VYGOTSKY’S WORK 

Vygotsky was born in 1896 and died of tuberculosis, which afflicted him through-
out his short and fertile adult life, in 1934. When Vygotsky was 21, the Bolsheviks 
overthrew the Russian Provisional Government, and the Russian Civil War from 
1917-1922 resulted in the creation of the Soviet Union in 1924. His decade-long 
career as a psychologist, then, took place concurrent with the launch of the Soviet 
Union and its foundation in a highly centralized Marxist philosophy. 
 Vygotsky’s mercurial ascension into the upper echelon of Soviet psychologists 
in this era was quite remarkable given his youth, his outsider status as a native of 
Byelorussia, and his Jewish heritage within the hierarchical and Balkanized social 
structure of Soviet life. During Vygotsky’s life, pogroms—organized genocide 
against Jews that was either sponsored by or tacitly allowed Eastern European  
governments—were still common, and caused many Jews from the region, includ-
ing my grandparents and their two Byelorussian-born sons (two more, including 
my father, were born in New York City), to flee to other nations with less deadly 
policies. (See Kotik-Friedgut & Friedgut, 2008, for an account of Jewish influences 
on Vygotsky’s world view.)  
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 Vygotsky, however, stayed in Byelorussia as a young man. Given the “unmerci-
ful reality of everyday life in his hometown of Gomel during the civil war (1918–
1922)” (Kozulin & Gindis, 2007, p. 332) that made existence precarious, the young 
Vygotsky, a 1917 graduate of Moscow University, took a teaching position in 1918 
that enabled him to pursue his interests in literature and the humanities. He worked 
on his doctoral dissertation from 1915–1922, spanning the ages of 19 and 26. It 
was published posthumously as The Psychology of Art, and done so against his 
stated belief that it did not meet his standards for scholarship and therefore should 
not be published. 
 Yaroshevsky (1989) reports that Vygotsky wrote The Psychology of Art during a 
protracted illness, one of the many life-threatening bouts with tuberculosis that 
often led him to believe that his current work would be his last. Following a trip to 
study defectological institutes in Western Europe—those clinics that focused on 
the education of students whose learning was affected by blindness, deafness, and 
other losses or absences from normal functioning, including what was termed  
mental retardation3 (see Vygotsky, 1993)—he became so sick that he was ordered 
by doctors to take respite in a sanatorium. Bedridden and with no access to  
empirical research methods, Vygotsky (1971) nonetheless devoted his energies to 
scholarship. Drawing on his background as a teacher, he took the approach of a 
literary critic to conduct an astute reading of texts that produced a deep and careful 
analysis, the elucidation of criteria to guide the production and reading of litera-
ture, and the application of those criteria to texts. This initial work of scholarship 
was thus distinct from the empirical research that he conducted as a laboratory 
psychologist and pedologist during his mature period.  
 Once recovered from his illness, albeit temporarily as was always the case,  
Vygotsky gravitated to the Gomel Teacher Training College and became director 
of its psychological laboratory, an assignment that involved developing methods of 
psychological evaluation and supervising their administration in schools. At the 
end of the civil war, he relocated to Moscow and began an affiliation with the  
Section of Abnormal Children in the People’s Commissariat of Education and ul-
timately founded the Medical-Pedagogic Laboratory for the Study of Abnormal 
Children, which remains in place today as the Institute of Corrective Pedagogy. 
Kozulin and Gindis (2007) provide an account of Vygotsky’s career-long concern 
with special-needs children—those who fell under the aegis of defectology—who 
were in abundance in the early Soviet Union because, in addition to the normal 
percentage of such children in the population, many orphans and traumatized chil-
dren survived the civil war and were in need of attention in the new Soviet Union. 
 The Soviet system has long been known for its brutal reinforcement of its ideol-
ogy, and in its early days and through at least the 1950s monitored its psycholo-
gists with a vengeance (see Cole, Levitin, & Luria, 2006). Because of the excessive 
role he identified for individual development in social context, says Zinchenko 
(2007), “Vygotsky’s commitment to Marxist beliefs did not save him from criti-
cism. His works were banned, denounced, and declared to be vicious and even evil. 
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He was lucky to have managed to die in his own bed in 1934” (p. 213). Some be-
lieve that Vygotsky allowed himself to die rather than face interrogation, torture, 
and execution by the authorities over his departure from the state’s more exacting 
interpretation of Marx (M. Cole, personal communication). 
 Others, however, were not so fortunate to die of natural causes. In Thinking and 
Speech, Vygotsky did not reference Gustav Gustavovich Shpet, one of his mentors. 
Vygotsky likely avoided acknowledging Shpet because did not wish to bring upon 
himself the fate of Shpet himself, who was dismissed from his academic positions 
on multiple occasions and subjected to “brutal interrogation and execution in 
1937” by Soviet authorities (Wertsch, 2007, p. 184). Shpet made the fatal error of 
exhibiting “freedom and dignity and the independence of his thought from Marx-
ist-Leninist ideology, which at the time was growing stronger and stronger” 
(Zinchenko, 2007, p. 212). Shpet’s literary contemporary Mandel’shtam, notes 
Zinchenko, met the fate of many Soviets, no matter how seemingly benign their 
field of endeavor, who in any way defied the party position: He died in the Gulag 
in 1938.  
 Vygotsky’s death coincided with harshly punitive edicts issuing from Soviet 
leaders. The Pedology Decree of 1936 banned both prior and future work in the 
area of pedology, the study of child development (Shmeleva, 2002), which was the 
general area in which Vygotsky’s work fell. It is no coincidence that the Great 
Purge or Great Terror, in which Stalin took repression and persecution to astound-
ing new levels, began the following year. The Decree declared pedology to be 
“false science,” eliminated university departments in the field, and dismissed or 
arrested its scientists. Ewing (2001) points out that the Decree was designed to 
purge the thinking that had produced tracking in Soviet schools through the as-
sessment and classification of students by segregating students according to results 
of formal assessments. According to Ewing, 

the Central Committee charged that pedologists’ “pseudo-scientific experi-
ments” had called excessive attention to “the most negative influences and 
pathological perversions” in children, their families, and surrounding envi-
ronment. Such testing meant that “an ever larger and larger number of child-
ren” were assigned to special schools after being categorized as “mentally 
backward,” “defective,” or “difficult.” In fact, the Central Committee de-
clared, many of these children were perfectly capable of attending nor-
mal’naia shkola (normal schools), but once these labels had been affixed, 
they were considered ‘‘hopeless” cases. (p. 480) 

The 21st Century North American reader might see these charges as quite reason-
able and in accord with current critiques of tracked schools; in a unique turn of 
irony, these criticisms have especially emerged from those working from a Marxist 
perspective (e.g., Apple, 1982). The fact is, however, that rather than pathologizing 
those who lacked normal sensory functioning or who exhibited what was termed 
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mental retardation, Vygotsky (1993) argued against the notion that they were de-
fective. Kozulin and Gindis (2007) review the “mechanistic mentality of the 1920s 
that explicitly compared human beings with mechanisms” (p. 333), which pro-
duced the belief that extranormative conditions (see Smagorinsky, 2011b) can be 
diagnosed and corrected.  
 Vygotsky (2003) resisted the prevalent mechanistic approach that children with 
special needs were defective and should be fixed. He instead viewed the question 
of their condition “as a sociocultural rather than an organic or individual develop-
mental phenomenon” (Kozulin & Gindis, 2007, p. 334). Kozulin and Gindis find 
that  

The essence of Vygotsky’s approach to remedial education is in addressing 
the secondary disability, that is, by countering the negative social conse-
quences of the primary disability. Vygotsky believed that physical and men-
tal impairment could be overcome by creating alternative but essentially 
equivalent roads for cultural development. By acquiring the psychological 
tools, disabled children transform their natural abilities into higher mental 
functions as do their nondisabled peers. (p. 345) 

To Vygotsky (1993), rather than “fixing” the “defect” in the child, an educator 
should strive to minimize or eliminate any environmental factors that could am-
plify the challenging effects of the original point of concern. Vygotsky further 
sought to identify “alternative but equally equivalent roads for cultural develop-
ment” through the provision of alternative psychological tools. The notion of pro-
viding broader means of mediation would accommodate the special needs and 
abilities of such children, requiring changes in the environment so that alternative 
paths to performance are available to suit the unique interests and abilities of  
people outside the normal range of social functioning.  
 In spite of this humane dimension to pedology, the movement was undermined 
by the presence of other ideological agendas. Political leaders, Ewing (2001) notes, 
were concerned that pedologists were “displaying ‘pedological distortions,’ suc-
cumbing to ‘class-hostile elements,’ and engaging in ‘wrecking’ activity with ‘anti-
Leninist’ objectives” (p. 472), suggesting that the welfare of children was viewed 
and interpreted solely within the framework of the state’s ideology. The Decree’s 
recommendations, he argues, were made as part of a broader move toward more 
repressive policies and government intervention in both daily life and science in 
the Soviet Union.  
 This shift was no doubt influenced by the fearful and nativist response to the 
rise of Nazis in neighboring Germany, the Soviet regime’s effort to find a 
scapegoat for shortcomings of their school system, and a rise in esteem for the 
proletariat accompanied by a distrust of “elite” intellectuals, many of whom 
found themselves suddenly and fatefully threatened in Soviet life. Ewing (2001) 
continues: 
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The Central Committee went beyond these complaints about school policies, 
however, by charging that pedological theory itself was based on “falsely-
scientific and anti-Marxist foundations.” In particular, any suggestion that 
children’s fate was “determined” by “fixed” social or biological factors was 
condemned as directly contradictory to ‘‘socialist development,” which had 
“successfully re-educated people.” Such claims about environmental and he-
reditary influences allegedly revealed an “uncritical” borrowing of “bour-
geois” theories intended to maintain the dominant positions of “exploiting 
classes” and “superior races” by perpetuating the “physical and spiritual 
doom of the working classes and ‘inferior races.”’ (p. 480) 

In this climate, reading Vygotsky and his colleagues was forbidden almost imme-
diately following his death; indeed, the translation of Thought and Language into 
English in 1962 predated its availability in the Soviet Union by a dozen years. 
Kozulin and Gindis (2007) note, “For political reasons, any open discussion of 
Vygotsky’s ideas was practically impossible from 1936 to the late 1950s” (p. 334); 
and Daniels (2007) reports that Vygotsky’s book Pedagogical Psychology “was 
considered to be so politically unacceptable to the rulers of the Soviet state that one 
had to have a special pass from the KGB that would admit one to the restricted 
reading room in the Lenin Library where the book could be read” (p. 307). 
 Vygotsky no doubt embraced much about Marxism, but not enough to suit the 
state. The environment of fear in which psychologists of his day worked, in which 
ideology always trumped science, surely helped to shape his writing, no matter 
how courageous he might have been in taking on the orthodoxies of his day—
challenging the work, for instance, of Pavlov, the reigning titan of the era. Of 
course, the 21st Century United States has seen no shortage of ideology superseding 
science in such areas as debates about global warming and stem cell research; has 
seen “elite” intellectuals fall into distrust during times of threat; and has seen fear 
of ominous outsiders contribute to a more closed society. The Soviet Union was 
not unique in these matters. Those in the U.S. who hold positions opposed to those 
of political leaders, however, face little prospect of execution or lifelong impris-
onment under brutal conditions, as dissidents did throughout the Soviet era. Vygot-
sky’s life and career were conducted within this environment of deadly repression, 
coupled with his own continual bouts with his fatal illness. His remarkable schol-
arly output could conceivably be partly attributed to the urgency his life took on 
under the constant specter of death from within and from without, in conjunction 
with the genius that earned him the title The Mozart of Psychology. 

INCONSISTENCIES WITHIN VYGOTSKY’S WORK 

Like many whose work develops over time, Vygotsky was not consistent over the 
course of his career with some of his key constructs. He also appeared to contradict 
himself even when working on a single text. Wertsch (2007) argues that Vygotsky 
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was inconsistent in his account of mediation, a central dimension of his account of 
human development. Mediation in general refers to the manner in which thinking 
occurs by means of a medium, particularly speech; without such a medium, there is 
no means by which to think or communicate. Listening to and engaging in speech 
with cultural elders and veterans is what provides a person with a worldview and 
the specific language through which to characterize it, allows for new ideas to 
emerge through the process of expression and articulation, enables the develop-
ment of signs that embody concepts, and provides the means through which people 
communicate with others and act upon their worlds (see Chapter 3). Wertsch (1991) 
and others have since expanded the cultural tool kit to include a host of nonverbal 
mediational means (cf. Smagorinsky, 2001; see Chapter 8), with the recognition that, 
as Luria argued, speech remains the “tool of tools” (Cole, 1996, p. 108). 
 Wertsch (2007) argues that the inconsistencies he finds in Vygotsky’s account 
of mediation follow from Vygotsky’s simultaneous grounding in what appear to be 
contradictory ontologies in European thought. On a broad scale, these ontologies or 
traditions are realized in speech, including the written speech found in cultural 
texts, and so serve as mediational means for whole fields of thought. The contra-
dictory traditions that shaped perspectives for Vygotsky included one that produces 
“explicit” mediation (through observable means) and one that produces “implicit” 
mediation (through intangible means). These perspectives follow from what 
Wertsch (2000) has called “designative” or Enlightenment (or what Bakhurst 
[2007] calls “rationalist”) traditions, and “expressivist” or Romantic traditions, 
both of which had influenced European thought for centuries at the time of Vygot-
sky’s career (see Chapter 7). While Wertsch (2000) has argued previously that  
Vygotsky seemed unaware of this contradiction and never resolved it, in 2007 he 
looks for more synthesis, arguing that “the two forms of mediation can be seen as 
part of a larger theoretical framework when one considers some commonalities in 
the way he treated these forms. In particular, he viewed both forms of mediation 
under the general dictum that sign meaning develops” (p. 191). 
 Cole and Gajdamaschko (2007) further note that Vygotsky used culture in three 
distinct ways: as artistic and creative processes and products, as mediational means 
in human mentation, and as a term to characterize groups of people who have pro-
duced particular sorts of rationalist artifacts considered more “advanced” than the 
means developed by “primitive” people—a sort of cultural judgment that seems 
out of synch with Vygotsky’s other conceptions of culture (see Smagorinsky, 
1995a; Chapter 3). Knowing the implications of each definition, argues Wertsch 
(2007), helps "reduce the incidence of bogus disagreement as we seek to harness 
Vygotsky's conceptual system" (p. 192). 

THE EPHEMERAL QUALITY OF VYGOTSKY’S CONCEPTION OF MIND 

Bakhurst (2007) makes the point that “Vygotsky’s brilliant portrait of the mind’s 
place in nature far outruns the empirical data4 that prompted it. . . . [H]is legacy 
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endures as a kind of prolegomenon to empirical psychology rather than an instance 
of it” (p. 57). Meshcheryakov (2007) further quotes Vygotsky as claiming that he 
had not yet fully defined his own terms, nor need he bother. Vygotsky wrote, 

One might think that, in exploring the question of higher mental functions, it 
is necessary to begin by giving a clear definition of higher mental functions 
and indicating what criteria enable us to distinguish them from elementary 
functions. But it seems to me that a precise definition is not something that 
belongs to the beginning phase of scientific knowledge. Instead, I believe I 
can limit myself initially merely to empirical and heuristic definitions. (Vy-
gotsky, 1982–1984, pp. 367–368; quoted in Meshcheryakov, pp. 160–161) 

Indeed, Vygotsky’s work, as explained in his publications, reads more like a set of 
pilot studies than the sort of polished research published in 21st century journals.  
 Further, Vygotsky is driven to understand phenomena that are not visible, such 
as inner speech and how it comes into being. Inner speech refers to the cognitive 
processes that follow from the appropriation of both social speech and its ideologi-
cal framework such that one adopts cultural means of mediation (particularly that 
provided by speech) for self-regulation, ideas, and other means of acting in the 
world in accordance with social standards and practices. The endeavor to name 
inner speech and understand its workings is entirely inferential and only indirectly 
supportable through empirical evidence.  
 In order to accept Vygotsky’s theory of the development of inner speech—to 
some, the cornerstone of his broader argument that learning to think is a function 
of appropriating speech-based concepts through cultural practice—one needs to 
accept the plausibility of his assembly of evidence from a broad range of observ-
able phenomena, all of which ultimately rest on the acceptance of a web of related 
inferences based on research that does not quite meet 21st century standards for 
reporting findings. Perhaps the lack of empirical support in his own work, at least 
as reported in his writing, has contributed to the attempt by current scholars to 
conduct new investigations using many decades of accumulated knowledge, new 
technologies for collecting and analyzing data, and continued insights from the 
growing body of Vygotskian studies. 
 Zinchenko (2007) describes both Russian traditions for conducting scholarship 
and the elusive quality of the sociocognitive processes that Vygotsky sought to 
describe. Both Zinchenko and Vygotsky freely draw on the belles lettres to illumi-
nate aspects of a cultural theory of the development of consciousness. Poets,  
psychologists, and philosophers have been equally perplexed and metaphoric about 
the nature of thinking and speech. I gather from my reading of Vygotsky and 
Zinchenko, and also from U.S.-based researchers such as Cole (1996) who work in 
this tradition, that Russian scholarship has been historically, and remains, more 
ecumenical in its search for viable sources than is customary in most U. S. scholar-
ship. Zinchenko (2007) includes references to Russian poet and novelist Boris 
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Pasternak, U. S. and British poet T. S. Eliot, Russian poet Nikolai Zabolotsky, 
Russian poet and playwright Aleksandr Pushkin, and others from the world of arts 
to attempt to capture the more ephemeral qualities of how people think. After  
quoting Pasternak at length, Zinchenko notes that  

No matter how far we move toward unraveling this mystery, we need to real-
ize that there is an element of magic in the creative act. According to Paster-
nak, this act is “the tangible sorcery or alchemy, which makes the work of art 
seem to be an accidentally broken off piece of the very density of being or 
form making essence of being rather than reflection or descriptions of life” 
(Pasternak, 1990, pp. 366–367). It is a different question whether we can see 
this sorcery, whether we will be able to penetrate, see behind these purest 
forms the fringes of their internal forms, their sense and meaning. This is al-
ready an issue of our aesthetic culture or taste, an issue of the richness of 
poorness of our own inner form. (p. 241) 

In relying on literary expression to make his points and openly acknowledging the 
mysterious and magical nature of his enterprise, Zinchenko accepts the evanescent 
qualities of the workings of the mind, yet forges ahead nonetheless. “[D]espite the 
possible, sometimes striking depth and transparency of thought, it is heterogeneous 
and syncretistic in its origins,” he says. “All the forces of the soul participate in its 
birth” (p. 239). Now, that’s one difficult claim to support empirically. And yet if 
one turns to poets for plausible, if not verifiable, truths about the world, it provides 
some insight into the challenge of developing a comprehensive psychology of the 
human mind and its development in its historical, social, cultural, and physical 
context—a context that, as the reciprocal notion of context suggests, each human in 
turns helps to construct. 
 I infer that in an explicitly atheistic, materialist, Marxist culture and the psycho-
logical theories that emerged from it, its architects cannot escape the need for a 
degree of mysticism in their formulation. Even with an effort to ground their psy-
chology in as scientific a foundation as possible, Vygotsky and his colleagues and 
descendents must locate the discipline’s “soul.” In Soviet Moscow, religion was 
not a possible source of the more mystic and magical elements of an explanation of 
how people and their minds come into being, function, and develop. Poetry, I infer 
from my remote perch, was engaged with as a way to explain such acknowledged 
mysteries.  
 Anyone who knows me knows that I am not endorsing religion here (see  
Smagorinsky, 2011b, for the possibility that those on the autism spectrum, where I 
fall, are often atheists). Rather, I am making the point that at its least visible levels, 
mind remains an evanescent construct that can only take shape for many through non-
scientific means. I take comfort in the fact that some of the most brilliant minds of the 
last century have had no more success in empirically explaining the human mind than 
I have; and at the same time, this mystic hole at the bottom of Vygotsky’s theory 
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gives me and others something to attempt to continue to fill, if not sink into en-
tirely, as we take up his unfinished project, whether we do so from pragmatic or 
anagogic methods and motivations.  

VYGOTSKY’S “TEDIOUS INVESTIGATIONS” 

Vygotsky’s writing is characterized by what he wryly refers to as his “tedious in-
vestigations” into extant views (1999, p. 119). In order to create space for his own 
revolutionary ideas, he first needed to unpack and refute, in excruciating detail, the 
ideas of those he sought to displace in accounting for human mentation. This ten-
dency can test the patience of even the most devoted readers of Vygotsky as they 
endure his meticulous repudiation of scholars whose work dominated the field 
through the 1930s. 
 In a lengthy section of The Psychology of Art titled “Critique,” Vygotsky (1971) 
dedicates three chapters to his dissatisfaction with contemporary scholarship in the 
areas of art as perception, art as technique, and art as psychoanalysis. Fundamen-
tally, Vygotsky critiques the “unilateral intellectualism” of art psychology in his 
day, in which “Art requires brain work; all the rest is incidental in the psychology 
of art” (p. 32), particularly the emotional substance that to Vygotsky is central. He 
rejects the idea that an art form “can be reduced to processes of perception, or to 
pure brainwork” (p. 33).  
 Vygotsky’s refutations of his antecedent and contemporary thinkers permeate 
his review of the fable, the short story, and the tragedy, which he undertakes in 
order to establish what distinguishes a text as a work of art. One must again wade 
through his exhaustive analyses of those whose views he considers to be based on 
inappropriate premises. Although on occasions critics such as G. E. Lessing (1864) 
are “quite right” and “quite correctly” make certain points (p. 98), Vygotsky  
inevitably points out “the weakness of the positions which Lessing tries so desper-
ately to defend” (p. 108). Lessing is but one of many critics whose ideas Vygotsky 
outlines in detail and then rejects as hopelessly misguided. The modern reader 
must approach these investigations with a certain patience as the young Vygotsky  
dismisses what he views as both significant and flawed literary criticism of his day 
in order to outline a psychology of art that will inform current thinking about the  
psychology of both art and mediated thinking in general. 
 Vygotsky also referenced, without explanation, contemporaries whose careers 
remain obscure for the 21st century reader. After, for instance, a lengthy discussion 
of views of art based on theories of perception, he concludes,  

Thus, anyone endeavoring to investigate the history of the Russian intelli-
gentsia on the basis of the Chatskiis and Pechorins risks remaining with the 
completely fallacious ideas and understandings of the phenomena under 
study. With such a brand of scientific investigation we may hit the target no 
more than once in a thousand times. This, more than any theoretical  
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considerations, testifies to the groundlessness and superficiality of the theory 
whose fine points we have just discussed. (p. 49) 

When I came across this passage, I had to backtrack through the chapter, and then 
consult the book’s index, to discover that Chatskii and Pechorin have not previ-
ously been mentioned by Vygotsky, at least not in the 1971 English translation. 
Internet searches reveal that Pechorin is the main character of the Mikhail Lermon-
tov5 novella A Hero of Our Time, written in 1839 and revised in 1841. Lermontov 
is mentioned once before in The Psychology of Art, but for a poem6.  
 Identifying Chatskii was just as difficult. Chatskii is the protagonist of A. S. 
Griboedov’s 1824 play Woe from Wit (one of many translations of the title);  
neither Griboedov nor his play is mentioned elsewhere in the MIT Press translation 
of The Psychology of Art. Vygotsky references this character in the final pages of 
Thinking and Speech (Vygotsky, 1987a, pp. 281–283) in discussing Stanislavsky’s 
view that actors must discover their affective-volitional core in order to convinc-
ingly motivate the characters they portray (cf. Burkitt, 2002) and to argue that, 
because thinking is mediated by cultural tools such as speech—“thought is never 
the direct equivalent of word meanings” (p. 282)—another person’s thoughts can 
only be inferred by understanding “the most secret internal plane of verbal  
thinking—its motivation” (p. 283).  
 Chatskii was thus a common enough cultural reference for Soviets of his era for 
Vygotsky to reference him both early and late in his career. Perhaps these allusions 
were better situated in Vygotsky’s original text, but did not survive Scripta Tech-
nica’s editorial cuts for the English translation published by MIT Press. The  
modern U.S. reader, or at least this one, has no such heritage or complete text to 
employ in recognizing the import of these characters in Vygotsky’s discussion, 
making his explorations of his contemporaries perplexing in many ways to modern 
readers from outside the Soviet sphere. 
 The young Vygotsky, however, only set the stage for the mature Vygotsky. 
Throughout his work he presents readerly challenges by taking a contemporary or 
antecedent thinker, outlining his or her views, and then saying something along the 
lines of, “This explanation is clearly unsatisfactory” (e.g., 1987, p. 202) and  
providing his alternative interpretation. The dutiful novice reader often, as I did 
when first began reading Vygotsky, reads his account of a contemporary with pen 
in hand, underlining and producing marginalia to grasp the ideas, only to have  
Vygotsky then dismiss these views as pathetically ill-advised.  
 The scholars he eviscerates often rank among the most celebrated thinkers of the 
era: Freud, Piaget, James, Lange, Pavlov, and countless others. Readers must learn 
to recognize this technique of review-and-debunk and not get too bogged down in 
mastering the concepts outlined, only to have them dismissed as laughably and 
pathetically foolish and uninformed. Vygotsky’s “tedious investigations” served a 
critical purpose when he addressed his contemporaries in the 1920s and 1930s  
because he needed to take on the reigning assumptions of his time in order to offer 
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his own vision. Such analyses are less important to the 21st century reader except to 
provide the historical context for Vygotsky’s revolutionary ideas. Being aware of 
his analytic method can spare such readers considerable frustration in attempting to 
grasp Vygotsky’s cultural-historical psychology. 

MOVING ON IN SPITE OF THE CHALLENGES 

I have outlined a daunting set of challenges facing the 21st Century North Ameri-
can in appropriating Vygotsky’s ideas for newly-undertaken literacy research. In 
the following chapters I continue to work within these problematic conditions as I 
attempt to lay out a Vygotskian framework for studying literacy as a socially-
situated, culturally- and historically-grounded form of mediated action that shapes 
human development. 

NOTES 
1  I found the term “genetic” extremely confusing when I first began reading Vygotskian scholarship, 

because to me it sounded like a reference to biological development due to what appeared to be the 
root of “gene.” The Russian term from which it derives, however, is less concerned with fixed, gene-
based factors than with all facets that contribute to human development. Significantly, Vygotsky op-
posed Piaget on the matter of whether human development proceeds according to biologically un-
folding stages, or as Vygotsky proposed, is shaped environmentally through cultural practice. 

2  I use Byelorussia to characterize the nation/state prior to 1990; it was renamed Belarus following its 
achievement of independence concurrent with the collapse of the Soviet Union.  

3  The terms translated as “defectology” and “mental retardation” sound harsh to ears attuned to 21st 
century sensibilities. I use them here as they were translated from their original context, without pre-
sentist judgment about their sensitivity. 

4  Throughout this book I use the formal convention of treating “data” as a plural term and “datum” as 
a singular term. 

5  Lermontov, who died at age 26 from a gunshot wound suffered during a duel, is considered by many 
to be Russia’s greatest poet following Pushkin, who by coincidence also died following a duel at age 
37. 

6  The translation in The Psychology of Art suggests that the poem  may be “Sail,” although I can only 
guess. See http://www.mostov.com/sail/ for an example of how this poem may be translated in see-
mingly infinite ways. 
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CHAPTER 2 

KEY TERMS AND CONSTRUCTS IN ADOPTING  
A VYGOTSKIAN PERSPECTIVE 

In this chapter I review key terms in Vygotskian scholarship and their conceptual 
basis in literacy research. The position I am outlining is based on the assumption 
that a person's frameworks for thinking are developed through problem-solving 
action carried out in specific settings whose social structures have been developed 
through historical, culturally-grounded actions. This perspective focuses attention 
on the predominant value systems and social practices that characterize the settings 
in which the learning of literacy practices unfolds. Undoubtedly, the value systems 
in which I have been embedded, and in which I have embedded myself, contribute 
to my interpretation of these constructs. 
 I next elaborate the key concepts of settings, signs and tools, appropriation, 
mind, and concepts, and subcategories of terms and their related concepts as they 
apply to literacy research. These terms play a prominent role in the chapters that 
follow. A glossary at the end of this book provides pithier accounts of each. 

SETTINGS 

The contexts for human development provide the means of mediation through 
which people appropriate ways of thinking and acting in the world. Borrowing 
terms from Sarason (1972), Wertsch (1985), and others, I refer to the contexts that 
mediate the development of consciousness as settings. Lave (1988) makes a dis-
tinction between an arena, which has visible structural features, and a setting, 
which represents the individual’s construal of that arena. A school-as-arena has 
properties that are indisputable (e.g., desks may be bolted to floors or students may 
sit at tables; metal detectors may be installed at external doors). As a setting, the 
school building and its activities may be construed by individuals in particular 
ways through their schematic representations of the situation.  
 Thus, while two teachers may work at the same school-as-arena, they may have 
distinctly different understandings of the school setting based on their own goals, 
histories, and experiences in the institution. One may construct chairs that  
are bolted to the floor as a way to fix students’ attention on the front of the class-
room where it belongs and thus promote learning; another may view these same 
bolted chairs as a deterrent to flexible arrangements that enable students to form 
cooperative learning groups that promote learning. To understand schooling from a  
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Vygotskian perspective, it is necessary to take into account the history that each 
participant brings in his or her construction of the setting (Smagorinsky, 2010; 
Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998a). The question of individual history and 
identity within settings, then, becomes part of the consideration of their dynamic 
and evolving nature. I next detail the aspects of settings that I see as relevant to 
understanding action that is mediated in three ways: 
 socially (i.e., by immediate human interactions, such as those involved in par-

ticular classroom episodes, e.g., when a classroom is conducted according to a 
teacher’s preferred pattern of interaction, such as a lecture or discussion);  

 culturally (i.e., by human interactions that are grounded in recurring patterns 
among people over time, such as those involved when routines and rituals are 
invoked, e.g., when middle-class turn-taking is indicated by students’ raising 
of hands to index their wish to take a public speaking turn); and 

 historically (i.e., by the precedents through which cultural and social values 
have been developed over time, such as those involved in the establishment of 
guiding conventions, e.g., when the values of the white middle class have a 
history of being instituted as the predominant social and cultural practices that 
determine school decorum). 

Motive 

Settings encourage particular social practices that presumably participants will 
come to see as worthwhile means to a better future, grounded as they are in cultural-
historical activity that has produced the present from which they emerge. Such  
settings provide constraints—i.e., those limitations that help to focus activity on 
what is most productive toward cultural ends—and affordances—i.e., those fac-
tors that promote opportunities toward those same ends—that channel, limit, 
and support learners’ efforts to adopt the prevailing social practices.  
 I began using the term “channel” mistakenly by improperly recalling and 
referencing Valsiner (1998), who uses the term “canalize” to refer to the manner 
in which activity is functionally and directionally shaped by both tacit and  
explicit means. I have come to prefer my corruption of “channel” because I find 
“canalize” to be a bit clunky, and so have used “channel” in my own work  
synonymously with Valsiner’s term. I also see it as a bit more flexible etymol-
ogically in that a canal is necessarily a human construction, while a channel 
may be created by either people or nature. While Vygotsky and the field of  
cultural-historical psychology have been primarily concerned with human social 
constructions, geography has often figured into the development of societies in 
terms of people’s need to adapt to local conditions and develop attendant  
cultural practices (e.g., the centrality of fishing in largely coastal Panama vs. the 
need to develop agricultural practices in the landlocked Republic of Niger, and 
the cultural practices that emerge from such essential activity). 
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 Central to a setting is the motive or outcome implicit in the setting, one toward 
which action is channeled. Although I have found other definitions for such terms 
as motive, goal, object, and so on throughout Vygotskian scholarship, I find that 
Wertsch’s (1985) interpretation of Leont’ev’s (1981) notion of the motive of a set-
ting to be useful in my conception of literacy practices and so rely on his account 
here and elsewhere. Wertsch himself acknowledges that others might not agree 
with his view of motive; I accept it while recognizing that my lack of understand-
ing of Russian makes me reliant on the interpretations of others whose perspectives 
I have grown to trust. 
 According to Wertsch (1985), “the motive that is involved in a particular setting 
specifies what is to be maximized in that setting. By maximizing one goal, one set 
of behaviors, and the like over others, the motive also determines what will be 
given up if need be in order to accomplish something else” (p. 212). This motive 
provides a setting with a sense of purpose that implies a code of suitable conduct. 
The motive of a setting thus refers to the overall purpose of action within it, even if 
that motive might be contested, ignored, abandoned, or otherwise eschewed by 
some within the setting. A setting’s motive may be disputed or simply elided by 
those whose goals—those more local forward-directed plans of individuals or  
subsets of people—suggest a different course of action and social future.  
 A setting has a cultural history through which community members have estab-
lished specific outcomes that guide action within the setting. The condition of hav-
ing a cultural history requires that a setting involve “two or more people com[ing] 
together . . . over a sustained period of time in order to achieve certain goals” 
(Sarason, 1972, p. 1). Sarason, who is interested in the creation of new settings, 
foregrounds the ways in which people conceive, design, and enact practices and 
artifacts designed to sustain their newly-formed relationships and purposes for 
coming together; and the ways in which they typically overlook or underestimate 
factors that may work against their goals. Wertsch (1985), in contrast, focuses 
more on how existing practices and artifacts constrain and afford new action, say-
ing that “a setting guides the selection of actions and the operational composition 
of actions, and it determines the functional significance of these actions” (p. 212).  
 Their different focuses aside, both Wertsch (1985) and Sarason (1972) regard 
the condition of sustained relationships as central to a setting. These relationships 
are mediated by tools and signs (which I review in a later section of this chapter) 
for which participants develop over time a general agreement over purposes and 
meaning. Without widespread agreement on the motive and mediational means, a 
setting could not exist. Central, then, to the existence of a setting is the condition 
that action within settings is goal-oriented—or more broadly speaking, motive-
oriented—and that a set of consistently employed practices and artifacts exists to 
mediate development toward those ends. 
 Consensus on an overriding motive, however, is problematic. Multiple and 
competing desired outcomes often coexist within a setting, though typically some 
predominate. The overriding motive for a setting, then, provides channels that  
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encourage and discourage particular ways of thinking and acting. The Soviet Union 
itself provides a clear example of this phenomenon. The state had official positions 
regarding the motive of Soviet society, driven by Marxist principles that quickly 
became subsumed into totalitarian rule and thus were deeply compromised, given 
that pure communism’s ultimate theoretical outcome is the elimination of the state 
altogether. The government used brutal means of coercion to maintain this motive, 
which was nonetheless contested by schismatics who either fled, were imprisoned, 
were executed, or were forced to live double lives under the guise of compliance. 
These dissidents nonetheless persevered and maintained subcommunities of prac-
tice based on religion, ideology, and other driving perspectives. The official motive 
of the setting, established and reinforced by those with military power, dominated 
the Soviet state. Dissident motives were oppressed, even as those who opposed the 
state maintained their goals to produce a more open society. 
 From the perspective of literacy development, settings may have motives that 
are defied or resisted by those with competing goals. A school might be run by 
administrators who value a cultural-heritage approach to education that inculcates 
students with Western perspectives on the arts, history, literature, science, and 
other disciplines. Yet individual teachers within this setting and its officially sanc-
tioned motive might use methods grounded in Deweyan progressivism, Freirean 
critical literacy, or other epistemologies that contest the overriding values of the 
institution or are even explicitly designed to undermine them. Soviet-style crack-
downs might suppress such teaching or eliminate the teachers entirely, or various 
means of dissent or freedom might be allowed to sustain these practices. In either 
case, the motive of the setting might be tacit or explicit and even contractual, 
which cannot entirely eliminate other goals from developing that point in other 
directions toward other sorts of social futures. 
 Fine (1987) has coined the term idioculture to describe cultures-within-cultures 
(cf. Cole, 1996; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 2000), and I’ve adapted it to 
account for idiosettings, i.e., setting-within-settings. Within any given culture and 
its motive, local cultures may operate within the larger social structure yet be nego-
tiated in ways that take a different direction from that suggested by the predomi-
nant motive of the setting. The presence of idiocultures or idiosettings helps to 
account for the ways in which subcultures may operate within larger settings. How 
effectively and with what recourse they function is a situational matter. 

Bakhtin and Dialogism 

Bakhtin’s (1981, 1984) construct of dialogism—frequently used by Vygotskian 
theorists (e.g., Wertsch, 1991) to help account for the ways in which people appro-
priate frameworks for thinking—is relevant to the effort to understand how people 
learn how to think in relation to the cultural practices of those who surround them 
in settings. This term, along with its associated constructs of heteroglossia and 
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multivoicedness, refers to the ways in which all new utterance involves a revoicing of 
a previous utterance. Thinking and speech are, in this sense, always derivative of prior 
thinking and speech, even as new juxtapositions of previously unpaired ideas may 
produce new, and thus seemingly creative, ideas (John-Steiner & Meehan, 2000). 
 Many prefer Bakhtin’s emphasis on the utterance—that is, a unit of speech that 
could range from single words to larger assemblies of text of presumably indeter-
minate length—to Vygotsky’s emphasis on word meaning as the unit of analysis 
for understanding cognitive development. As I will review in Chapter 8, many  
others dispute the exclusive emphasis on speech altogether in considering the  
mediational means through which consciousness develops. Differences in  
emphasis may well follow from theorists’ disciplinary orientations; in this case, of 
psychology (Vygotsky) and philosophy and literary criticism (Bakhtin).  
 Although they were contemporaries (Vygotsky lived from 1896-1934, Bakhtin 
from 1895–1975) from the same nation, they likely never met. Vygotsky was a Jew 
from humble beginnings in Gomel, Byelorussia who ascended quickly through the 
bureaucratic apparatus that controlled education and psychology in Moscow, where 
he spent the bulk of his career after his initial teaching job in Gomel. Bakhtin came 
from a wealthy family of the noble ranks in Oryol, Russia, yet spent an itinerant 
life as a teacher, bookkeeper, and practitioner of other literary professions. He 
lived in a variety of cities in the Western Soviet Union, only settling in Moscow for 
a brief period after Vygotsky’s death. During Vygotsky’s career in Moscow,  
Bakhtin lived in Leningrad, in exile in Kazakhstan following accusations of being 
affiliated with the banned Russian Orthodox Church (and only spared a worse fate 
because of illness), and in the small cities of Kustanai, Saransk, and Kimry. What 
Vygotsky and Bakhtin shared, even with such different lives and trajectories, was a 
history of poor health (Bakhtin required a leg amputation due to bone disease in 
1938, four years after Vygotsky’s death; had his other leg amputated in 1969; and 
ultimately died of emphysema following a lifetime of heavy smoking), repression 
by authorities, and intellectual brilliance that followed Marxist principles yet was 
nonetheless viewed as subversive by The Party. 
 More germane to my current discussion is the fact that Bakhtin’s scholarship 
was grounded in philosophy and literary criticism, while Vygotsky, after his doc-
toral dissertation on the psychology of art in primarily literary works, became more 
of a laboratory psychologist. Vygotsky had ready audiences through his position as 
a lecturer in Moscow, while Bakhtin led a more obscure life, relying on handwrit-
ten manuscripts that, in times of desperation, he sacrificed as rolling paper for the 
insatiable tobacco habit that ultimately led to his death.  
 Of course, there are many more details that both join and separate these two  
oft-linked Soviet theorists (see especially Wertsch, 1991). Of relevance to the 
points I’m trying to make here is Bakhtin’s focus on longer texts of speech, includ-
ing whole novels and the genres in which they are situated. Vygotsky was more 
concerned with the meaning of spoken or written words of briefer duration,  
perhaps the single word with which his work is often associated. Even if one  
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accepts this difference, which I believe follows at least to some extent from the 
sorts of texts available to them in their disciplinary fields, their ideas are related in 
important ways in terms of the manner in which the word or utterance does not 
appear out of thin air but instead is part of a larger dialogue or ongoing discourse. 
 U. S. literary critic Kenneth Burke was born in 1897, making him a contempo-
rary of both Vygotsky and Bakhtin and thus part of the Zeitgeist that advanced the 
notion of cultural-historical, dialogic thinking1. Burke illustrates, without naming 
Bakhtin, the notion of dialogism through his metaphor of a parlor conversation:  

Where does the drama get its materials? From the "unending conversation" 
that is going on at the point in history when we are born. Imagine that you 
enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, others have long preceded 
you, and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for 
them to pause and tell you exactly what it is about. In fact, the discussion had 
already begun long before any of them got there, so that no one present is 
qualified to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a 
while, until you decide that you have caught the tenor of the argument; then 
you put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer him; another comes to 
your defense; another aligns himself against you, to either the embarrassment 
or gratification of your opponent, depending upon the quality of your ally's 
assistance. However, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, you 
must depart. And you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously in 
progress. (1941, pp. 110–111) 

Discourse in this sense is always a conversational turn directed to others, even if 
they are only anticipated or imagined. Dialogism produces the discourse of a par-
ticular community, such as educators who endorse the cultural heritage tradition; 
those who critique this tradition through such approaches as critical theory; or 
those who provide an alternative to this tradition through such approaches as pro-
gressive pedagogies that democratically engage students in joint activity designed 
to inquire. Such discourse typically becomes normalized in terms of its ideology 
when its practitioners’ historical, ongoing conversation ceases to question certain 
axioms, a process that in turn marginalizes other perspectives on the topic.  
 Thus, for instance, in ongoing conversations in the U. S. about character educa-
tion among people for whom a sacred text (e.g., The Holy Bible) prescribes moral-
ity, it may be axiomatic that character is composed of a set of fixed traits (e.g., 
honesty, responsibility) that are invariant and may be instructed to youth and sin-
ners through didactic methods. Those who believe that notions of character are 
relative, situated, and locally constructed are marginalized and dismissed among 
such discussants when those who argue for “universal” notions of character (e.g., 
Lickona, 1991) dominate the debate (Smagorinsky & Taxel, 2005). 
 Dialogism may be exhibited explicitly (e.g., as part of an actual conversation) or 
through what Bakhtin (1984) calls hidden dialogicality in which texts are produced 
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as conversational turns that take into account prior texts, even if those texts are not 
present or acknowledged (Wertsch, 1999). In this sense texts are emplotted  
(Ricoeur, 1983) within a continuum of narratives or lines of argument. A text or 
utterance never stands alone, but is always in conversation with prior and antici-
pated conversational turns, including whatever historical corrections are necessary 
in order for the story to remain honorable or meet some other standard for public 
enshrinement. For example, U. S. history textbooks elide contradictions and  
uncomfortable facts in producing a grand narrative of the U. S. as a leading moral 
force in the development of society (Loewen, 1996). Similarly, Russian textbooks 
were rewritten following the fall of the Soviet Union to produce versions of his-
torical events that met new political exigencies for the restored Russian state, with 
official accounts of the Russian Civil War and World War II revised to reflect new 
narrative needs (Wertsch, 1999). 
 In the current character education movement, narratives are presented about the 
bygone days of virtue and modern decline of morality, the story of the United 
States’ civic heritage and its current demise, and other efforts to “return” to what 
one state character education leader calls “a saner, simpler time in history,” in spite 
of the legacy of slavery by both the fabled Founding Fathers and many other land-
owners, a long history of lynching of Black and occasionally Jewish citizens, a 
century of Jim Crow laws that made life for African Americans cruel and bleak, 
the denial of women the right to vote, the danger of workplaces for powerless em-
ployees and the accompanying resistance to reforms by management, and other 
problems historically imposed on the lives of the defenseless people in his state.  
 As suggested by these qualifications, these narratives of halcyon days of yore 
are, as Loewen (1996) points out, selective, presenting the United States according 
to its most glorious mythology and ignoring its many contradictions and those 
events that might promote feelings of shame and anger. This selectivity was  
exhibited in the 2011 reading of the Constitution, initiated by a new wave of con-
servative politicians elected to the U. S. Congress, which they edited to eliminate 
its language characterizing Black people as only 60% human and thus maintain the 
illusion that the Founding Fathers were men of immaculate character, a perspective 
undermined by histories that reveal them to be just as vain, arrogant, and otherwise 
flawed as 21st century politicians are (e.g., McCullough, 2001).  
 Like the notion of dialogism, intertextuality refers to the ways in which any 
newly produced texts derive from prior texts. While dialogism refers to the fact of 
this ongoing conversation, intertextuality refers to the forms and social practices 
from which new texts take shape. Intertextuality thus helps account for the endur-
ing traits of discourse as well as the variations made in conventional forms by par-
ticular communities of practice. Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia asserts that these 
intertextual links rarely come in pure form but are reformed and repurposed as they 
become hybridized through their intersections with other discourses and social 
languages, at times in contradictory ways. In the literacy arena, for instance,  
hip-hop culture is growing in recognition as a distinct genre based in African 
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American experiences, with attendant stances, ideology, tropes, and other recog-
nizable features (see, e.g., Hill, 2009). At the same time, German rappers such as 
Fler, Bushido, and Sido have adopted American gangsta-style hip-hop, recasting 
the conventions in lyrics that glorify Aryan supremacist violence that would de-
stroy the very culture whose customs they employ.  
 The contributions of Bakhtin point to the dialogic and intertextual nature of all 
utterance. The processes involved contribute to ideological perpetuation as  
individuals revoice perspectives they have appropriated in prior settings. The 
availability of multivoicedness undermines the notion that settings are fatalistic, 
given that it provides other possibilities for individuals and groups, as is evident in 
political uprisings throughout history.  

The History of Settings 

The very existence of structures such as different settings for literacy—from Montes-
sori schools to military schools to spoken word collectives—is rooted in history. This 
perspective calls attention to the cultural goals of development (telos) and the ways in 
which environments are structured to promote development toward these goals (pro-
lepsis) (see Cole, 1996; Wertsch, 2000) to produce its eidos: the formal sum of its 
culture available through its value systems, intellectual life, sense of purpose, organi-
zation, and social practices. Both telos and prolepsis contribute to the motive of the 
setting, often in tacit ways. Cultures are infused with notions of ideal personal and 
societal futures that are promoted through the ways in which cultural activity is struc-
tured. Understanding the kinds of culturally defined futures that motivate people's 
activity and the sorts of tools they develop in order to help mediate one another's pro-
gress toward those futures is a central feature of a Vygotskian approach. 
 A teleological consideration is inextricably tied to the notion of progress in that 
it specifies or suggests an optimal outcome or destination for a group of people. 
This group may exist on a national level (e.g., the Soviet belief that communism 
was a more advanced form of society whose superiority would inevitably cause 
capitalism to ultimately fall by the wayside), on a spiritual level (e.g., the belief 
within the Baptist Church that faith, and not earthly works, will lead to salvation), 
on a subnational level (e.g., the different trajectories written into law for Gay,  
Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgendered, and Queer/Questioning (GLBTQ) people in the 
states of Arizona and Massachusetts), and within smaller entities of any size (e.g., 
the individualized, child-centered path of development in a Montessori school vs. 
the cultural heritage indoctrination emphasized in many other types of schools 
based on Hirsch’s [1987] notion of cultural literacy). 
 The notion of telos is thus often explicit in founding documents and other sorts of 
charters and mission statements. Prolepsis is less tangible, referring to the invisible 
and subconscious ways in which activity is directed toward particular ends. Rommet-
veit (1974) used the term to describe, as Wertsch (1985) summarizes his work, 
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a communicative process whereby individuals must identify others’ implicit 
assumptions in order to interpret their utterances. Rather than viewing com-
munication as a process that presupposes fixed and shared background know-
ledge and involves the transmission of information, Rommetveit suggests 
that a listener often must create background knowledge as part of “what is 
made known” in communication. That is, an understanding of the activity 
setting emerges for the junior participant as a “by-product” of communicat-
ing in it. (p. 216) 

Rommetveit (1974) describes here the tacit understandings that make clear com-
munication possible. I draw on Cole’s (1996) adaptation to broaden this aspect of 
interpersonal communication to a whole society’s tacit channeling of broad cultural 
activity toward a common teleological endpoint. Wells (1986), without using the 
term, describes prolepsis as follows: 

As mature members of a human culture, parents have quite specific ideas 
about what sorts of behavior have meaning and so, in interpreting the baby’s 
gestures, noises, and so on, parents assimilate them to behaviors that they 
themselves find meaningful. The meanings attributed are therefore cultural 
meanings and, in their responses, parents provide culturally appropriate feed-
back that has the effect of shaping the infant’s behavior towards what is cul-
turally acceptable and meaningful. (p. 35; emphasis in original)  

An example of how prolepsis works comes from Rubin, Provezano, and Luria 
(1974), who studied adults interacting with babies in a nursery. Regardless of the 
child’s actual genitalia, which were hidden beneath the diapers, those babies wear-
ing pink diapers were treated sweetly and gently, while those wearing blue were 
bounced more robustly and spoken to in louder and more vigorous tones. The  
social future of these infants was thus projected into their current treatment, in turn 
making a conventionally gendered future more likely. Rheingold and Cook (1975), 
studying how parents prepare homes for babies following their initial introduction 
to the world in hospitals, found that parents often both anticipate and help to con-
struct their children’s gendered futures, decorating boys’ rooms with transportation 
motifs and other worldly pursuits and girls’ rooms with dolls, lace, and similar 
domesticalia. The shaping of children’s environments by adults projects a life tra-
jectory that is often reinforced across the many settings in which young people are 
socialized into appropriate adult roles. These projections undoubtedly contribute to 
the dissonance experienced by GLBTQ youth when awakening to other sexual 
possibilities that might lead to gender dysphoria: the troubled feelings that may 
follow from how their orientation is perceived and responded to by others.  
 Through the process of telos, society perpetuates its practices and truisms, at 
times to the detriment or limitation to some groups within it, such as GLBTQ  
residents of U. S. Southern Baptist communities that adhere to the doctrine that 
“Christians should oppose . . . all forms of sexual immorality, including . . .  
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homosexuality” (Rogers, 1999). As Cole (1996) describes the proleptic means by 
which cultures channel their inhabitants toward particular sorts of social futures, 
“when neonates enter the world they are already the objects of adult, culturally 
conditioned interpretation. . . . They come bathed in the concepts their community 
holds about babies just as surely as they come bathed in amniotic fluid” (pp. 183–
184). The notion that people are products of culture, then, refers to the ways in 
which society embeds its assumptions in daily social practice, thus codifying the 
world in particular ways and suggesting the naturalness, appropriateness, and often 
inevitableness of conventional ways of living within it. The world thus coded typi-
cally establishes authoritative ways of reading meaning into signs that privilege 
one perspective over another (cf. Kalantzis & Cope, 2000; Luke, 1988; Michaels & 
Sohmer, 2000; Street, 1984). 
 The notions of telos and prolepsis are inevitably implicated in the developmen-
tal approach undertaken by Vygotsky. The idea of development, however, is prob-
lematic, suggesting a relatively clear path toward a desired, positive, or optimal 
sense of completion. Wertsch (1998) complicates this notion by posing the ques-
tion, Development toward what? This inquiry must be part of any consideration 
that assumes that action is mediated in service of a life trajectory.  
 Many Vygotskian researchers find Piaget's theory of biological development, 
which he developed based on studies of his own children, to be culture-specific and 
thus parochial in its view of human potential. Hundeide (1985), for example, ques-
tions the universality of the cognitive stages described by Piaget and the specific 
optimal developmental outcome toward which they lead. She says, 

When we study other cultures with different institutions and episodic struc-
turing of reality, we may find that the definition required for the proper ex-
ecution of certain mental operations that are of interest to us are outside the 
episodic repertoire of that culture. In such cases, an orthodox Piagetian diag-
nostician runs the risk of diagnosing an entire culture as “preoperational.” 
(pp. 310–311; emphasis in original)  

Her insight could well describe the problem created by Vygotsky’s collaborator 
and student A. R. Luria in his studies of Islamic cultures in Kazakhstan, in which 
he characterized them as “backward” because of the responses they gave to West-
ern item sorting tasks (see Chapter 3). From a Vygotskian perspective, then, a 
sense of telos may be grounded in unexamined cultural assumptions about the 
ways in which people have historically developed in particular societies and be 
inappropriate in judging people from other cultures, as frequently happens when 
members of technologically advanced societies encounter members of technologi-
cally limited societies. One clear example of this sort of characterization is found 
in the description of 17th-18th century Native Americans as "savages" by European 
“explorers” (National Humanities Center, n. d.), or as the Europeans are often 
viewed from the Native American perspective, “invaders” (Native Village, n. d.). 
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 Especially in English classes, the site of much literacy instruction, prolepsis 
works in service of the traditional culture of school in which canonical texts make 
up the curriculum and the analytical written text is prized as the highest form of 
interpretation (Applebee, 1993). These cultural practices, facilitated by a limited 
tool kit of mediational means used to produce a small set of textual forms, restrict 
students in terms of the meaning available for them to construct. Furthermore,  
because the cultural practices drawn on most resemble those found in the homes of 
middle-class students, school success is less likely for those whose home cultures 
provide them with a different tool kit, a different set of goals for learning, and dif-
ferent notions of what counts as an appropriate text (Cazden, 1988; Heath, 1983; 
Lee, 2007; Moll & Greenberg, 1990). 
 The emphasis on cultural history presents a conundrum because, while consid-
ered essential, it is often difficult to document clearly. Although some efforts have 
been made to study classrooms over time in order to understand the development 
of the prevailing practices, routines, and values (Gutiérrez & Stone, 2000), a 
deeper sense of individual or institutional history is available primarily through 
interviews and suggestive artifacts rather than direct, empirical study. A limitation 
of a cultural-historical theory, then, is that there has been a whole lot of history, the 
great majority of which is impossible to recover and document; and even the lim-
ited amount of documented history can fill entire libraries. This problem no doubt 
helps to account for the selective manner in which contexts are constructed to serve 
particular points and perspectives by those who interpret them. 

Overlapping and Intertwined Boundaries 

Settings typically overlap rather than existing as insular social contexts. Settings 
involve sets of relationships that coexist and intersect with others. Each classroom 
participant, for instance, acts within a setting bounded by the classroom, which is a 
subset of different, coexisting settings. The classroom is part of a school, which is 
part of a district, which exists within a statewide system, in what Cazden (1988) 
has called “nested” contexts. At the same time, an English class is situated within a 
set of departmentally-governed English classes that are typically responsive to lo-
cal and state English/Language Arts frameworks (Grossman & Stodolsky, 1994). 
And that is just the side of the equation provided by the institution; each student 
brings a host of overlapping cultural settings to the mix, no doubt too complex to 
describe for any individual student, much less the teeming masses that populate 
any given school. 
 The question of a cultural history and its enduring relationships and practices 
requires attention to temporal, conceptual, and physical boundaries. They are rarely 
discrete, however, typically overlapping in some way with other settings in  
dynamic ways. Perhaps the most problematic and challenging situations occur over 
the confluence of public institutions such as schools and the many and varied 
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backgrounds that shape and inform students’ lives. As many have argued for many 
years (e.g., Heath, 1983; Moll, 1990), schools are designed to fit the cultural prac-
tices of the White middle class, a group that is far less homogeneous than this clas-
sification suggests. Feminists have contended that schools are designed more for 
the detached and analytic orientation of boys than the relational and cooperative 
disposition of girls (e.g., American Association of University Women, 1995), 
given the prevalence of the “essayist tradition” in school writing (Farr, 1993), the 
competitive and individualistic manner in which grades are awarded, and other 
staples of school life. In spite of this disadvantage, by all accounts girls outperform 
boys in virtually every area of school achievement, including disciplines such as 
mathematics and science traditionally considered to be masculine domains  
(Kindlon & Thompson, 2000).  
 A much clearer distinction occurs with the performance of students of Latin@2, 
African American, Native American, and working class backgrounds in school 
relative to their White counterparts. These students become acculturated to ways of 
knowing and being in the world that are often distinct from those normalized in U. 
S. schools. Eckert (1989) describes the ways in which working class students view 
school as an adolescent holding pen and defy adults’ efforts to treat them as chil-
dren in need to external structure. Instead they orient themselves to the adult world 
of work and adopt presumed adult behaviors such as smoking, skipping class, and 
engaging in other rules violations as a way of gravitating toward the world they 
seek to occupy. They tend to place little value on the picayune nature of school 
assessment and, more than their middle-class counterparts, refuse to comply be-
cause they see no future for themselves in the destinations afforded by educational 
channels. 
 A number of studies have further found that, at least in some African American 
communities, the behavioral values of school are quite different from those that the 
students might practice in their home lives. In church, for instance, their congrega-
tion might be continually exhorted to participate in the service. Indeed, if the  
congregation is not sufficiently involved through loud vocal expressions and testi-
fying, the preacher will shout “Y’all can’t hear me!” to increase participation.  
Further, in public debates between White and Black citizens, Kochman (1981) 
found that most Whites employ a dispassionate and logical mode of debating and 
problem-solving while African Americans are much more likely to present them-
selves as emotional and fervent. As a result, the White participants think that the 
Blacks are overcome by emotion and are therefore illogical, while the Black  
participants think that the Whites are not sufficiently committed to their beliefs  
because they express them with so little affect. 
 Many African American students have thus been acculturated to believe that 
appropriate behavior in formal settings includes loud and passionate involvement. 
This engagement might come in the form of spontaneous participation that builds 
on and reinforces another speaker’s contribution, including and perhaps especially 
the leader’s; the ritualistic insults that are involved in what is variously known as 
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“signifying,” “dissing,” “playing the dozens,” “snapping,” and other names (see 
Gates, 1988; Lee, 1993); employing the conventions of African American English 
such as double negatives or profanity to emphasize a point (Spears, 1998); and 
otherwise violating the norms of what middle-class White women—who make up 
the largest segment of the teaching population—believe to be appropriate in 
school. These violations often result in discipline. Frequently, after being disci-
plined for acting in ways that they believe are appropriate, African American  
students feel that they have been punished for what they believe to be acceptable 
public behavior, thus creating even greater separation between them and the school 
that is trying to socialize them into a different set of norms than they have learned 
at home. 
 Establishing and enforcing a motive for a setting thus can be problematic and 
contentious, and ultimately inequitable. The overlap of boundaries contributes to 
the difficulties involved in moving whole groups of people toward a relatively  
stable and uniform end; and yet that is what schools typically attempt to do in  
service of broader societal beliefs about the value and process of education.  

MEDIATION BY SIGNS AND TOOLS 

Psychological tools, like the more familiar tools of handiwork and construction, 
enable people to act on their environments. From the standpoint of literacy devel-
opment, signs and tools typically involve the use of words to create texts. A tool 
such as speech or writing can create signs such as words and texts that serve to 
structure the developmental environment of an individual; through this structuring, 
signs potentially serve as tools for regulation and mediation. As I have reviewed, 
some view the sign-and-tool relationship as a single phenomenon, e. g., Cole’s 
(1996) merging of the two into the construct of an artifact, which he sees as the 
residue of cultural practice. I prefer to keep them distinct, even as I recognize that 
signs often serve a tool function. 
 Signs mediate a person's appropriation of cultural values and the means through 
which people communicate them. Understanding how cultures sanction particular 
tools and signs thus becomes critical. Much school writing instruction, for  
instances, focuses on the sign potential of speech; that is, it centers on what written 
texts look like and emphasizes to students their need to approximate the conven-
tions found in model texts. What it often lacks is any attention to the process of 
how to produce those texts, which is the tool function of speech (Smagorinsky, 
1997a). The “writing to learn” movement, for instance, focused almost exclusively 
on the tool function of writing, emphasizing that the process of articulation itself 
can contribute to the writer’s construction of meaning, as Vygotsky (1987) postu-
lated. (See Chapter 7 for an elaboration of these issues.) 
 Another factor involved in the tool-and-sign relationship is the development of 
broad patterns of communication known as speech genres (Bakhtin, 1986; 
Wertsch, 1991). Speech genres, or ordered systems for using linguistic signs,  
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mediate the ways in which people learn to think in particular social settings. From 
an educational perspective, various academic speech genres tend to structure  
discussions in school, such as the pattern in which teachers lead students toward 
conventional, canonic interpretations of literature by providing a broad interpretive 
outline that leaves students with limited agency (Marshall, Smagorinsky, & Smith, 
1995). Extensive attention to non-analytic response such as emotional engagement 
with literature is unusual (Applebee, 1993) and indeed has been ridiculed when 
recommended to teachers (see Stotsky’s [1999] scathing opinion of teachers who 
attend to students’ emotional readings of literature). The analytic emphasis of 
schools thus circumscribes the speech genres available in classrooms and muffles, 
discourages, or prohibits other sorts of responses, at least those expressed in formal 
classroom discussions.  
 The formal, analytic emphasis in school further restricts the use of speech so 
that it often short-circuits students’ use of talk as a means of discovering what they 
have to say. Barnes (1992), for instance, identifies final draft and exploratory 
speech, arguing that in schools students are expected to speak only when their 
ideas are well-formed. Informal talk through which new ideas may come into being 
is discouraged, as are settings (e.g., small group discussions) that might promote 
exploratory thinking and speech.  
 The expansion of Vygotsky’s emphasis on speech to include other sign systems 
in a cultural tool kit has proven provocative to literacy researchers (see Chapter 8), 
even to the point where some have labeled their own work in this vein as “new 
literacies studies” (e.g., Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). Locating their work within the 
field of semiotics—the study of signs—these researchers have undertaken studies 
of the role of dance (Hanna, 1987; Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1995a), art  
(Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994; Whitin, 1996), video games (Gee, 2003), physi-
cal space (de Certeau, 1985), color (Eco, 1985), drama (Smagorinsky & Coppock, 
1995b), and other types of signs in providing mediation and enabling  
self-regulation among members of various cultures (John-Steiner, 1987, 1995).  
 The mediational process is predicated on the ways in which people invest signs 
with meaning (Wertsch, 1985), particularly the ways in which members of a cul-
ture structure society according to shared meanings for signs (Cohen, 1989), a phe-
nomenon I take up in Chapter 6. The point here is that researchers have begun to 
explore the manner in which various sign systems and the psychological and mate-
rial tools through which they are produced are implicated in literacy development, 
often comparing them with the processes and texts available in written literacy. 
These studies have rich potential in revealing how learners make sense of their 
worlds through their literacy activities. 

APPROPRIATION 

Appropriation (Leont’ev, 1981; Wertsch; 1991) refers to the process through 
which a person “takes up and makes use of” (Newman et al., 1989, p. 15), i.e., 
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adopts and modifies (Newell, Tallman, & Letcher, 2009), the tools available for 
use in particular social environments (e.g., schools, online communities) and 
through this process develops ways of thinking endemic to specific cultural prac-
tices (e.g., using jargon, employing particular scripts). The term appropriation has 
been used interchangeably with a set of terms that describe the same process yet 
characterize it differently. Newman et al. (1989), for instance, critique Piaget’s use 
of assimilation to account for the ways in which people adopt practices from  
others. Meshcheryakov (2007), in discussing Vygotsky’s terminology, refers to the 
term interiorization (p. 162) to describe what appears to be the same process.  
 Newman et al. use the term internalize throughout their book to account for the 
manner in which knowledge moves from the interpersonal to the intrapersonal 
planes; and in revisiting my own prior publications to produce this new account of 
my thinking that I present in this book, I have found in the past, including the re-
cent past, I have relied on the term internalize to account for how people adopt the 
social practices, including ways of speaking, from the people who surround them. 
Recently, however, with the understanding of tool-mediated psychological  
functioning better explored and understood, the term appropriation has become 
preferred (M. Cole, personal communication). Each of the other terms—
assimilation, internalization, and interiorization—suggests an intact transition from 
a tool or sign from outside the body to inside the skull. Given that the construct of 
mind (see below) is now viewed as a highly distributed entity, the language of  
external and internal suggests a notion that betrays Wertsch’s (1991) assertion that 
mind “‘extends beyond the skin’ in at least two senses: it is often socially distrib-
uted and it is connected to the notion of mediation” (p. 14; cf. Bakhtin, 1981, 1986; 
Bateson, 1972; Geertz, 1973). The term appropriation thus resolves the conceptual 
problem of accepting the mind’s distributed nature while also accepting the Vygot-
skian tenet that cognitive processes are social in origin, and the rhetorical problem 
of articulating this tension via a single, accurate term. 
 The extent of appropriation depends on the congruence of a learner's values, 
prior experiences, and goals with those of more experienced or powerful members 
of a culture such as parents, faith community leaders, cultural icons, and so on (see 
Cole, 1996; Newman et al., 1989; Smagorinsky, 1995a; Wertsch, 1991). The 
learner's active role in these practices is fundamental to appropriation, which  
enables them to reconstruct the knowledge they learn, thus transforming both their 
conception of the knowledge and in turn that knowledge as it is construed and used 
by others. Cazden's (1988) idea of performance before competence is useful in 
understanding appropriation because it emphasizes the role of active participation 
as a means of becoming competent in social practices. 
 Different tools are appropriated for use in different settings through different 
means. Grossman, Smagorinsky, and Valencia (1999) differentiate among five 
degrees of appropriation, each representing a depth of understanding of a particular 
tool's functions. They consider the appropriation of a tool as it is being  
conceived in the context of learning, suggesting that these conceptions are social 
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constructions rather than stable ideals. Grossman et al. propose that appropriation 
can take place in varying degrees, including a lack of appropriation. Following is 
their account of these levels, which they developed for the study of teachers’  
appropriation of pedagogical tools, yet which may have relevance for literacy  
research as well.   
 
Lack of appropriation   Learners might not appropriate a literacy tool for several 
reasons. The concept may be too difficult to comprehend at the point in someone's 
development when it is initially encountered. Alternatively, the concept may be too 
foreign to their prior frameworks at that point in their development. Learners might 
also understand the concepts as intended but reject them for a variety of reasons.  
 
Appropriating a label   Assuming that a learner has some intent to appropriate a 
tool, the most superficial manner comes when a person learns the name of a tool 
but knows none of its features. For instance, a student in school might be exposed 
to the idea of an indirect object in a sentence, yet not understand its features or how 
to identify or produce one. 
 
Appropriating surface features   The next level of appropriation comes when a 
person learns some or most of the features of a tool yet does not understand how 
those features contribute to the conceptual whole. The authoritative version of the 
concept is assigned a particular, officially-articulated meaning, and teachers  
provide this meaning to students as a conceptual tool. For a concrete tool such as 
an indirect object, the authoritative version is relatively indisputable3. For some-
thing more abstract such as a “well-formed paragraph,” the features might be more 
open to different conceptions. 
 
Appropriating conceptual underpinnings   At the conceptual level one grasps 
the theoretical basis that informs and motivates the use of a tool. Learners who 
grasp the conceptual underpinnings of a tool are likely able to make use of it in 
new contexts and for solving new problems. A learner could conceivably under-
stand and use the conceptual underpinnings of a tool but not know its label, as is 
often the case for fluent writers in a particular genre who lack formal knowledge of 
that genre’s features, such as the notion of “warranting” in arguments (see  
Toulmin, 1969).  
 
Achieving mastery   An understanding of both a concept and its formal properties 
could conceivably lead to a state of mastery, which Herrenkohl and Wertsch 
(1999) view as an achievement that involves a learner’s fully realized grasp of a 
concept that most likely would take years of practice to achieve. This distinction 
argues for a longitudinal look at learners' development, since they may only be able 
to master the use of literacy tools after several years of practice. I have been  
writing since I was a young child and have written almost incessantly for over 
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thirty years without having achieved anything I’d call “mastery,” and so I view this 
state as more of an ideal than a destination at which most people can conceivably 
arrive for the development of complex literacy skills. The notion of “mastery” 
seems consistent with the notion of telos in that both represent optimal destinations 
that may always, like the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, remain out of reach 
in the course of individual human development and indeed may shift locations as 
one moves toward it. 

Factors Affecting Appropriation 

The idea that a tool may be appropriated “properly” assumes that it has an official 
use. Yet those of us who have opened paint cans with screwdrivers know that a 
tool’s official purpose can have little to do with the ways in which individuals  
actually use it. It is critical to understand, then, how and what appropriation means 
to the learner who is trying to adopt and modify a tool for personal use. What  
follows is a set of factors that may be involved in how learners come to employ the 
literacy tools that contribute to their communicative needs.  
 
Social context of learning   The social context of learning provides the environ-
ment in which one learns how to use tools. The notion of context is often  
associated with a physical structure (e.g., an arena such as a school, an after-school 
program, a book club) that embodies a set of human values (Chin, 1994). The 
sense of context outlined here primarily refers to the related set of social practices 
in and through which learning takes place among people whose lives intersect in a 
particular activity in what they construct as the setting for their learning. Social 
contexts in this conception serve as structures that are products of cultural history 
in which individual histories converge, and are thus inherently relational and  
value-laden.  
 The social context of a setting also includes how, and by whom, tools are intro-
duced and used. A tool may be presented through a text, instructor, school-based 
teacher, or classmates in varying degrees of faith to its authoritative conception and 
in varying degrees of complexity corresponding to the levels of appropriation  
previously outlined. If a tool is presented without its conceptual underpinnings, 
students may appropriate only what is available, i.e., the label and surface features. 
One widely-used book for training teachers, for instance, includes a set of bumper-
sticker slogans along the lines of “Celebrate diversity!” and other bromides that 
encourage a complex disposition without providing any concrete means toward 
putting it into practice (see Smagorinsky & Whiting’s [1995] analysis of English 
methods course syllabi).  
 Although school is the primary formal setting in which students learn literacy 
skills, they often participate of their own volition in other communities of literacy 
practice, such as the online fanfiction collaboratives in which many young people 
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participate (see Black, 2008). Teachers often view the formal conventions valued 
in school as official and authoritative and discourage deviations from their norms, 
yet in doing so may violate the conventions that are expected in students’ self-
chosen literacy communities (Alvermann, 2010). What becomes appropriated and 
in what manner then depends on the degree to which the learner understands the 
expectations of different settings and adjusts her literacy practices accordingly. 
What becomes problematic is the manner in which official school-sanctioned  
conventions and speech genres predominate over what students might most  
usefully employ to find meaning in their schoolwork. 
 
Individual characteristics of the learner   Vygotskian theory focuses primary 
attention on the cultural-historical settings in which the development of both indi-
viduals and their social groups takes place. Individual characteristics of learners 
serve as factors that are implicated in the process of appropriation within these 
settings. Wertsch (1998) has argued that debates about human development typi-
cally cast the individual and society as antimonies in ways that caricature opposing 
perspectives. He argues instead for the need to view the individual as fundamental 
to the construction of social groups, rather than as a separate entity.  
 Vygotsky’s concern with the individual-in-society suggests a need to understand 
how a person has come into being in relation to what cultural-historical settings 
expect of their participants. Both biological and sociocultural factors—that is, both 
nature and nurture—contribute to what a person brings to a setting and its conven-
tions, rituals, and practices. Biologically, for instance, one can have a particular 
sort of “extranormative” or “neuroatypical” disposition, i.e., one that departs from 
mental health norms (see Smagorinsky, 2011b, for a rationale for resisting deficit 
language such as “disorder” for such makeups). Those on the autism spectrum, for 
instance, may be constrained in their capacity to grasp particular sorts of tools, 
such as those that enable communication and relationships.  
 A more pervasive problem comes from the cultural ways of knowing that differ-
ent types of learners bring to classrooms. The stereotype of the “silent Indian”  
student, for instance, often follows more from a sense of alienation from the  
conduct of schooling than from a broad disposition to refrain from talking, as  
evidenced by observations of Native American students who rarely speak in class-
rooms yet are very vocal in other settings (Philips, 1972, 1983). I have reviewed 
this phenomenon with other cultural groups, often identified by racial characteris-
tics (e.g., Alim & Baugh, 2006, on African American students; Li, 2005, on Asian 
American students; Valenzuela, 1999, on Latin@ students; and McCarty &  
Lomawaima, 2006, on Native American students) or those following from social 
class differences (e.g., Eckert, 1989; Hicks, 2002) or the intersection of multiple 
factors (e.g., Healey, 2005). 
 The effort to standardize schooling in terms of uniform curricula, standardized 
tests, behavior policies based on middle class norms, and other efforts can create 
disadvantages for many such students in school. Indeed, the dropout rates of many 
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from marginalized groups greatly outpace those of the middle class students for 
whom schools appear to be designed (Fine, 1991; Orfield, Losen, Wald, &  
Swanson, 2004). The fact that Orfield et al. and Stotsky (1999) both employ a 
similar titular claim for different ideological ends is most striking. Orfield et al. 
title their report Losing Our Future: How Minority Youth are Being Left Behind by 
the Graduation Rate Crisis; Stotsky titles her study of glossary items in multicul-
tural textbooks Losing our Language: How Multicultural Classroom Instruction is  
Undermining our Children’s Ability to Read, Write, and Reason. To Orfield et al., 
“we” are the people broadly speaking who stand to lose “our” future if we abandon 
particular cultural groups because of their differences. To Stotsky, “we” are the 
keepers of the gate warding off the onslaught of unwashed barbarians who threaten 
“our language” by persisting with their own.  
 The fact that so many students leave school based on what appear to be cultural 
differences should be alarming to educators who are concerned with the life trajec-
tories of students from across the range of communities that make up the U. S.  
polity. Taking Stotsky’s (1999) position that “we” are the keepers of the pure and 
right version of English—one rooted only in Greek and Latin—suggests that “we” 
have a duty to impose the norms of the established, dominant culture on all. This 
dispute over the motive of education illustrates the challenges facing literacy  
educators over the question of how to educate students of diverse backgrounds in a 
single institution and the settings it affords. 

MIND AND MEDIATION 

The notion of “mind” is somewhat elusive. Major Vygotskian texts include “mind” 
in their titles without having an index reference to the term, including Vygotsky’s 
Mind in Society and Wertsch’s Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind and 
Mind as Action. Many psychologists view the human mind as a distinct entity that 
is firmly encased within the skull. As one might infer from Wertsch’s (1991) asser-
tion that mind extends beyond the skin, a perspective grounded in Vygotsky’s  
cultural theory of the socialization of mind would view it as inextricably linked to 
the mediational cultural tools through which it acts and is acted upon. It is further 
linked to neurological functions within the body, particularly those implicated in 
emotional life. Defining such a distributed entity with clarity appears problematic, 
even as the construct of “mind” is a central focus of any psychology. To Wertsch 
(1991), mind is more or less equivalent to distributed mental activity in sociocultural 
engagement. And yet such a notion of mind would never appear on a brain scan.  

Cultural Schemata 

Newman et al. (1989) describe mind as part of their consideration of socially,  
culturally, and historically situated cognition. They wrote their book in an era when 
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cognitive psychology and its information processing paradigm—in which cogni-
tion is considered almost exclusively as taking place between the ears (see Chapter 
9 for an exploration of the different theoretical underpinnings of cognitive  
psychology and cultural-historical psychology)—provided the conversational turn 
that anyone proposing an alternative needed to address. They contrast their work 
with that of information processing pioneer Herbert Simon4, saying, 

We agree with Simon’s [1980] characterization of the mind as an artifact  
rather than as a “natural” system. This position is consistent with the  
sociohistorical theory (Vygotsky, 1978, Luria, 1978; Leont’ev, 1981) that we 
draw upon in our analysis of cognitive change. Where we differ from many 
of our colleagues in cognitive science is in our primary interest in man-made5 
systems of social activity. A game of poker, work in a factory, a classroom 
lesson and a psychological experiment are all artificial systems in Simon’s 
sense. But they are systems organized among as well as within human beings. 
The physical symbol systems that constitute cognition are materially present 
in the organization of people—in their interactions—as well as in their 
brains. (p. 3; emphasis in original) 

Again addressing the predominance of cognitive psychology, Cole (1996) later 
drew on ideas proposed by his UCSD colleague and cultural anthropologist 
D’Andrade (1990, 1995). D’Andrade and Cole emphasize the relation between 
cultural practice and human mentation to adapt information processing’s schema 
theory, the widely accepted view that people develop frameworks for thinking that 
in turn guide their approach to new situations, to conform to cultural-historical 
principles. They thus reformulated schema theory to produce the notion of cultural 
schema to indicate the ways in which frameworks for thinking are rooted in  
cultural-historical social practices that learners appropriate and use to frame new  
experiences. Newman et al. (1989) distinguish their perspective from that of the  
reigning cognitive paradigm of the 1980s (see Chapter 9 for further differentiation): 

In cognitive psychology, . . . an abstract and general structure would usually 
be called a “schema” and would be considered a feature of a subject’s inter-
nal conceptualization. . . . We will be looking for this “schema” outside of 
the laboratory, and we will be careful not to give it an exclusively mental  
status. . . . it would be found as much interpsychologically (i.e., mediating 
social interactions) as intrapsychologically (i.e., mediating an individual’s ac-
tion). (p. 41; emphasis in original) 

The development of cultural schemata suggests the distributed nature of cognition 
(Salomon, 1993). Questions abound concerning how culture shapes specific paths 
of development, even within societies whose predominant sign systems promote 
regulation through similar general processes such as Piagetian stages of cognitive 
development. Many cultures lead people to appropriate "higher" or sociocultural 
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mental processes that, from other perspectives, are not "positive" or optimal. Urban 
youths participate in street gang activities, for instance, appropriating codes of  
behavior that are antithetical to civil law. Genocidal societies such as Nazi  
Germany provide signs and tools that lead its citizens to believe in and participate 
in the extermination of other groups of people, a practice labeled by members of 
other cultures as war crimes and atrocities. Wells (1995) has attempted to solve the  
developmental conundrum by arguing that development can be considered a func-
tion of a learner's immediate sense of an activity's worth, regardless of other  
judgments. Children whose environments teach them anti-Semitism and genocide 
as a reasonable practical solution, then, can be said to be "developing" toward a 
positive end-point within the bounds of their cultural values, even though members 
of other cultures might find the developmental path to be evil.  
 A person, especially in a technologically-connected world in which contact with 
other cultures is a feature of daily life, is rarely limited to a single developmental 
focus, however. Most people are developing in several ways at once. Tulviste's 
(1991) principle of heterogeneity is informative on this point. He maintains that an 
environment, or overlapping social networks, can present a learner with a variety 
of types of problems to solve, thus allowing individuals to develop a number of 
frameworks for thinking. Development can thus take several directions simultane-
ously; a person can learn the value of care from a personal relationship and aggres-
sion and competition from involvement in sports. The heterogeneity principle helps 
account for the complexity of human life and the many roles that people play in 
their daily relations. 
 The extent to which a person appropriates the values of any cultural way of 
knowing depends on the degree of consonance the person has with the cultural 
tools that mediate development. Tools enable meaning construction when they are 
sanctioned by the cultural environment of learning, are recognized by the learner as 
tools, and are used volitionally by the learner (Smagorinsky, 1995; Smagorinsky & 
Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b). Children who are abducted and raised in a child 
pornography industry against their will would not, in this conception, be in a state 
of social or cultural development. Even though they are immersed in a cultural 
value system that provides them with tools and signs for mediating mental activity 
toward a certain optimal endpoint, they presumably do not agree with that  
endpoint, do not act volitionally, and do not value the cultural tools provided to 
them. They thus resist the effort to shape their higher mental processes toward the 
culture’s teleological ends.  
 The conception of development I am presenting assumes the learner's accep-
tance of the value system underlying the semiotic structure of the environment and 
the need for intersubjectivity—a shared understanding of the situation—with the 
sense of meaning communicated through the signs that order thinking and activity. 
This sense of consonance includes not only a mutual agreement on the meaning of 
signs, but on the ways in which tools are used to produce them. Such congruent 
tool use might require intersubjectivity in a variety of social relationships,  
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including the participant structure of activity (Philips, 1972) and the ways in which 
community members share an understanding of task and tool use in the process of 
appropriation (Leont'ev, 1981; Newman et al., 1989). 

Mind and Emotion 

In addition to being tied mediationally to culture and its tools and practices, mind 
includes a neurological element that involves an emotional dimension. Beginning 
with his exploration of The Psychology of Art (1971) in his doctoral dissertation, 
Vygotsky included attention to the role of emotions in human development at a 
variety of points during his career. I review these at length in Smagorinsky (2011a) 
and for the purposes of this chapter will confine my attention to the fact of the  
neurological system in emotional, and thus cognitive development, rather than 
covering all of Vygotsky’s work in this area.  
 Yaroshevsky (1989) relates that in 1929, Vygotsky jotted the following notes: 
“Dynamics of the individual=drama. . . . The individual as a participant in a drama. 
. . . Psychology is humanised” (Yaroshevsky, p. 217), suggesting that the principle 
focus of psychology should be on personality, “a character of the drama of life on 
the social stage” (p. 219). Vygotsky’s sense of drama concerns people in relation to 
both others and themselves, with drama emerging through relationships with other 
people in social settings. Dramatic tensions are also present within the individual, 
indicating that the development of personality is a consequence of the intrapersonal 
and social dramatic conflicts a person experiences in everyday life. 
 Vygotsky’s (1971) use of Aristotle’s term catharsis provided him with an early 
effort to relate cognition and emotion as associated developmental processes. A ca-
tharsis, in his conception, involves the generalization from personal emotions to 
higher human truths that becomes available through a transaction with a work of art. 
Both emotion and imagination are central to this process, with a key aspect of each 
being its indefiniteness and thus its capacity to promote a raised awareness in a re-
spondent. An aesthetic response to art, he argues, is not strictly visceral. Rather, it 
involves a delay in which the imagination elevates the response: “The emotions 
caused by art,” he says, “are intelligent emotions” (p. 212).  
 Catharsis involves “an affective contradiction, causes conflicting feelings, and 
leads to the short-circuiting and destruction of these emotions” (Vygotsky, 1971, 
 p. 213). This process leads to “a complex transformation of feelings” (p. 214)  
resulting in an “explosive response which culminates in the discharge of emotions” 
(p. 215). Because emotion and imagination are implicated in instances of profound 
engagement with art, Vygotsky asserts that “art complements life by expanding its 
possibilities” (p. 247) as one overcomes, resolves, and regulates feelings through a 
process of generalization of those feelings to a higher plane of experience.  
 Vygotsky (1999) returned to emotional issues a few years later, challenging the 
reigning mechanistic conception of psychology of his day, particularly those predi-
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cated on any Cartesian separation of mind from environment or internal functions 
(e.g., the James-Lange hypothesis; see James, 1890). Such an approach, he felt, “not 
only bypasses the problem of development, but factually resolves the problem in the 
sense of a full and complete denial of any possibility of emotional development in 
man” (p. 205). By viewing cognition as a discrete phenomenon, he argued, psycholo-
gists posit a person for whom “The body acts as a soulless robot wholly subject to 
laws of mechanics” (p. 163), one that is fundamentally dualistic and intellectualistic 
and in which feelings are reduced “to a purely cognitive process” (p. 176), such as the 
person as conceived of by Stotsky (1999) in her angry denunciations of the role of 
emotions in the construction of meaning in reading. In contrast, Vygotsky argued that 
“Consciousness must not be separated from its physical conditions: they comprise one 
natural whole that must be studied as such” (p. 228). 
 These emotions are further related to the setting in which emotional behavior is 
learned. One learns proper emotional etiquette from societal values such that in one 
culture, death is celebrated as a transition to a higher plane of existence, while in 
another, it becomes the source of wailing and lamenting. On a more local level, 
one need only watch a tennis match and futball game to understand the manner in 
which an emotional response to athletic excellence may be expressed in different 
contexts. The social construction of emotional response is further evident in learn-
ing environments, such as the different means of interacting by the same English 
teacher in the leading of school-based literary discussions and in book club settings 
with selected adult friends (Marshall et al., 1995).  
 Shortly before his death, Vygotsky (1994) adapted the Russian term perezhivanie, 
possibly from Stanislavsky (2007), to account for the central role of affect in framing 
and interpreting human experience. This term has been associated with efforts to over-
come trauma; its meaning appears to suggest that it is grounded in the process of emo-
tional response to experience, particularly in its regulatory function. Vygotsky employs 
the term for the dramatic process of the development of personality in everyday life 
rather than on the stage. He argues that environmental factors are “refracted through the 
prism of the child’s emotional experience” (p. 339) to help shape a developmental path. 
 People frame and interpret their experiences through interdependent emotional 
and cognitive means, which in turn are related to the setting of new experiences. 
Smagorinsky and Daigle (2011) offer the term meta-experience—that is, how one 
experiences one’s experiences—to indicate the process through which people ren-
der their socially and culturally situated activity into meaningful texts of events. 
Vygotsky (1994) argues that “an emotional experience [perezhivanie]6 is always 
related to something which is found outside the person—and on the other hand, 
what is represented is how I, myself, am experiencing this, i.e., all the personal 
characteristics and all the environmental characteristics are represented in an emo-
tional experience [perezhivanie].” Consequently, in “an emotional experience 
[perezhivanie] we are always dealing with an indivisible unity of personal charac-
teristics and situational characteristics, which are represented in the emotional 
experience [perezhivanie]” (p. 342; emphasis in original). 
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 Cole (1996) has linked cultural-historical theory to Damasio’s work relating 
cognition and emotion from a neurological perspective that provides empirical 
grounding for theories that link cognition and emotion. Immordino-Yang and 
Damasio (2007) argue that what appears to be strictly rational cognition is guided 
by “hidden emotional processes” (p. 5) that may play a dynamic role in the ways in 
which people learn. Emotional strategies help to frame an affective approach to 
learning that suggests that tasks are manageable and learners themselves are capa-
ble. They thus serve as mediational tools through which experience is interpreted 
and applied to new problems in ways that make success appear plausible and man-
ageable.  
 Immordino-Yang and Damasio (2007) argue that rational thought and logical 
reasoning “cannot be recruited appropriately and usefully in the real world without 
emotion. Emotions help to direct our reasoning into the sector of knowledge that is 
relevant to the current situation or problem” (pp. 7–8). One’s construction of  
experience thus produces frameworks for interpreting new experiences. Emotions, 
rather than being strictly spontaneous, may be managed strategically to interpret 
experiences in ways that dispose a learner to view a new situation as replete with 
potential for success, and thus to help bring about that success (see Smagorinsky, 
Daigle, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2010). A learner, then, is potentially less at the mercy 
of an environment and more able to manage how events are interpreted, if not  
entirely controlled, in that setting.  

CONCEPTS 

Scribner and Cole’s (1981) and Heath’s (1983) pioneering work established that 
literacy learning may take place anywhere that people use reading and writing as a 
medium of exchange and communication, and their insights have spawned a gen-
eration of research into literacy development in work settings, community prac-
tices, families, and other settings outside formal schooling (see Beaufort, 2006; 
Christenbury et al., 2009; Cushman, Barbier, Mazak, & Petrone, 2006). Attention 
to such diverse settings, although less of a concern of Vygotsky’s for much of his 
career, has brought into focus a major point of his theory of concept development.  
 Vygotsky distinguished between what have been translated as scientific or aca-
demic concepts and spontaneous or everyday concepts. A scientific concept is not 
necessarily about science. Rather, in Vygotsky’s parlance it refers to concepts that 
are learned in a formal setting, particularly school. Such learning, as he observed it 
in the Soviet schools of his time, involved what Wertsch (1985) has called the  
decontextualization of mediational means. This phrase refers to the manner in 
which a concept is detached from its original context of learning and applied to 
new situations where it is appropriate.  
 Wertsch’s (1985) term decontextualization has more recently become viewed as 
inconsistent with notions of situated learning, which postulate that nothing occurs 
outside a context, making decontextualization impossible. Rather, in schooling as 
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Vygotsky knew it or envisioned it, a concept is not tied to the setting in which it 
was originally learned. Instead, it is subjected to an analysis that extracts generaliz-
able features that make it amenable to application and adaptation in solving new 
problems in new contexts that share general properties. This abstractability often 
serves as the instructional focus, with the generalization presented initially and 
illustrations of various applications provided subsequently.  
 For example, in grammar instruction, students might be presented with the con-
cept of the compound sentence, and then be required to identify whether a list of 
sentences may be classified as compound or not. In this approach, the abstraction 
of the compound sentence is primary, and efforts to identify it in new contexts—
sentences that include them or not—follow from learning the rule. This approach 
stands in contrasts to having students begin by writing ideas in which they have a 
vested interest and then returning to see if compound sentences are present in their 
writing, the degree to which compound sentences might improve their ability to 
communicate their ideas with given readerships, and other more inductive ways of 
attending to the grammatical concept of the compound sentence and its role in  
expression and communication. 
 Spontaneous concepts in contrast are not learned with the benefit of formal  
abstraction guided by a teacher. Rather, they are learned in situated, everyday prac-
tice, with the result that whatever concepts the learner derives are applicable  
primarily in similar contexts. As I review in Chapter 3, Luria’s (1978) research in 
Soviet Central Asia interpreted villagers’ difficulty with abstractions as a sign of 
cultural and cognitive backwardness because their knowledge came entirely from 
everyday experience. Given their isolation from other tribal groups, they had little 
need for abstraction to new settings in their pre-Soviet life; and given their lack of 
formal education and accompanying formal literacy instruction, they were not  
exposed to the rule-governed and abstractable forms of reasoning that Vygotsky 
considered available through instruction in academic concepts.  
 Although he treats spontaneous and scientific concepts as, in one sense, differ-
ent, Vygotsky (1987) stresses the need for integration in order to ensure powerful 
learning and developmental experiences. He argues that in formal academic  
settings, instruction in principles alone will not result in the development of a  
concept. Rather, knowledge of abstracted governing rules must come in conjunc-
tion with empirical demonstration, observation, or activity. Vygotsky maintains 
that 

direct instruction in concepts is impossible. It is pedagogically fruitless. The 
teacher who attempts to use this approach achieves nothing but a mindless 
learning of words, an empty verbalism that simulates or imitates the presence 
of concepts in the child. Under these conditions, the child learns not the con-
cept but the word, and this word is taken over by the child through memory 
rather than thought. Such knowledge turns out to be inadequate in any mean-
ingful application. This mode of instruction is the basic defect of the purely 
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scholastic verbal modes of teaching which have been universally condemned. 
It substitutes the learning of dead and empty verbal schemes for the mastery 
of living knowledge. (p. 170) 

Vygotsky (1987) insists that principles cannot be divorced from application. His 
formulation requires the learner to establish a mindful relation between abstracted 
knowledge and experience in the world: "Conscious instruction of the pupil in new 
concepts (i.e., in new forms of the word) is not only possible but may actually be 
the source for a higher form of development of the child's own concepts, particu-
larly those that have developed in the child prior to conscious instruction" (p. 172; 
emphasis in original). He argues that this interplay between formal knowledge of 
principles and knowledge gained through everyday activity enables people to think 
about problems beyond their range of experience. He maintains that the “process of 
concept formation requires . . . acts of thought which are associated with free 
movement in the concept system, with the generalization of previously developed 
generalizations, and with a more conscious and voluntary mode of operating on 
these existing concepts” (p. 181).  
 The development of a scientific concept thus relies on formal instruction—
usually in an academic setting but available through communities of faith, appren-
ticeship relationships, organized activities, and other explicit and systematic  
instructional settings—and on the learner's conscious awareness and volition. It 
further relies on interplay between the learner's conceptual fields, with a dialectical 
relation developing between scientific and spontaneous concepts, those that  
involve "situationally meaningful, concrete applications, that is, in the sphere of  
experience and the empirical. . . . Scientific concepts restructure and raise sponta-
neous concepts to a higher level" (p. 220). The formal principles of the scientific 
concept create cultural schemata that enable a greater understanding of worldly 
experience and ability to act in relation to the world in confident, principled ways. 
By “principled” I refer to rule-governed action, which is not necessarily “princi-
pled” in the sense that it is scrupulous.  
 Vygotsky’s primary interest in literacy-related development thus concerned school 
learning as informed by and anchored in real-world experience. His emphasis suggests 
the need to examine school as a particular kind of culture that fosters the development 
of scientific concepts. As many have argued, however, the current U. S. obsession 
with standardized testing has virtually eliminated attention to concept-driven thinking 
and action from classrooms, imposing instead imperatives to demand rote and literal 
performances from students. Vygotsky’s focus on concept development as a school-
based activity thus needs to take into account the fact that the Soviet schools of his 
era, at least as he envisioned them, had a different focus than do 21st century U. S. 
schools. Undoubtedly, a critic could further maintain that the concepts expected in 
Soviet schools were necessarily part of the state’s fundamental task of imposing its 
ideology on its citizens (Wertsch, 1999). The Soviet Union was not unique in mak-
ing its school curriculum conform to its ideology. Loewen (1996) argues that the 
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grand narratives of U.S. history textbooks establish their own ideology and sense 
of national identity that elide CIA-sponsored political assassinations, the exploita-
tion of foreign resources to expand the U.S. economy, the history of racism and 
sexism within U.S. society, and many other sources of shame and embarrassment 
in schoolchildren’s appropriation of a sense of national affiliation. 
 One aspect of concept development that tends to be overlooked is that concepts 
enhance people’s ability to anticipate how future action will unfold. A generaliza-
tion that is structured with formal, abstractable principles and grounded in exten-
sive worldly experience enables, to some degree, one to infer what will happen 
next, given sufficient information about the present and how it has come into be-
ing. A concept is not simply a generalization, but one that is moved into action by 
an ideology or theory about how its principles function in relation to nature or  
social relationships and practices (Barrett, Abdi, Murphy, & Gallagher, 1993; cf. 
Gelman, 1999). Concepts are thus more than taxonomic structures. Rather, they 
serve as the basis for the planning of rule-governed, culturally-channeled worldly 
action. 
 This postulate holds for both the natural and social worlds. If I have a concept 
for how a particular plant will grow, for example, I can use that understanding to 
situate the plant in appropriate soil, light, and water conditions in order for it to 
thrive. If I misunderstand a plant’s needs and instead apply a generic and ill-
advised principle, such as that plants require abundant water, then I might water a 
plant to death, as is common among novice gardeners who do not understand the 
fact that many plants have evolved to survive in arid conditions and so drown un-
der excessive watering, a solution that many novices apply to any wilting plant, 
including those that have begun to die because they are already oversaturated. 
Even with relevant conceptual knowledge, I might install plants that die from other 
causes. But if I know a plant’s constitution and habits and thus can reasonably  
anticipate its needs and foresee how my program of care will produce particular 
results, I can increase its chances of survival. 
 The actions of people are more difficult to anticipate because they have volition. 
Nonetheless, a conception of particular culturally-mediated social action can  
enable greater anticipation of how human events will turn out than will the lack 
thereof. I have come to understand this likelihood through my studies of beginning 
teachers (e.g., Smagorinsky, Wilson, & Moore, 2011). Those with limited concep-
tions of teaching and learning tend to engage in trial-and-error instruction, retain-
ing those practices that turn out to be effective but having little foresight regarding 
which will work. Those who can articulate the purposes behind their decisions 
based on a synthesis of formal and practical knowledge have had better success 
planning instruction that leads to their intended goals. 
 Many school reforms that lack a conception grounding in both abstract princi-
ples and empirical understanding make unwarranted assumptions about how teach-
ers and students act, a major problem when policymakers such as U. S. Secretary 
of Education Arne Duncan or major educational underwriters such as Bill Gates 
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have never taught at the classroom level. They assume, for instance, that by impos-
ing a standardized testing system on children that is designed to weed out bad 
teachers whose students produce low test scores, they won’t (1) drive out the best 
teachers who find the test-oriented setting of school to be tedious and unstimulat-
ing, or (2) mismeasure students’ capabilities by confining high-stakes assessment 
to single-application test performances, or (3) penalize or advantage teachers for 
the economic conditions in which their students live, or (4) mistakenly assume that 
a single test item (or the aggregate of test items) is isomorphic across all children, 
or (5) fail in any number of other ways to assess students and teachers in sensitive 
and appropriate ways. Having a strong, empirically-based conception of social 
processes, then, can heighten the possibility that a plan will work as anticipated 
and reduce the likelihood that it will fall apart because it rests on a spurious foun-
dation, particularly when billions of dollars are invested in them and millions of 
people are affected in negative and pernicious ways. 
 In the sense that concepts contribute to one’s ability to anticipate how the 
future will unfold, they can help lead to feelings of order and security, and thus 
happiness, a term I use in the manner of Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984), 
who view happiness as a state of deep-seated contentedness and satisfaction 
with one’s place in the world, rather than as a superficial condition of pleasure. 
The more formally grounded (i.e., scientific or academic) and abstractable a 
conception is to new settings and situations, the fewer disruptive surprises one 
will encounter and the more one will experience stability when engaging with 
the world. This is not to say that surprises and detours are necessarily unhappy 
occasions, for they often lead to happy outcomes, as I illustrate in Chapter 7 
with student writer Doug, who deliberately creates unanticipated moments in his 
writing in order to build excitement in his own composing process. Rather, it is 
to say that a concept enables an orderly engagement with life such that unantici-
pated events are less likely to cause unwanted disruptions and decisions that 
produce negative outcomes. Indeed, one could infer that Doug’s conscious crea-
tion of suspense for himself as a writer is a concept-driven decision based on his 
experiences and understanding of how to structure his own reality to produce 
outcomes that he found stimulating. 
 By linking concepts to happiness, I also link it to the affective dimension of 
Vygotsky’s view of human development as comprehensive and integrated. In this 
view, cognition and affect are synergistic processes with a dialectic relation. As I 
illustrate in Chapter 7, student writer Susan Bynum’s positive sense of herself as a 
writer enabled her to overcome obstacles during her composition of an analytic 
essay that required her to explicate the relationships within a labrynthian Shake-
spearean plot in the play Much Ado About Nothing. She was able to envision a 
positive outcome to her writing that enabled such strategies as not laboring over 
word choices because she understood that she could skip some decisions and return 
eventually to make improvements. This affective framework in turn helped her to 
produce an essay that contributed both to immediate feelings of satisfaction and to 
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her overall feeling of confidence as a writer. Future action that helps one reach 
goals and experience the experience—what I refer to as a meta-experience in  
discussing the construct of perezhivanie earlier in this chapter—as satisfying,  
engaging, fulfilling, or other affectively positive feeling can in turn lead to a  
happier and more affectively balanced and satisfying experience of life.   
 Concepts are fundamentally cultural as part of the frameworks for thinking that 
people appropriate through their social experiences, suggesting that bringing them to 
bear in settings guided by different motives and practices requires modification of 
their principles and thus of the concept. I make this claim largely in relation to people 
who have already developed some language fluency, given that, as Mandler (2007) 
has found, even preverbal infants develop an extensive conceptual system to frame 
their understanding of the world. This conceptual modification among people in ado-
lescence and beyond contributes to their development of a more complex understand-
ing, and development toward a modified life trajectory capable of adaptation to new 
problems.  
 A young person might identify as “a writer” over a period of decades, yet have that 
identity and understanding of it as an identity mediated and modified by different  
settings, levels of maturation, goals, and other factors. He or she might say that “I 
want to be a writer” in high school. Subsequently, he or she might engage in a variety 
of disciplinary writing experiences in college that suggest the need for rhetorical  
differentiation, learn especially the conventions of literary criticism as an English  
major, take a job in an advertising agency writing copy that requires an adjustment 
from the expansive and belletristic conventions of literary criticism to the economical 
and functional limitations of producing snappy slogans, advance to writing jingles that 
fit the parameters of music and include memorable rhymes that must be coordinated 
with images, and ultimately gravitate to writing and performing songs on stage that 
are more expansive and cover any conceivable topic7. This trajectory is always  
socially mediated, with the constraints and affordances available in one of these writ-
ing cultures not necessarily providing developmental channels in another. 
 As these examples suggest, concepts do not simply comprise empty theories, as 
Vygotsky’s (1987) attention to the need for the interplay of spontaneous and scien-
tific conceptual fields indicates. Rather, concepts must have experientially- or  
empirically-grounded utility to guide worldly action and engagement. Concepts 
thus provide the means through which action takes on function, form, meaning, 
and purpose. This action may be social, as in having a robust understanding of the 
conventions of the genres through which one hopes to communicate, or in relation 
to the natural world, as in understanding meteorological conditions and how they 
suggest what awaits one in engaging with the geological world. 
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SUMMARY 

I could make the case that this entire book provides an account of Vygotsky’s key 
terms and concepts. I have chosen this set to foreground because of their recurring and 
pervasive role in understanding his work. In subsequent chapters I refer back to these 
constructs in outlining a Vygotskian framework for literacy research, in the process 
explaining my interpretation of how he uses them to develop more specific concepts 
in his effort to develop a comprehensive account of a historically and culturally 
grounded theory of the development of human consciousness. 

NOTES 
1  Piaget, born in 1896, was also a contemporary and a pioneer whose own considerable draft produced 

a different Zeitgeist, one based on human development according to biologically unfolding stages, 
that dominated U.S. colleges of education for much of the 20th century. 

2  I use the term “Latin@” rather than “Latino/a” as a way to diminish the foregrounding of either 
gender in referring to this population. The @ symbol conveniently locates the o and a in the same 
figure such that neither is dominant. See, e.g., Fránquiz and Salazar (2007). 

3  Note, however, that not all grammatical concepts are so clear-cut. The difference between a dangling 
preposition and an adverbial particle, for example, is a matter of perspective and interpretation. 

4  Simon used protocol analysis studies to investigate economic reasoning, earning him recognition 
both as a key figure in cognitive psychology and as Nobel laureate in economics. 

5  On those occasions when my sources employ what would now be viewed as sexist or phallologocen-
tric language, I quote them directly without taking a presentist perspective of judgment. I am confi-
dent that in hindsight they regard such word choices as artifacts of particular times and places and 
that their language in their current writing reflects newer sensibilities. 

6  The insertion of [perezhivanie] in the text is a translation device provided by editors Van der Veer 
and Valsiner (1994), who explain that “The Russian term serves to express the idea that one and the 
same objective situation may be interpreted, perceived, experienced or lived through by different 
children in different ways. Neither ‘emotional experience’ (which is used here and which only cov-
ers the affective aspect of the meaning of perezhivanie), nor ‘interpretation’ (which is too exclusive-
ly rational) are fully adequate translations of the noun. Its meaning is closely linked to that of the 
German verb 'erleben' (cf. 'Erlebnis', 'erlebte Wirklichkeit')” (p. 354). 

7  This trajectory is made up from a composite of real examples. The differences in disciplinary writ-
ing conventions have been well-documented in studies of rhetoric (e.g., Bazerman & Paradis, 1991); 
the qualities of literary criticism draw selectively on the broader conventions that govern argumenta-
tion and thus require highly specialized disciplinary knowledge (Fahnestock & Secor, 1991); Eng-
lish majors often have great difficulty adapting their writing from their college discipline to business 
environments in such areas as writing concise memos (Anson & Forsberg, 1990); and for the Beach 
Boys album Pet Sounds—widely ranked as among the most influential rock albums ever released—
Brian Wilson employed a writer of commercial jingles, Tony Asher, as his co-composer. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF DATA IN THE 
ZONE OF PROXIMAL DEVELOPMENT 

Researchers in education, psychology, and related fields have historically been 
concerned with the extent to which the research methods they employ affect the 
emergence of the data they collect and analyze. Many publications, for instance, 
caution researchers about the perils of the Hawthorne effect (Adair et al., 1989), 
through which the mere fact of being observed for study improves performance. 
This effect suggests that what would “naturally” occur is altered by the presence of 
observers, thus invalidating the inevitably inflated results. The metaphors that have 
characterized researchers' implication in the data collection process have often 
stressed the notion of the purity of data: Researchers "intrude" through their media 
and procedures, or worse, they "contaminate" the data by introducing some foreign 
body into an otherwise sterile field.  
 The assumption behind these metaphors of purity is that the researcher must not 
adulterate the social world in which the data exist, but must rather work in the 
manner of the biologist who observes the life within a Petri dish without using  
instruments that might disrupt the natural biological processes unfolding in the 
self-contained microsystem. The belief that data are pure implies that researchers 
must observe and capture the activity within a research site without disrupting the 
course of events as they would unfold without study or intervention. Data collec-
tion procedures, according to this metaphor, must not affect this insular natural 
process, but must instead be neutral and inconspicuous in order to capture data in 
their immaculate form. 
 In contrast, the Vygotskian framework I am outlining challenges the appropri-
ateness of the purity metaphor in social science research. From a Vygotskian  
perspective, data are social constructs developed through the relationship of  
researcher, research participants, research context (including its historical antece-
dents), and the means of data collection (cf. Berger & Luckman, 1966, for their 
assertion of the social construction of reality). In this chapter my goal is to expli-
cate Vygotsky's notion of the development of consciousness and relate that view to 
the conduct of research. I will begin by providing my understanding of Vygotsky's 
conception of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The conception of the ZPD 
that I outline draws on Vygotsky’s emphasis on human development’s mediation 
through tools and signs, suggesting that the mind is elastic and unbounded. I hedge 
any claims to having an authoritative understanding of the ZPD because it has  
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become all things to all people, thus both making it a pervasive reference in social 
science research and rendering it so amorphous that it requires explication for  
particular applications. 
 To begin this discussion, I first review the ZPD as explained by Vygotsky on the 
three occasions I have found in which he refers to it in his own writing (1978, 
1987, 1998a). I then provide an expanded notion of the ZPD by situating his own 
very brief account in the context of both his more extended cultural-historical  
project and more recent scholarship conducted in this tradition. With a working 
definition of the ZPD proposed, I next lay out methodological problems emerging 
from this conception of the ZPD, including problems of defining research, identify-
ing an appropriate unit of analysis, considering the manner in which tasks are  
interpreted by various stakeholders in teaching and research, understanding the 
relationship between evidence and telos, and considering the mediational role of 
assessment. Following these considerations, I look at the relation between research 
and teaching from the Vygotskian perspective I have outlined. Finally, I review the 
research of Vygotsky's student and collaborator A. R. Luria (1976) and offer a  
critique of his often-cited research on literacy development in remote Soviet  
provinces during a time of economic transformation, questioning his conclusions 
through the Vygotskian lens through which I view his work. 

THE ZONE OF PROXIMAL DEVELOPMENT 

Vygotsky’s Account of the ZPD 

The ZPD has become, in all likelihood, Vygotsky’s most widely referenced notion, 
whether it is relevant to the work being indexed or not. For such a well-known 
phenomenon, however, the ZPD actually gets little attention in Vygotsky’s own 
voluminous writing. Vygotsky explains the zona blizaishevo razvitiya in what has 
been translated into English on the following occasions:  
 in an essay published in Mental Development of Children and the Process of 

Learning, published posthumously in 1935 and translated as “Interaction  
between Learning and Development” in Mind in Society in 1978;  

 in Chapter 6, Part 4.4 of Thinking and Speech (1987) as part of his discussion of 
scientific concepts; 

 in section 3 of “The Problem of Age” (1998a), published in Volume 5 of the 
Collected Works focused on Child Psychology. 

 His limited attention to this construct lacks the richness available from putting 
his account into the context of his larger project of formulating a social-cultural-
historical psychology of human development. I will first review his own account 
and its limitations, and then move to what I and others see as a version that is better 
situated within other aspects of his conception. 
 The zone described by Vygotsky (1987) is a set of parameters that defines a 
learner’s range of potential in a formal instructional relationship. Instruction should 
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fall neither below the lower threshold nor above the upper threshold of the learner’s 
parameters: “Productive instruction can occur only within the limits of these two 
thresholds” (p. 211). Between these boundaries is a “sensitive period” or “optimal 
[period] for instruction” (p. 212). Here “The teacher must orient his work not on 
yesterday’s development in the child but on tomorrow’s” (p. 211; emphasis in  
original); that is, on the buds that produce the fruits of learning, to use Vygotsky’s 
expression. Instruction should therefore be pitched to the upper threshold so that it 
leads development toward culturally valued knowledge and concepts that the child 
may ultimately be able to apply independently: “what a child can do with assistance 
today she will be able to do by herself tomorrow” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 87). 
 Vygotsky (1987) thus describes the ZPD as the difference “between the child’s 
actual level of development and the level of performance that he achieves in  
collaboration with the adult” (p. 209) during a pedagogical process. Vygotsky’s 
outline of the ZPD occurs solely within the context of a teaching-learning relation-
ship between a pair of people, one more and one less knowledgeable (usually a 
teacher and child, but also a child and more competent peer). During this process 
“a central feature for the psychological study of instruction is the analysis of the 
child’s potential to raise himself to a higher intellectual level of development 
through collaboration to move from what he has to what he does not have through 
imitation” (p. 210). This phrasing, as presented in translation, hints that a sort of 
“bootstrapping” is at work in Vygotsky’s view that the child can “raise himself” 
above current levels of performance. Newman, Griffin, and Cole (1989) robustly 
contest any idea of individual bootstrapping in their reformulation of the ZPD as a  
construction zone characterized by joint activity in teaching and learning, empha-
sizing that whatever raising of the self occurs comes about through a collaborative, 
rather than solitary effort. 
 The passage referenced in the previous paragraph reveals that Vygotsky (1987) 
sees a role for imitation in his account of the ZPD, although his view of imitation 
allows for individual agency. He defines imitation as a process in which “there 
must be some possibility of moving from what I can do to what I cannot”; he  
explicitly distances himself from imitation as “mechanical activity” (p. 209), which 
he believes better characterizes the training of animals. Imitation, in contrast to the 
mimetic habituation involved in training, is part of what Vygotsky calls “instruc-
tion” in which one learns something “fundamentally new” (p. 210). Van der Veer 
and Valsiner (1991), relying on papers written by Vygotsky around the time he was 
working on Thinking and Speech (Vygotsky, 1933/1966, 1933/1984, 1935),  
describe this distinction as being “between insightful learning and trial-and-error 
learning. . . . children are capable of intellectual, insightful imitation. . . . teaching 
can evoke and promote their cognitive development” (pp. 344–345).  
 This capacity for insightful imitation is illustrated by the role of play or experi-
mentation as a way of helping to create a zone of proximal development, i.e., to 
push its upper threshold through “the active imitation of a model through play”  
(p. 345). Both instruction and play—which refers more to experimentation than to 



CHAPTER 3 

52 

fun or frivolous activity—can push and extend one’s threshold for learning toward 
something fundamentally new, revealing the dynamic, flexible, and teleological nature 
of the ZPD. The idea of learning something new is central to Vygotsky’s genetic (i.e., 
developmental) method. Vygotsky thus characterizes the ZPD as an individual 
learner’s bounded “zone of . . . intellectual potential” (p. 209). The goal of a teacher, 
adult, or more capable peer should be to help learners do more—although not infi-
nitely more—and solve more difficult tasks than they can independently.  
 The value of this ZPD construct lies in the idea of assisted performance toward 
new competencies within the learner’s range of potential. It suggests the impor-
tance of teaching in learning. Rather than children leading themselves toward self-
chosen learning trajectories, as is the case in conceptions of literacy offered by 
Graves (1983) and others, teachers matter greatly in the manner in which they scaf-
fold students’ learning toward particular abilities. 
 Vygotsky (1978) illustrates the ZPD with the example of a child advancing in 
development through the assistance of an adult or more capable peer. The child, he 
says, can perform at a developmentally more advanced level when assisted than 
when acting alone, and this difference in level of performance suggests that a 
learner has a range of potential rather than some fixed state of ability. Learners 
ultimately appropriate the knowledge transacted through assisted performance, 
with that knowledge passing from the "intermental" plane (between two or more 
people) to the "intramental" plane (the learner's appropriation of socially-learned 
knowledge); that is, learners appropriate cultural and practical knowledge through 
a relationship with more experienced members of their society.  
 Vygotsky’s own account of the ZPD is relatively inattentive to more democratic 
collaborative activity of the sort championed by Newman et al. (1989), given that 
his focus was on school-based assessment. His idea of the ZPD challenged conven-
tional assessment practices that viewed (and continue to view) children as individ-
ual actors whose school performances indicate their independent abilities and 
achievements. Vygotsky’s contention that assisted performance typically produces 
higher levels of achievement challenged assessment practices that viewed abilities 
as fixed and therefore as measurable in a definitive way, as remains the case with 
standardized tests of reading and other abilities. 
 Vygotsky’s own account is where many people end their consideration of the 
ZPD: as a cognitive zone held by an individual learner, within which the learner 
may achieve more through assisted performance than may be evident from solitary 
activity. Wilhelm et al. (2001), for instance, describe the ZPD as a “cognitive  
region, which lies just beyond what the child can do alone. Anything that the child 
can learn with the assistance and support of a teacher, peers, and the instructional 
environment is said to lie within the ZPD” (p. 16). From this perspective, a teacher 
may “scaffold” (Bruner, Wood, & Ross, 1976) a learner’s progress by leading the 
child toward new levels of competency toward the higher end of this cognitive 
region. This set of metaphors suggests that the teacher knows the best direction for 
thinking and learning, and that the student’s role is to accommodate to that  



THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF DATA 

53 

developmental path by learning how to navigate it within the bounds set by the 
teacher.  
 The scaffolding metaphor has its critics, and their reservations are worth noting. 
Searle (1984) posed the important question, Who's building whose building? In 
other words, the scaffolding metaphor suggests that the person providing the  
support will lead the learner toward the best possible learning outcome. The ques-
tion “Who’s building whose building?” raises questions about the extent to which a 
teacher’s decisions are always in the students’ best interests. Searle’s question  
suggests the possibility that students might have entirely different needs and pur-
poses than are served by the kinds of learning outcomes that the teacher has in 
mind; and, as I will review later, it suggests that the tasks themselves might be  
interpreted differently as well. It also implies a criticism about the conventional  
notion of the teacher as someone who teachers rather than learns. Critics of  
authoritarian approaches to schooling maintain that teachers ought to learn through 
the process of teaching. Their notion of a building, then, can potentially change 
through teachers’ engagement with learners and their ideas about what needs to be 
constructed. 
 Searle (1984) is not the only critic of the scaffolding metaphor. Dyson (1990) 
finds it to be overly rigid and too focused on the teacher as expert. She suggests the 
metaphor of weaving instead, which she finds more flexible and democratic. A 
literal scaffold on a building provides a supporting framework for the structure and 
the builders who work on it. Both the building and scaffold are inert and immobile. 
Teachers and learners, however, are alive and animated. They are responsive to 
one another and so need to be both sensitive and adaptable. They mutually influ-
ence one another, which Dyson sees as a central reason for adopting the weaving 
metaphor, in which a common product emerges from joint activity. While the 
teacher often leads, she does so with careful attention to the child’s progress;  
further, she remains open to the idea that the student may come up with an  
approach to learning to which a more impervious “scaffold” might be insensitive. 
 A final concern about the scaffolding metaphor is that it suggests that one  
scaffold is enough: A single scaffold serves to support the building process, the 
building goes up, the scaffold comes down, and the process is complete. When 
people learn through guided activity, however, scaffolds are continually being 
built, modified, adapted to the learner’s growing understanding, or cast aside and 
replaced with something more appropriate in relation to the learner’s conceptual 
and practical progress or new directions that either emerge during the process of 
construction or are newly recognized by teacher and learner as meritorious and 
therefore as candidates to displace the original pathway. A rigid notion of scaffold-
ing thus appears inadequate in complex teaching and learning relationships. 
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The Expansion of Vygotsky’s Dyadic Conception of the ZPD 

Del Río and Álvarez (2007) argue that the ZPD is typically construed as an ahis-
torical instructional dyad. Yet for a Vygotskian analysis to have any relevance, the 
culture of the setting needs to be taken into account, including the ways in which 
the mediational tools emphasized in the interaction have a cultural value in the 
traditions and conventions that govern the setting. Overlooking that history, and 
focusing only on the elder or veteran and the learner, ignores the ways in which the 
various participants ascribe value to the means of mediation and bring prior ways 
of thinking and acting to their interaction. 
 A conception of the ZPD that takes these factors into account assumes the inter-
section of individual potential and cultural mediation. For the individual, it  
provides a means through which cognitive potential may be supported and directed 
toward new possibilities for achievement. The vehicle for this support and direc-
tion is the social context of learning (and by implication, of teaching), which  
provides mediational means typically made available by people in the setting who 
play a teaching role, whether that role is tacit or explicit. Conventional notions of 
teacher and learner have become problematized and complicated by those who take 
Vygotsky’s career project into account when considering what is involved in a 
ZPD and how it provides direction for learning. 
 The expanded notion of the ZPD brings into play the three themes that Wertsch 
(1985) finds central in Vygotsky's theoretical framework: a reliance on a genetic  
(developmental) method, an assumption of the social origins of consciousness, and the 
axiom that mental processes are mediated by tools and signs. In the sections that fol-
low, I review the inadequacies of the ZPD as briefly described by Vygotsky (1978, 
1987) and as popularized in countless publications that focus solely on the limited 
notion that he briefly outlines, usually referenced to Mind in Society (1978). I then 
elaborate on the extensions made by those who have had opportunities to apply his 
ideas in new contexts with multicultural populations whose forms of mediation do not 
necessarily match those expected by their teachers, and with data more carefully  
collected and analyzed than were Vygotsky’s in his Soviet laboratory in the 1920s and 
1930s. 
 The more expansive interpretations of the ZPD developed by Vygotsky’s theo-
retical progeny enable an extrapolation from Vygotsky’s dyadic conception to such 
formulations as Moll’s (1990) idea that the ZPD connects the learner with broader 
social contexts that mediate intellectual potential toward cultural frameworks for 
thinking. Vygotsky (1987) hints at this broader perspective by acknowledging that 
“our research demonstrates that these sensitive periods are associated with the  
social processes involved in the development of the higher mental functions”  
(p. 213). This factor enables a major shift by Moll and others. Moll, rather than 
seeing the ZPD as a learner’s zone of intellectual potential as promoted through 
teacher-learner dyads, views it as “social contexts . . . for mastery of and conscious 
awareness in the use of . . . cultural tools” (p. 12).  
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 Zinchenko (1995) provides a distinction between Vygotsky (1978, 1987) and his 
student and collaborator Leont’ev (1981) that helps to construct the theoretical 
bridge needed to adopt the broader postulation of the ZPD proposed by Moll 
(1990). Zinchenko describes Leont’ev’s departure from Vygotsky, arguing that 
Vygotsky’s cultural-historical psychology “was concerned with the problem of 
ideal mediators that exist between humans and between humans and the world. . . . 
The psychological theory of activity was concerned with the problem of real (i.e., 
concrete) tools and objects that humans . . . place between themselves and nature” 
(p. 44).  
 The ideal mediators described by Zinchenko were words and their meaning, 
which Vygotsky regarded as the unit of analysis for understanding the develop-
ment of human consciousness. As one matures, one attributes increasingly complex 
meaning to words so that they take on the character of concepts, i.e., cultural  
generalizations that are internally consistent. A young child’s conception of “ball,” 
for instance, might include the moon and other round objects that do not meet a  
culture’s standard for “ball.” As the child grows in cultural experience and prac-
tice, the items included in the generalization become winnowed down to what 
might properly be included in the set of objects known as “ball.” This development 
toward a culturally appropriate notion of the concept is available through investiga-
tions into the meanings that learners attribute to words. Through investigations into 
word meaning across the process of human development, Vygotsky asserted that 
higher, culturally-appropriate mental functions become evident and suggest  
learners’ appropriation and development of cultural concepts. 
 Leont’ev (1981) was more concerned with tool-mediated labor and action in the 
world, including the use of psychological tools such as speech and the genres that 
enable it to cohere, but also including more tangible mediational means such as a 
pencil or fishing rod. From a semiotic standpoint, in the development of  
consciousness, Vygotsky’s cultural-historical psychology foregrounds the sign, 
particularly the word, which represents the conceptual or the ideal. Leont’ev’s shift 
foregrounds tool-mediated action and thus focuses on the material rather than the 
ideal. Neither sees the two as separate; each emphasizes one to account for the 
other. 
 Leont’ev’s (1981) focus on tool-mediated action shifted the unit of analysis to 
tool-mediated action rather than the signs (words) produced by action. “Con-
sciousness,” he argued, “was not freed from the short rein of activity. Rather than 
giving rise to activity, consciousness was a secondary, though not second-rate, 
reflection of it” (p. 44). Leont’ev’s concern was thus with the ways in which social 
action produces changes in consciousness. This emphasis in turn requires attention 
to the cultural and historical ways in which social action has become patterned, 
habitual, and proleptic, and to the particular tools—and ways of using tools—
sanctioned in different settings. 
 Attending to the role of cultural tools and practices suggests that activity is  
intimately tied to the cultural settings in which social action occurs. Leont’ev’s 
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attention to tool-mediated action has enabled current interpreters of Vygotsky to 
view the ZPD more in terms of situated development than individual learners’ 
zones of potential. Leont’ev (1981) provided the grounds for viewing the ZPD as 
distributed throughout a setting rather than merely circumscribing an individual’s 
intellectual potential. Moll (1990) describes the social system that constitutes the 
ZPD as “a characteristic not solely of the child or of the teaching but of the child 
engaged in collaborative activity within specific social environments. The focus is 
on the social system within which we hope children learn, with the understanding 
that this social system is mutually and actively created by teachers and students” 
(p. 11; emphasis in original).  
 For Moll (1990) and Newman et al. (1989) the ZPD is a tool-mediated setting or 
construction zone in which activity is directed toward cultural goals. The focus for 
these theorists is on the social systems in which human development takes place, 
making the cultural-historical setting of learning itself the zone of proximal devel-
opment. This perspective enables an explanation of learning without the mediation 
of explicit instruction; learning can be accounted for through the learner’s engage-
ment with other cultural mediators. That is, if all cultural artifacts potentially have 
a tool function, then a ZPD can shape learning without a teacher being present. 
Rather, the artifacts themselves may represent social-cultural-historical values and 
teleological destinations, thus contributing to one’s developmental trajectory 
through a process of tacitly assisted learning. 
 Teachers and adults undoubtedly have a crucial mediational role in children’s 
learning, yet differential levels of expertise complicate conventional notions of 
who is teaching whom what. Although there is an agreement on the crucial role 
teachers and adults play, the nature of the assistance and mediation has been the 
subject of debate, and researchers are still trying to understand how much assis-
tance and under which circumstances this assistance supports students’ learning 
(Smagorinsky, 1995b). Sociocultural constructivist conceptions of teaching and 
learning relationships allow for considerable agency on the part of learners-as-
teachers. Dyson’s (1990) rejection of the “scaffolding” metaphor in favor of a 
“weaving” metaphor illustrates this more interactive, mutually instructive concep-
tion of the ZPD.  
 Moll and Whitmore (1993) underscore that the ZPD involves “the child engaged 
in collaborative activity within a specific social (discourse) environment” (p. 20). 
ZPDs thus lack the sort of containment asserted by Wilhelm et al. and involve 
more of the “weaving” implied by the etymology of the term “context” (Cole, 
1996) and recognized by Dyson (1990). Moll and Whitmore (1993) propose that 
the key to understanding learning in classroom contexts is to attend to the social 
transactions that make up classroom life: “Within this analysis the focus of study is 
on the sociocultural system within which children learn, with the understanding 
that this system is mutually and actively created by teachers and students. What we 
propose is a ‘collective’ zone of proximal development” (p. 20). The notion of a 
collective zone of proximal development is related to the concept of distributed 
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cognition (Salomon, 1993), since knowledge is shared among participants in  
sociocultural activity and manifested in the artifacts of human production  
(Rogoff, 2003), each with unique affordances and constraints available both 
through the material form of the artifacts themselves and the social practices that 
guide action in particular settings (Martínez-Roldán & Smagorinsky, 2011; 
Wertsch, 1991).  
 An apt definition of the ZPD applied to classroom practices for Moll and  
Whitmore (1993) must include the active child appropriating and developing new 
meditational means for learning. Shifting the emphasis from the adult/more-
competent-peer and child dyad to what an individual can accomplish through  
participation in joint, situated sociocultural activity opens up possibilities to under-
stand learning as a tool-and-sign-mediated, cultural-historical process. Although 
gaps between those assigned different formal roles such as teacher and student 
might remain superficially in place, these gaps can mask other ways in which  
task-and-setting-appropriate knowledge can be distributed more equitably across 
relationships.  
 This sociocultural perspective enables researchers to study people’s use and 
transformation of cultural tools and technologies and their involvement and par-
ticipation in the social, discursive, and cultural practices of their families and 
communities. Such practices are not fixed, but rather change in relation to the pro-
tean dynamics of interpersonal and intrapersonal action and the teleological goals 
toward which action is directed in relation to task, setting, and participant factors 
(Rogoff, 2003; Smagorinsky, 2001; Wertsch, 2000).  
 This expanded notion of the ZPD has powerful methodological significance for 
educational researchers. The implications stem from a conception of the extent and 
character of the zone itself, in particular the way the conceptualization of the ZPD 
suggests that the mind is not fixed in its capacity but rather provides a range of 
potential. The mind, therefore, is both elastic in terms of the different directions 
cognitive growth may take depending on the sociocultural environment in which it 
develops, and unbounded in terms of its scope and potential for growth.  
 The mind's elasticity is reflected in Vygotsky's notion of "higher" or sociocul-
tural mental processes. In this view, the type of thinking appropriated depends on 
the historical and cultural knowledge and practices available through the surround-
ing adult community and the resultant form that adult assistance takes in the  
context of a culture’s teleological trajectory. In other words, "higher" mental  
processes have no specific operations, but embody the most sophisticated ways of 
thinking that a particular culture has developed over the years and passes down 
from generation to generation. Tulviste (1991) has argued that thinking develops 
according to the types of problems an environment presents to learners in a culture 
to solve. Through activity in the environment, people develop higher mental proc-
esses that are appropriate to addressing culture-specific needs.  
 Hundeide's (1985) critique of Piaget (see Chapter 2) illustrates problems that 
can occur when one developmental path is criticized according to the structure of 
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another, a problem I review later in this chapter with regard to Luria’s (1976) work 
in remote, newly-incorporated Soviet hamlets. In this conception of the develop-
ment of thinking, "universal" operations are possible only insofar as universal  
human experiences allow for the development of common ways of knowing. Even in 
the case of survival-driven human needs such as sex drive and hunger, conceptions of 
appropriate practices are rooted in cultural values and vary from group to group. 
 Just as crucial from a methodological standpoint is the second set of potentials, 
the unboundedness of the mind. The mind is unbounded in two ways, one related 
to an individual's capacity for development and one related to the role of tools in 
mediating development. As is frequently noted in accounts derived from Vygot-
sky’s (1978, 1987) limited notion of the ZPD, the mind is theoretically limitless in 
its potential for cognitive growth (Cazden, 1979). The zone provides for a range of 
ability, with the upper reaches continually in a state of change, both in terms of 
their presumed ceiling and the types of thinking—the higher mental functions, in 
Vygotsky’s parlance—afforded by cultural practice. Development consists of using 
socially mediated assistance to move toward the higher levels of the range, with 
that range always itself developing into a new and more complex state.  
 The other important implication of the unbounded mind, one with profound 
ramifications for research methodology, concerns the limitlessness of the mind in 
terms of its physical location due to the reliance of thinking on tools and signs. 
Many psychological and philosophical accounts of the human mind have it locked 
within the skull (see Chapter 2). Descartes, Rousseau, Freud, and others have pos-
ited a mind/matter dichotomy where the mind exists in a "natural" state and loses 
its purity through association with society, even becoming corrupt in the view of 
Rousseau and Freud through social transactions. According to Newman et al. 
(1989), in a Piagetian conception "direct instruction will actually inhibit the child's 
understandings if instruction gets in the way of the child's own exploration" (p. 92). 
 From the perspective I am taking of an expanded notion of the ZPD, unadulterated 
development could only take place in vacuo, a state not possible in human society. 
Vygotsky's distinction between biological (lower) and socioculturally mediated 
(higher) mental processes provides the framework for a view of development in which 
biological factors afford the range of a learner’s cognitive potential (just described as a 
learner's capacity for development in Vygotsky’s limited conception of the ZPD). 
Specific ways of thinking then take shape as the individual's "higher" mental proc-
esses through the learner's use of mediational tools that he or she uses to appropriate 
the cultural-historical means of cognition that characterize mental adaptation and 
transformation within the surrounding social milieu. Vygotsky's insistence on the  
inherent social nature of development challenges the mind/matter dichotomy (see, for 
instance, Rogoff's [1990] critique of Piaget) and raises questions about the extent to 
which "natural" development is possible. If development is socially mediated, then 
commerce with other humans does not contaminate or corrupt the natural mind but 
rather provides the tools and signs through which the inherently social mind develops 
according to particular cultural codes. 
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 In this conception the ZPD is not restricted to the internal symbol systems of the 
individual alone, but includes the tools within a social context through which 
learners mediate thinking and activity. If the mind is socially distributed and  
develops through activity involving cultural tools, it is unlimited in the sense that 
its development is inseparable from the tools of mediation, which themselves are 
often corporeal things (e.g., computers, shovels) that extend out into and help to 
shape the material world. The means of mediation can also be invisible yet power-
fully influential in shaping thought and communication, such as the speech genres 
that govern discourse and thus ideology in specific sociocultural settings (Bakhtin, 
1986; Marshall et al., 1995; Smagorinsky & Fly, 1993; Wertsch, 1991); or so  
embedded in people's daily lives that they do not notice them as tools, such as a 
speedometer or appointment book (Pea, 1993). 
 These tools have no inherent value and use, but take on meaning as tools with spe-
cific values and uses through the cultural-historical functions that members of a soci-
ety have found for and attributed to them. Psychological tools thus link individual 
minds to other minds, both those that are immediate and contemporary and those that 
have provided the cultural antecedents through which mediational tools accrue value 
and assume meaning. The mind is thus spatially unbounded in that, through the tools 
of mediation, it extends out and is connected to the social and cultural world in which 
it develops. From a semiotic standpoint, the signs that a culture establishes to order its 
world require tools for creation and interpretation. Cultural tools and semiotic signs 
thus link people across generations as well as to their contemporaries. 

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES IN TAKING A VYGOTSKIAN PERSPECTIVE 

Defining Research 

In this section I will examine research as a social construct. My effort, very broadly 
speaking, will be to discuss empirical research, which I view as encompassing a 
broad range of methodologies, including those typically characterized as "qualita-
tive" and "quantitative." Regardless of whether a methodology relies on numeric 
representations of data or verbal "thick descriptions" of life (Geertz, 1973),  
empirical research makes claims based on data and is typically presented in some 
form of argument, at least as reported through the continually evolving format 
specified by the American Psychological Association (e.g., American Psychologi-
cal Association, 2009, and its previous five editions). More recently, literacy  
researchers have adopted other formats, such as narrative accounts, to present  
empirical data (see, e.g., Schaafsma & Vinz, 2011). Behrens and Smith (1996) 
have identified five features of data and their use in research, regardless of how 
they are collected and analyzed: The act of analysis is a construction of the re-
searcher, all data are reduced to symbols (usually words or numbers), the process 
of analysis is social, the goal of analysis is to reduce complex data to a manageable 
summary, and the results of data analysis are provisional and contestable. My  
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effort here is to avoid the polemics that often characterize methodological disputes 
(e.g., Tobin & Kincheloe, 2006), and instead to take a pluralistic and inclusive 
view of research. 
 Empirical research itself is a social construction, being developed and practiced 
primarily in Western cultures that value the development of "scientific" thinking 
(Vygotsky, 1987); that is, the development of formal concepts that are abstracted 
from the immediate context of their usage and used to develop formal rules for 
broader application than is available from the setting of initial learning. Empirical 
research thus typically strives for generalizability from the evidence found in the 
context of particular studies, with principles derived for application to other similar 
situations, if not to all situations. Even research that focuses on the particular can 
offer general principles, such as Smagorinsky and Coppock's (1994, 1995a, 1995b) 
argument that the unique acts of meaning construction found in the artistic  
composing processes of case study students suggest the need to reconsider the uni-
formity in typical school assessment, or the argument that case studies can be  
generalized in a limited way to people of background and experience reasonably 
similar to those of the research participant (Smagorinsky, Wilson, & Moore, 2011). 
 As cultural practice, research serves both to represent values and shape them; 
research is thus both sign and tool. Bazerman's (1988) extended analysis of the 
genre and activity of the experimental article in science reveals the ways in which 
research is both sign and tool for regulating cultural behavior (cf. McCloskey's 
[1985] analysis of the rhetoric of economics, which he argues relies on "scientistic" 
language using "hard" empirical data to make political arguments). Bazerman finds 
that the genre of the scientific article has evolved over time along with changes in 
the field, thus simultaneously both representing and regulating activity. The Publi-
cation Manual of the American Psychological Association, he argues, "embodies 
behaviorist assumptions about authors, readers, the subjects investigated, and 
knowledge itself. The prescribed style grants all the participants exactly the role 
they should have in a behaviorist universe" (p. 259). 

Unit of Analysis 

Because development involves goal-directed, tool-mediated activity, the unit of 
analysis for psychological study cannot be an artifact of learning that presumably 
represents a crystallized, fully-formed state of development independent of the 
artifact's cultural significance and the means through which the learner has  
appropriated an understanding of how to produce it. Vygotsky (1978) criticized 
psychological researchers who train research participants in how to approach tasks 
and then conduct a formal data collection during an activity that follows the train-
ing. To Vygotsky, the training sessions are the most theoretically compelling peri-
ods of activity that take place during psychological research in that they represent 
the occasions during which learning occurs. In the training sessions the partici-
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pants learn how to use the mediational tools in what the researcher believes to be 
the most appropriate manner, a process that involves the learner's development in 
Vygotsky’s limited notion of the zone of proximal development. The process of  
appropriation often takes place during training as researchers and participants work 
toward intersubjectivity in relation to the task in question, a problem I review later 
in this section.  
 To Vygotsky, this process is of infinitely greater theoretical importance than the 
more fully-appropriated knowledge that is often studied during psychological  
research; or, conversely, the participant's lack of appropriation of the researcher's 
conception of suitable tool use that leads to "poor" performance and thus deficit-
driven judgments of a participant's cognitive abilities. By focusing on the idea that 
the data collection captures the participants' "ability" level instead of their capacity 
for employing the research's mediational tools for development toward a specific 
cultural end, such studies misrepresent the developmental process and the various 
participants’ relationships with the tools of mediation. 
 The appropriate unit of analysis of psychological study also cannot isolate vari-
ables that are inseparably linked in the developmental process, although both in 
Vygotsky's time and in current psychological research, learning has often been 
studied through a breakdown of a whole process into its parts (e.g., the "cognitive 
skills" focus of much research in reading and other fields). Efforts to account for 
the whole of a process in terms of an analysis of its discrete parts overlooks Vygot-
sky’s (1987) insight that "the separate functions are linked with one another in  
activity" (p. 43); they make up a unit of analysis "that possesses all the basic char-
acteristics of the whole" (p. 46; emphasis in original). To Vygotsky, the word  
embodies this quality; to Bakhtin, the longer utterance enables this analysis; to 
Leont’ev, the appropriate unit is collective action. 
 Leont’ev’s (1981) extension of Vygotsky’s unit of analysis from word meaning 
suggests that researchers of psychological processes cannot separate the changes in 
consciousness that are usually the objects of psychological study from the goal-
directed, tool-mediated activity through which the changes take place. In that tool 
use is fundamental to changes in consciousness such as the concept development 
central to Vygotsky's (1987) notion of cognitive growth, researchers need to under-
stand the relation among the mediational tools, their historical cultural uses within 
the learner's community, their means of employment in the learning (and research) 
environment, the intersubjectivity between the learner's understanding of the learn-
ing task and the evaluator's (teacher's or researcher's) understanding of the task, 
and other factors that make up the interrelated social environment of learning. 

Task 

Both researchers and teachers often operate on the assumption that the learning 
tasks they present to students are understood in the same manner by all stake-
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holders. In particular, they tend to assume that the task as they envision and intend 
it is in turn taken up by learners in the fashion in which they offer it. Newman et al. 
(1989) refer to this phenomenon as the problem of assuming a task or problem 
isomorph in which a learning problem is presented to people of different back-
grounds in different settings under the assumptions that this standardized procedure 
will be interpreted identically by all who encounter it.  
 On a large and diffuse scale, this assumption drives any standardized assess-
ment. It can also affect smaller populations such as classrooms, such as when a 
teacher tells students to write an “essay” on a topic without specifying and teaching 
students the specific essay properties and how to produce them in order to commu-
nicate effectively through their texts according to what their teacher anticipates. 
Students whose prior understandings produce a match with the teacher’s expecta-
tions have a distinct advantage over those whose prior training and experiences 
have given them a different conception of what an “essay” might mean. To some 
teachers, for instance, a formal essay must never include the word “I”; for others, 
stating one’s opinion requires an acknowledgement of subjectivity. Students who 
make the wrong assumption about the teacher’s expectations on such matters are 
typically corrected and/or downgraded for invoking the wrong conventions to suit 
this particular teacher’s taste. 
 The role of the task is central to any conception of the ZPD. Newman et al. 
(1989) describe the problem of presenting tasks in assessment as follows:  

Crudely speaking, the source of the difficulty in making cross-situational 
cognitive comparisons is that different social constraints operate on people in 
different contexts, be they in school or out. The psychologist’s task (classify-
ing paired associated learning, logical reasoning) is not a physical object in 
the world, although it often includes physical objects. A task is, rather, a set 
of actions, the goal of which is prespecified by the psychologist along with a 
set of constraints that must be honored in meeting the goal. . . . [W]e have to 
deal with some difficult problems of “task analysis” in order to think cohe-
rently about task similarity across contexts. (p. 18) 

Newman et al. (1989) are concerned that “statements about children ‘doing the 
same task’ better or worse in one of the settings are difficult (if not impossible) to 
warrant if we depend on discovering ‘naturally’ occurring tasks” (p. 19). Their use 
of the term “naturally” appears in quotations because, from a Vygotskian perspec-
tive, human life is always social and thus conditioned historically and culturally; it 
is never the pure activity assumed in the “contamination” metaphor for social sci-
ence research. Rather, they refer to actions that take place without a researcher’s 
intervention as they unfold in the normal course of events. Newman et al.  
acknowledge, in accounting for the problem of task isomorphation, that in  
employing one sort of task across settings, “there would be limits to the degree of 
‘sameness’ that we could arrange. . . . We phrased our strategy as follows: Let’s 
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try to make a cognitive task happen several times and see how different social set-
tings pull it apart in different ways” (p. 19; emphasis in original). 
 Their attention to the mediational role of a variety of settings follows from their 
belief that “a cognitive task is always a social construction with two aspects.  
The first aspect arises from the broad historical context of the psychologist’s work. 
The second arises from the immediate ‘on-line’ interaction between the experi-
menter and subject” (p. 20). Any participant, including a teacher or researcher, is 
part of, contributes to, and acts in response to the setting of activity as it is situated 
in a variety of historical mediators: those of the academic or professional discipline 
in which the work is situated, those of smaller communities of practice whose  
cultural activities contribute to how work gets accomplished, and whatever other 
mediational means provide a motive for the setting and privilege particular tools 
and signs through which the teleological ends are promoted.  
 Key to any consideration of the role of a task in teaching and learning is the 
learner’s construal of the task, a factor that is entirely overlooked in the assump-
tion of a task or problem isomorph, whether it is presented on a grand scale as in 
standardized testing (see Chapter 5) or on a smaller scale as in a teacher presenting 
tasks under the assumption that all students interpret them in an identical manner. 
Newman et al. (1989) emphasize that “The appropriation process is reciprocal, and 
cognitive change occurs within this mutually constructive process. While instruc-
tional interactions favor the role associated with the teacher, we cannot lose sight 
of the continually active role of the child” (p. 58). I interpret their insight to be 
important at two levels. First, researchers and teachers need to appreciate and  
acknowledge whatever idiosyncratic way of thinking any individual learner might 
bring to an instructional setting that might lead to a unique way of understanding a 
task. More critical from a cultural-historical perspective are the ways in which 
people with different cultural experiences with tools and signs and the ends toward 
which they are used bring particular cultural-schematic knowledge of tasks to the 
setting.  
 In prior work I have emphasized the importance of goal congruence in effective 
instruction (Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998a). Goal congruence refers to 
the degree to which teachers and students share broad dispositions toward school 
and its value, and thus participate willingly in instructional activities with reasona-
bly similar understandings of why tasks are carried out in classroom settings. That 
is, even if the task itself might require explication, teachers and students are more 
or less in agreement that academic tasks have some value, even if that value for 
students might be for the pragmatic purpose of advancing to the next academic 
level. The issue of goal congruence becomes problematic when schools are gener-
ally conducted to accommodate a certain sort of learner, one whose orientation to 
society follows the values of the White middle class. Many researchers have noted 
the degree to which working class students (Eckert, 1989), students of different 
racial backgrounds (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008), immigrant students with different 
ways of knowing than are valued in school (Ballanger, 1989), and other students 
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from outside the presumed cultural mainstream think and act according to cultural 
histories that make their formal education in school alien and unrewarding. 
 As I understand Newman et al. (1989), some degree of goal congruence must be 
in place in order for a task to serve the learning goals of the student. Even with 
such congruence, understandings of the task need to be negotiated and clarified in 
teaching and research so that undertaking the task serves a real learning purpose 
for students and so that when teachers or researchers assess students’ performance 
on tasks, they do so with attention to the ways in which the students have inter-
preted it. Given that the task or problem will never be truly isomorphic across 
learners or settings, instruction needs to be clear and attentive to learners’ charac-
teristics and how they have come into being, and assessment needs to be equitable 
in terms of how learners of diverse cultural-mediational backgrounds perform on 
the tasks. That is, instruction and assessment cannot presume the generic child, but 
rather must be sensitive and responsive to how collectives and individuals under-
stand the instruction and expectations of educational tasks. 

Telos and Evidence 

In considering the form that reports of research findings take, Bazerman (1988) 
asserts that the scientific article relies on a notion of argumentation that is based on 
the use of some sort of evidence to support a claim (see Toulmin, 1969). While this 
very argumentative structure itself represents a socially constructed process and 
form of thinking, one generally attributed to the European Enlightenment, so does 
the problem of what counts as data, and the question of what a set of data counts as 
evidence for. Once again the problem of telos in development arises: If something 
is believed to count as data, and if those data serve as evidence to support a claim 
about the extent of human development found in human behavior, then there is a 
necessary relation between the assumptions about the optimal endpoint of devel-
opment and assumptions about the data that serve as evidence to identify progress 
toward that destination. 
 
 Any assessment procedure or instrument embodies the researcher's sense of an 
appropriate developmental path for people to follow, and produces data that identify 
people's progress or achievement according to the direction of that path; i.e., it is  
fundamentally teleological and proleptic. McCarthy and Gerring's (1994) account of 
the revision of DSM-IV illustrates this phenomenon well. They argue that the revision 
of the most important book in the mental health profession, the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV), was not so much an effort to change the 
text but rather served to achieve the social and political ends of its authors to establish 
the superiority of the biomedical model of mental “disorder.”  
 In the biomedical model that undergirds the revised text (which has been revised 
again since their study), "mental disorders are understood, like physical diseases, as 
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discrete entities, generic across cultures, which are clearly bounded from each 
other and from normal conditions. The task of researchers in the biomedical model 
is to see patients not as individuals but as members of populations grouped accord-
ing to observable symptoms" (McCarthy & Gerring, 1994, p. 150). Evidence of the 
presence of such “disorders”—or as I prefer to call such departures from the neuro-
logical norm, neuroatypicality or extranormativity, because these terms do not  
imply that difference is commensurate with deficit (Smagorinsky, 2011b)—comes 
in the form of a patient's performance in diagnostic tests and their proximity to 
norms in large populations, such as the agreement among patients on the identifica-
tion of the images in a Rorschach test. 
 Such a model is distinct from other approaches to understanding anomalous 
psychic conditions and behavior, such as Jung's psychoanalytic methods, "which 
understand mental disorder according to theories of intrapsychic workings and 
which focus on individual life stories rather than on patient populations" 
(McCarthy & Gerring, 1994, p. 151). McCarthy and Gerring argue that the compet-
ing models are at odds in their assumptions about the sources of mental disorder 
(itself a socially constructed notion, particularly the notion suggested by the  
dis- prefix that a deficit is in play), the elicitation procedures for gathering data, the 
material substance of data, and ways of analyzing data. They are further "compet-
ing" in the very real sense that the establishment of authority of a particular method 
of treatment has material benefits for its practitioners in terms of in prestige,  
influence, grants, consultations, fame, and other sources of  gain. 
 A sense of telos is thus closely related to the question of what constitutes data 
and evidence and the problem of employing appropriate methods for collecting 
data. Data collection procedures imply a belief in a particular developmental  
endpoint and additionally can serve to establish the authority of the researcher. 
According to the work of Bazerman (1988), McCarthy and Gerring (1994), and 
others, the scientific model dominates Western research and commands the great-
est resources and attention, as evidenced by recent U. S. policies that specify the 
experimental research design as the most valid, and thus most fundable, method of 
inquiry.  
 
 Rather than producing objective data demonstrating advanced development, how-
ever, the scientific model produces instead culturally-shaped evidence of development 
towards a specific endpoint. Unlike the contributors to Tobin and Kincheloe (1996), 
who attribute hateful and pernicious intentions to quantitative researchers and their 
work, I bear no antipathy toward experimental researchers in education, although I 
have often questioned the assumptions that undergird their designs (e.g., Smagorinsky, 
2009b; I have also questioned the assumptions behind qualitative studies in Smagorin-
sky, 1987). I do, however, reject the notion that such approaches provide exclusive 
access to understandings of teaching and learning. 
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The Mediational Role of Assessment 

The social character of development becomes crucially important when researchers 
undertake the study of learning. When researchers enter a sociocultural setting to 
conduct research on developmental processes, they become part of that setting and 
thus become mediating factors in the very learning they purport to document. 
Rather, however, than "contaminating" the research environment, they become 
additional mediational means in a learner's development. Researchers provide me-
diation even when the learner does not personally interact with the researcher but 
instead has learning measured through the use of an instructional intervention and 
assessment vehicle. Such mediational means are not culturally neutral but  
rather are replete with cultural values, thus representing cognition that is socially  
distributed. 
 Empirical researchers have typically been concerned with minimizing the re-
searcher's observational effects upon the performance of the research participants. 
Yet the conception of the ZPD I have outlined suggests that this concern is mis-
guided because "avoiding" mediation is not possible when research is inherently 
mediational. The research of Moll and Greenberg (1990) raises questions about the 
objectivity of conventional assessment and points to the likelihood that all means 
of data elicitation embody a culturally-biased sense of telos that is reflected in both 
data collection procedures and the uses of evidence in argumentation. 
 Moll and Greenberg (1990) investigated the learning of Southwestern Mexican-
American students both in school and in their home community. Concerned by the 
historical disproportionate failure of Latin@ students in American schools, they 
endeavored to identify the source of these students' failure, which had primarily 
been attributed to cognitive deficiencies. Moll and Greenberg found, however, that 
in their home communities the students engaged in a complex series of cognitive 
tasks, including repairing farm machinery, distilling medicine from insects, manag-
ing budgets, organizing work forces, and engaging in countless other challenging 
cognitive activities. In contrast, in school these same students were often judged by 
their teachers as "failing" academically, a designation that was then taken to repre-
sent their "ability" in all cognitive matters. 
 Taking a Vygotskian perspective, Moll and Greenberg (1990) disputed the 
judgments of the teachers and researchers who found these students to be cogni-
tively deficient. They employed a distributed notion of the ZPD as the foundation 
for their analysis of what they believed to be an erroneous interpretation of stu-
dents' academic performance. Moll and Greenberg argued that the students did not 
have a fixed level of "ability" that was "measured" by the neutral instruments of 
school assessment, but instead had a range of potential that had taken a particular 
cultural shape through their immersion in the agricultural community in which they 
had been raised. Their mediational tools for demonstrating competency in their 
community work included such means as using speech for cooperative undertak-
ings, using physical tools such as wrenches to configure space in their repair of 
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machinery, and using other tools in social activity that were not central to school 
instruction or assessment. Rather, in school students were evaluated according to 
isolated performance on problems involving abstract reasoning, using mediational 
means such as standardized tests that were culturally alien to them. 
 Moll and Greenberg (1990) concluded that the determination that the students were 
cognitively deficient was a function of the culture-laden means of evaluation that were 
more congenial to students of European-origin middle-class backgrounds than to stu-
dents of Mexican-origin agricultural backgrounds. They further concluded that the 
ZPDs—which in the expanded sense outlined by Moll (1990) included the social con-
text of learning and the cultural tools it provided—that afforded opportunities for suc-
cess in the Mexican-American community were not available in school. As a result the 
students performed poorly and therefore were judged to be deficient, a conclusion that 
Moll and Greenberg argue stems from a great misconception of the process of cogni-
tive development and ignorance concerning the sociocultural character of the ZPD. 
 The problem identified by Moll and Greenberg (1990) goes beyond race- and 
ethnicity-related differences, although race and ethnicity often figure prominently 
in cultural studies. Lave, Murtaugh, and de la Rocha's (1984) research on grocery 
shoppers performing mathematical operations both in the supermarket and on pa-
per and pencil tests parallels Moll and Greenberg's study in interesting ways. Lave 
et al. accompanied shoppers and audio recorded their calculations as they sought to 
find the best prices on products they intended to purchase. They found that the 
shoppers were virtually infallible in their mathematics in this situated activity. Yet 
these same people, when tested on identical mathematical problems presented in 
abstract form through the means of a paper and pencil test, performed quite poorly, 
answering fewer than half of the problems correctly. The findings were similar to 
those of Moll and Greenberg: These shoppers would be judged as "failures"  
according to the means of assessment used in school (and typically used in  
research on instruction and learning), yet through a more meaningful, concrete, and 
appropriate means of assessment, they performed with uniform excellence. 
 These studies illustrate the hidden problems involved in conducting research, 
even when the researcher takes precautions to prevent "contamination" from taking 
place. Simply by choosing a means of assessment, the researcher enters the learn-
ing environment with assumptions that a particular means of assessment is capable 
of determining learning. Moll and Greenberg (1990) have pointed out that the  
assumption that the means of assessment are neutral can have insidious and harm-
ful implications for students who are not attuned to the type of higher mental  
processes cultivated for completing a given task according to the assessors' expec-
tations. A reliance on these means of assessment erroneously assumes that a  
specific type of psychological mediation represents "achievement"—that is, repre-
sents progress toward a particular conception of telos—when in fact what is being 
measured is the cultural compatibility between learner and the means of mediation 
(cf. Newman et al.’s [1989] concern for assumptions about problem isomorphs). 
 If one accepts that higher mental processes are culturally shaped rather than 
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universal in structure, most assessment vehicles used in school and research tilt the 
advantage of those students whose higher mental processes have developed in a 
way similar to those who create the assessment vehicles. The ZPD's developmental 
nature suggests that the instruments of data elicitation are never neutral; they are 
instead always mediational. The ZPD has an inherently developmental and semi-
otic character that is instrumentally affected by the learner's appropriation and  
implementation of a culture's psychological tools.  
 These factors contribute to the conclusion that data on human development are 
inherently social in nature, and therefore the invocation of the purity metaphor is 
inappropriate in discussing investigations of learning. Data can only be "pure" in a 
sterile environment, and human development takes place in a teeming social mi-
lieu. To assume that learning can be separated from its social foundations is to 
misunderstand the nature of the expanded, culturally-grounded conception of the 
ZPD; and to assume that the study of learning can be conducted through culturally 
neutral means is to misconceptualize the role of mediation in human development 
and to underestimate the effects of the introduction of any research tools into the 
learning environment. Indeed, the traditional reference to a participant in the  
research as a "subject" stresses the view that the participant is an "other" distinct 
from, and immune to, the mediating effects of the research process, a view that the 
Vygotskian position I am taking would regard as misguided. 

RESEARCH AS TEACHING, TEACHING AS RESEARCH 

I have argued thus far that a research process involves an underlying sense of telos, 
involves the mediation of data collecting methods, and involves a relation between 
what counts as evidence and what is accepted as teleological. Research results, I 
propose, are only valid when the learner is consonant with and can appropriate the 
mediational means of the research as useful cultural tools, and when the researcher 
takes into account the learner's appropriation of the research tools when finding 
evidence for a claim. In this conception, valid research is inherently instructional 
in that the congruence of learner and learning materials affords development (see 
Swanson-Owens & Newell, 1994). 
 One way to look at this conception of research is to compare research to teach-
ing. While teachers and researchers often have different goals (Newman et al., 
1989; Wong, 1995), teaching and research are alike in fundamental ways. Teach-
ing, like research, involves a sense of telos. In many situations the conception of 
telos is overt in the identification of objectives and outcomes (Bloom, 1956; Tyler, 
1949). However, even teaching approaches that are explicitly non-directional have 
optimal endpoints in mind. Noddings (1992), for instance, says that from a 
Deweyan perspective, "there is no end product—no ideally educated person—but a 
diverse host of persons showing signs of increasing growth" (p. 165). Regardless 
of whether the goals are specific or broad, teaching is always purposeful, whether 
the purpose focuses on content area goals, process goals, personal goals, or  
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endpoints of other developmental paths. What is critical is that a learner needs to 
share the teacher's sense of telos—must have some degree of goal congruence—in 
order for educational activities to enable development. 
 Teaching, like research, also involves mediation, primarily in the form of in-
struction and assessment. I use the term "instruction" here not to describe any  
effort by a teacher to promote new knowledge in students, but to describe the  
provision of forms of mediation that involve students in problem-solving activities 
using cultural tools. In this view of teaching, a teacher who demands that students 
use tools outside their cultural repertoires for tasks that do not build on their prior 
problem-solving experiences is not teaching, but assigning and testing. This is not 
to say that teachers should only require students to do what they already can do, for 
such a view would negate the need for schooling. It is to say, however, that when 
there is little or no congruence between formal instruction and students' prior  
culturally-fostered tool use, and when teachers make no effort to engage in a  
reciprocal relationship with students regarding appropriate tool use, instruction  
will fail. 
 Heath (1991) and others have pointed out that the mediational means required in 
school activities, while providing the tools necessary for success in mainstream 
society, need to be congruent in some way with students' prior learning experiences 
in order to enable them to meet scholastic goals. The problem of incongruence is 
most obvious in school, where attendance is mandatory rather than voluntary and 
where students may lack a belief in the goals of the institution and may experience 
discord with the tools through which they are expected to mediate learning. Formal 
learning environments such as faith communities, scouting, adult education classes, 
organized sports, and other self-chosen learning settings more typically involve 
harmony between learner's and institution's values, although each of these settings 
provides diversity across sites such that discontinuities are available in them as 
well. The difficulties of assuming a task or problem isomorph (Newman et al., 
1989) are likely in virtually any action and any setting. 
 Teaching, like research, also produces evidence of a child's development toward 
an optimal endpoint, usually coming in the form of assignments that students fol-
low for grades. Here the notion of congruence is also critical, for students are 
graded based on this evidence in ways that suggest their cognitive competence; and 
as many critics have pointed out (e.g., Moll & Greenberg, 1990), nonmainstream 
students are often labeled as cognitively deficient because of their lack of facility 
with the mediational means that produce the evidence for cognitive development in 
school settings. 
 Earlier I proposed that valid research is instructional. At this point I will propose 
that valid teaching represents inquiry—that is, research. Researchers teach through 
their mediation of student learning; teachers research through their mediation of 
student learning. This conception only holds up under the definition of validity that 
I have proposed, which is dependent on the expanded conception of the ZPD  
proposed by Moll (1990) that I have outlined in this chapter. 
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LURIA’S RESEARCH IN UZBEKISTAN AND KIRGHIZIA 

I would like to conclude this discussion with an examination of the research of Vygot-
sky's student and collaborator Luria (1976), who headed up a research team that stud-
ied the impact of broad societal change on the thinking of residents of remote villages 
and mountain pasturelands of Uzbekistan and Kirghizia in the 1930's, areas newly 
incorporated into the Soviet Union. Luria argues that his study stands in contrast to 
what he calls "culturalogical" studies designed "to apply 'racial' theories to the data in 
order to prove the subjects' 'inferiority'" (p. vi). Yet in spite of his belief that he does 
not characterize his research participants in a denigrating way, he also says that the 
people he studied 

had lived for centuries in economic stagnation and illiteracy, their develop-
ment hindered among other things by the religion of Islam. Only the radical 
restructuring of the economy, the rapid elimination of illiteracy, and the re-
moval of the Moslem influence could achieve, over and above an expansion 
in world view, a genuine revolution in cognitive activity. (p. vi). 

Luria's (1976) remarks reveal that he has a specific view of telos, one that 
emerges from the same Russian middle-class view espoused by Vygotsky 
(1987) in valuing the development of speech-mediated scientific concepts as the 
ultimate form of cognitive maturity. As was de rigueur in the Soviet Union, he 
also focused on questions of economics and religion, both of which had specific 
forms under Lenin and his enforcement apparatus: a reliance on Marxist beliefs 
regarding communism and atheism. Luria's means of testing these remote peas-
ants' cognitive activity were distinctly Western, as were the criteria for judging 
"mature" thought. The following examples illustrate how the peasants shared 
neither the researchers’ sense of telos nor their value on specific mediational 
means. As a consequence, the research is, I believe, of questionable validity 
because the tasks lack the isomorphic quality assumed by the researchers, and 
the conclusions drawn are based on the culturally imperialist notion that devia-
tions from conventional Western problem-solving patterns indicate cognitive 
deficiencies. 
 In testing the participants' abilities in the Western schooling practices of gener-
alization and abstraction, for instance, Luria (1976) and his associates gave the 
villagers a set of items and asked them to determine which ones belonged in the set 
and which did not. To frame his presentation of data, Luria provides a develop-
mental account predicated on the model of maturation typical of the children stud-
ied by Vygotsky (1987) in his metropolitan laboratory: 

The child has yet to develop a general unified principle of operation; hence, 
he cannot construct a general unified category. He will group together objects 
such as a large blue circle (color), a small blue triangle (form), a small green 
square (size), a small green cube (color), and so on. The group of objects that 
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emerges reflects no unified concept but rather a complex of objects, each in-
cluded on an individual basis. (p. 51) 

Through analysis of this type, Luria claims to be working with "the psychological 
elements governing such taxonomic cognition," through which a "reliance on soci-
ety-wide criteria transforms graphic thinking processes into a scheme of semantic 
and logical operations in which words become the principal tool for abstraction  
and generalization" (p. 52). Luria's notion that cognition is "taxonomic" and that 
there exist "society-wide criteria" lead him to judge the villagers as being  
under-developed and indeed child-like, at least according to the developmental 
model he posits as being optimal. 
 The following excerpt, for instance, typifies his many characterizations of the 
villagers he studied as under-developed. He reports that they 

replaced a theoretical task by a practical one: to reproduce the practical  
relationships among objects. This tendency became apparent early in the  
experimental session when subjects immediately began to evaluate objects in 
isolation and designate their functions ("this one" is needed for such-and-
such a job, "that one" for another). They saw no need to compare and group 
objects in abstract terms and assign them to specific categories. Later on in 
the experiment many of the subjects were able to overcome this tendency.  
(p. 54) 

Here, Luria (1976) appears to be using questionable means to investigate the cul-
turally-appropriate cognitive activity of the villagers, and therefore seems inatten-
tive to the manner in which his data are socially constructed, or to the manner in 
which the training involved in early experiments might contribute to the villagers’ 
ability “to overcome” their culturally-engrained ways of approaching the research 
tasks in later iterations.  
 Luria's (1976) second contribution to the social construction of his data concerns 
the set of tasks presented to his participants. As he notes throughout his report, the 
villagers' lives (and therefore their thinking) are centered around situated, contex-
tualized activity. Given their great isolation in these remote regions and lack of 
transportation and communication vehicles to contrast their ways of thinking with 
those of others, it is hardly surprising that their cognition was fixed at the local and 
concrete, rather than abstract level. Yet the tasks Luria presents them with are 
problems assuming a propensity to engage in generalization or “scientific” (i.e., 
academically-learned) thinking. The means of assessment, therefore, are not likely 
to be responsive to the type of higher mental processes developed within the soci-
ety and functional to their way of life. The problem Luria creates through his use of 
inappropriate cultural tools is similar to the one Moll and Greenberg (1990) identi-
fied in their study of situated cognition in Southwestern Mexican-American com-
munities and schools. 
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 Luria (1976) contributes to the social construction of data in a third crucial way, by 
eliciting responses from his participants in face-to-face social transactions (see  
Chapter 9). Here, for instance, is a segment from what he refers to as his "experimen-
tal protocols": 

 Subject: Rakmat., age thirty-nine, illiterate peasant from an outlying 
district; has seldom been in Fergana, never in any other city. He was shown 
drawings of the following: hammer-saw-log-hatchet. 

 "They're all alike. I think all of them have to be here. See, if you're 
going to saw, you need a saw, and if you have to split something you need a 
hatchet. So they're all needed here." 

 Employs the principle of "necessity" to group objects in a practical sit-
uation. 

 

 We tried to explain the task by another, simpler example. 

 Look, here you have three adults and one child. Now clearly the 
child doesn't belong in this group. 

 "Oh, but the boy must stay with the others! All three of them are work-
ing, you see, and if they have to keep running out to fetch things, they'll nev-
er get the job done, but the boy can do the running for them . . . The boy will 
learn; that'll be better, then they'll all be able to work well together." 

 Applies same principle of grouping. 

 

 Look, here you have three wheels and a pair of pliers. Surely, the 
pliers and the wheels aren't alike in any way, are they? 

 "No, they all fit together. I know the pliers don't look like the wheels, 
but you'll need them if you have to tighten something in the wheels." 

 Again assigns objects functions in a practical situation. 

 

 But you can use one word for the wheels that you can't for the 
pliers—Isn't that so? 

 "Yes, I know that, but you've got to have the pliers. You can lift iron 
with them and it's heavy, you know." 

 Still, isn't it true that you can't use the same word for both the 
wheels and the pliers? 
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 "Of course you can't." (pp. 55–6) 

 The researcher continues questioning Rakmat in this fashion, seemingly in-
credulous at his inability to classify the objects in a manner consistent with the 
researcher's notion of appropriate grouping. At the same time, Rakmat appears to 
be resistant to the researcher's efforts to lead him to different responses. Luria  
concludes, "we had no luck getting these subjects to perform the abstract act of 
classification. Even when they grasped some similarity among various objects, 
they attached no particular importance to the fact" (p. 59). In this case, even with 
the researcher's great efforts to affect the data ("Still, isn't it true that . . . ?"), Rak-
mat persisted with his view of the problem, a condition that leads Luria to discuss 
as among his "principal facts derived from the tests" that Rakmat and others were 
not yet ready "to become part of a more advanced culture" (p. 79). 
 The cultural differences between Rakmat and the research team—and their con-
comitant different purposes in posing and responding to the questions—no doubt 
account for the discontinuity of the interview. Intersubjectivity between researcher 
and participant appears to be a crucial factor in the social construction of data, con-
tributing to the degree to which researcher and participant grasp and build on one 
another's articulated thinking and share a sense of telos and value on the media-
tional means that enable people to work toward this sense of optimal endpoint. 

FINAL REMARKS 

I conclude this chapter with this lengthy discussion of Luria's (1976) work because 
it has become so widely cited in Vygotskian research and because it contains so 
many of the problems that I have discussed in research conducted without consid-
eration for the methodological implications of an expanded conception of the ZPD. 
Luria's concluding paragraph in the monograph refers to the "backward and remote 
region" he has studied, a characterization that reveals his disposition to regard his 
own cognitive development as representing an optimal path toward a teleological 
endpoint and judge those who are different as more child-like and less advanced. I 
would argue instead that this characterization of these people has come through 
inappropriate means that have ignored the semiotic structure of their communica-
tive environment and teleological trajectory of their culture. The judgment of their 
cognition as undeveloped is a social construction made from a relative position that 
does not take into account the zones of proximal development that structure learn-
ing and development in the community under study. 
 Educational research is conducted, presumably, to improve education. Assump-
tions of the neutrality of research procedures and the purity of research environ-
ments, however, may lead to spurious conclusions about the people who participate 
in the research and the development of inappropriate policies to remedy perceived 
educational problems. Researchers need to acknowledge the social construction of 
the mediational tools provided for learning during both training and assessment 
and reflect on how their own implication in the research process affects teaching 
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and learning and the evaluation of both. Their effort should not be to avoid partici-
pating in the construction of data, but to recognize and account for the ways in 
which they do contribute to the shape their data take. Indeed, in prior work (Sma-
gorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998a), I have argued that the Hawthorne effect 
should not be avoided in research design, but actually cultivated if it contributes to 
better learning. Research should not only be beneficial in its generalizability, but to 
the participants whose learning is affected by research and its interventions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE CULTURE OF SCHOOL AND HOW IT SHAPES 
LITERACY LEARNING 

In considering the consequences of education on human development, Cole (2005) 
takes a cross-cultural and historical perspective that leads him back to the earliest 
classrooms of Indo-European civilization. He notes the historical depth of educa-
tional traditions, inferring great stability based on the arrangement of a Sumerian 
classroom in the ancient city of Mari, Syria.1 This classroom likely originated in 
the city’s second golden age under the Amorite dynasty that lasted from roughly 
1,900 BCE through 1759 BCE, when the city was sacked by Hammurabi, sixth 
king of Babylon. Students occupied its seats 1,400 years before Nebuchadnezzar II 
is believed to have built the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. 
 Cole surmises that the last four millennia have seen great continuity in educa-
tional practice in a number of regards. As the photograph reveals, students sat in 
rows—here, literally fixed in stone—facing the teacher. This arrangement, in spite 
of other developments in teaching practice, has served to guide instruction in most 
Western educational settings from the Sumerian civilization of antiquity through 
the present. It is as old as the idea of formal teaching and learning in the history of 
human social life. 
 Other ways of teaching and learning have been developed over the millennia. 
Over 1,500 years after students sat through their teacher’s Sumerian lectures, Soc-
rates taught by means of cross-examining and typically refuting his students’  
assumptions, revealing their inadequate reasoning through the dialogues that he 
manipulated. In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and 
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi formulated educational visions that centered on the 
learner. Rousseau pioneered the Romantic conception of the (male) child as learner 
and the adult as guide and companion in educational experiences rather than direc-
tor and authority, an idea that has endured in many forms in Western education, if 
largely on the margins. Educators from Montessori to Dewey have continued to 
outline child-centered approaches that have remained on the fringe of conventional 
schooling, recommending alternative possibilities to the teacher-and-text-centered 
pedagogies that have ruled Western (and Asian) educational practice for millennia 
yet not in so convincing a way as to displace the established norm.  
 Indeed, these alternative approaches have been reviled by political conservatives 
because of their investment of authority in newly-emerging understandings rather 
than historical and traditional values, practices, and knowledge. Dewey’s (1916) 
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Democracy and Education was recently named one of “the Ten Most Harmful 
Books of the 19th and 20th Centuries” by the politically and socially conservative 
organization Human Events (2005), ranking fifth after Marx and Engels’ (1848) 
The Communist Manifesto, Hitler’s 1925-1926) Mein Kampf, Mao Zedong’s 
(1966) Quotations from Chairman Mao, and Kinsey’s (1948, 1953) The Kinsey 
Report. Based on this ranking, progressive, student-centered instruction designed 
to promote democratic social processes and the discovery of new knowledge is 
considered almost as frightening a prospect as communism, fascism, and sex. It is 
considered an even greater threat to conservative sensibilities than the books 
ranked behind it: Marx’s (1867-1894) Das Kapital, Friedan’s (1963) The Feminine 
Mystique, Compte’s (1830-1842) The Course of Positive Philosophy, Nietzsche’s 
(1886) Beyond Good and Evil, and Keynes (1936) General Theory of Employment, 
Interest and Money, making Dewey a greater menace to conservatives than are 
critiques of capitalism, the National Organization for Women, more sex, atheism, 
and a trust in government as an agent for social progress. 
 Although a favorite of U. S. professors of education, Dewey and his progressive 
agenda (not to mention Marx and his advocacy for the proletariat) appear to have 
little presence in U. S. schools. In his history of English education, Applebee 
(1974) notes that a number of pedagogical traditions are available to teachers, most 
of which derive from the template set by ancient Mesopotamian classroom spaces 
(cf. Cuban, 1993). While the students’ seats are no longer made of stone and only 
rarely remain bolted to the floor, they typically stay fixed in one location, facing 
forward so that students may concentrate on the teacher undistracted by their 
classmates and whatever they might have to say. The image presented in Figure 1 
of my Aunt Alice’s elementary school classroom in Brooklyn in around 1920 
shares similarities with both the Sumerian classroom described by Cole (2005) and 
the UC-San Diego classroom at the Congress of the International Society for  
Cultural and Activity Research (ISCAR) at which I presented a version of this 
chapter (Smagorinsky, 2008c), in which the chairs were indeed bolted to the floor.  
 Dewey’s (1902) progressive views emphasize engaged citizenship that respects 
diversity of individuality and cultivates critical, socially engaged intelligence that 
produces democratic classrooms based in learner-centered, constructivist learning 
that proceeds from joint activity (John Dewey Project on Progressive Education, 
2002). Such student-centered, collaborative, activity-oriented, inquiry-driven, and 
socially-mediated methods have had many incarnations over the years. From the 
schools founded by Italians Maria Montessori in Rome and Loris Malaguzzi in 
Reggio Emilio, to Kilpatrick’s (1918) project method, to the arts-oriented educa-
tional initiatives emerging from Harvard University’s Project Zero, to notions of 
authentic assessment (Wiggins, 1993), to other student-driven curricula throughout 
the world, educators have attempted to chip away at the edifice of authoritarian 
schooling for many years, creating alternatives to placing students in passive,  
receptive, mimetic, and stationary roles. In spite of the possibilities they have dem-
onstrated, these approaches have largely been either the province of specialized 
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schools or tangential practices existing on the periphery of mainstream schooling. 
Meanwhile, teacher-and-text-centered instruction—referred to by Hillocks (1986) 
as “presentational” and by Goodlad (1984) as “frontal” teaching—reiterates and 
reifies the dominant instructional practices of at least the last two (Cohen, 1989) or 
four (Cole, 2005) thousand years. 
 

 

Figure 1: Brooklyn, New York, USA elementary classroom, circa 1920  
(from the author's family collection) 

 Many commentators believe that such persistence is a consequence of teachers’ 
lack of awareness of more progressive alternatives. If only they were exposed to 
better options, say the critics, they would embrace them. Dewey himself initially 
felt that teachers would willingly adopt his progressive methods if sufficiently 
schooled in new methods. Cohen (1989) observes that  

Both The School and Society [1900], and The Child and The Curriculum 
[1902] . . . depict what he called the "old education" as the result of mis-
guided ideas about learning and teaching. In these and other writings, Dewey 
seems to assume that once teachers understand what he sometimes called the 
"laws of psychology," they would be in a position to set things right. This 
impression is reinforced by the account offered in [Mayhew & Edwards, 
1966]. The book reveals that Dewey and the teachers had no idea how diffi-
cult it would be to teach as he wished. Dewey confirms this in memoranda to 
the authors. (p. 79) 
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Dewey’s view of “old education” practices could be viewed as a recognition of 
either their ancient origins or their obsolete utility; but if they are obsolete, they 
have been so for well over a century now. I accept Dewey’s ultimate recognition 
that the problem is not simply that teachers are unaware of alternatives to school-
ing as usual (cf. Hillocks’s [2006] belief that teachers of writing have abundant 
knowledge available to them, but are not drawing on it). I hope to expand on this 
problem by arguing that the issue of the persistence of authoritarian patterns of 
teaching and learning is a function of the culture of schooling, a culture embedded 
in 4,000 years of stone and seemingly impervious to real, systemic change. In the 
remainder of this chapter I will use a Vygotskian framework to theorize why 
schools are so resistant to changes in literacy instruction and why those who accept 
the alternatives proposed by Dewey, Montessori, and others might temper their 
frustration over the persistence of authoritarian models of teaching given how the 
functional system as a whole reinforces traditional values across generations. 

MY EXPERIENTIAL BACKGROUND IN EXAMINING CONSERVATIVE  
SCHOOLING PRACTICES 

I will next outline what I see as the primary cycle through which schools be-
come resistant to change. I do so based on my experiences in a range of schools. 
I grew up in Northern Virginia during the rapid expansion of suburban areas 
following World War II; Fairfax County, where I was raised through age 15, 
was the fastest-growing county in the nation in the 1950s and 1960s when I was 
a student there. After beginning first grade in a makeshift private school which 
my parents enrolled me in because my October birthday would have required 
me to wait a year to begin my public school education, I attended two different 
elementary schools (although overcrowding led to having my fourth-grade class 
moved to an empty high school classroom), then attended an all-boys Episcopa-
lian school for seventh grade, and then a public junior high school for eighth 
grade. Even though I lived in the same house the whole time, I went to classes 
in 6 different schools in my first 8 years of education. I then attended two years 
of high school in Virginia and finished high school in Princeton, New Jersey, 
where my parents moved in 1968.  
 After graduating from Kenyon College with an English literature degree 
(Kenyon did not certify teachers, and I had no career plans of any kind as an 
undergraduate), I bounced around for a few years, including some work as a 
substitute teacher in New Jersey, working primarily in four districts and being 
sent to about 15 different schools, mostly junior high schools in the urban center 
of Trenton. I also spent a year as a hall monitor (“administrative aide” in their 
vernacular) in an urban school in the Trenton area. Ultimately I moved to  
Chicago where I began my M.A.T. at the University of Chicago, during which 
time I also taught in the Upward Bound/Pilot Enrichment Program for South 
Side middle school students. I then taught full-time in three Chicago-area high 
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schools over the next 13 years, taking a year off for doctoral studies and substi-
tute teaching throughout Chicago—about 25 different schools in all—to help pay 
the bills.  
 Since 1990 I have taught teacher education courses in Oklahoma and Geor-
gia. I supervised student teachers and first-year teachers, and conducted  
research in a few dozen schools in Oklahoma, and have spent significant time in 
several Georgia schools as part of my research and other school business. My 
own children have also attended a variety of schools in Oklahoma and Georgia, 
and as a parent I have spent time in each. All told, then, I’ve been in quite a few 
schools in five geographically distinct U. S. states, including many years as a 
full-time teacher and many hours as a researcher. Based on these experiences 
over the last half-century, I have come to understand schools as both different—
primarily in the ways in which they are resourced and in which the children 
come from more and less advantaged homes and communities—and remarkably 
similar.  
 As a teacher educator I have come to recognize that the influence of the uni-
versity program on our teacher candidates often quickly gives way to the values 
of school sites. The central tradition of U.S. schools is one designed to conserve 
educational practice as teacher-and-text-centered and thus authoritarian in  
nature. The emphasis is on the subject more than on the child, on knowledge as 
fixed rather than as on constructed, on the authority of the text over the  
constructions of the learner, on rote learning more than on discovery, on passiv-
ity rather than on activity, and on other practices that establish clear roles for 
teachers as knowledge dispensers and students as vessels to be filled with  
information. Cuban’s (1993, 2007) dichotomy between teacher-centered and 
student-centered instruction overlooks much in between and outside the  
confines of these two extremes. Yet these poles provide what I see as the central 
tension faced by beginning teachers as they make the transition from their uni-
versity programs to their first jobs. As is common among teachers at large, the 
teachers I have studied learn some version of a progressive pedagogy in univer-
sities that they find difficult to practice in the conservative setting of schools.  
 I next put my experiences in schools in dialogue with scholarship on school 
practices, including studies from my own research program, to outline why 
schools have changed so little across the decades, centuries, and millennia. This 
cycle contributes to and reinforces a conception of educational practice that, as 
Cohen (1989) and others have argued, makes it difficult for a progressive, 
learner-centered pedagogy to get an initial foothold and then establish a stronger 
position in the U.S. K-12 educational system. From the perspective of literacy 
education, the conservative values of schools mitigate against using literacy for 
personal development and social action and instead treat it as a medium by 
which students demonstrate their ability to relate their recollection of course  
material. 
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VYGOTSKY AND SCHOOL LEARNING 

Vygotsky, with his background and orientation as a teacher, saw school as the pri-
mary site for formal literacy instruction. In this chapter I am primarily concerned 
with the ways in which U. S. schools are a product of a cultural history that creates 
conditions conducive to the self-perpetuation of particular kinds of scientific con-
cepts—those that involve abstraction for reapplication and modification in new 
types of settings (see Chapter 2)—regarding the purpose of public education. I thus 
do not attend here to how young people develop literacy practices outside school, 
even while recognizing the critical importance of such activity. My goal is to help 
unveil the dominant practices of schools and how issues of experience as students, 
self-selection of the teaching force, authoritarian traditions, insufficiency of time in 
settings with alternative values, and external mandates conspire to keep schools 
more or less as they are, in spite of what Portes and Smagorinsky (2010) have  
referred to as the problem of static educational structures and their interface with 
the changing demographics of school populations. 
 I approach this problem by going through the process through which people, 
particularly teachers, become acculturated to authoritarian schooling and question-
ing the degree to which even the most passionately progressive teacher education 
program can produce fundamental changes in teacher candidates’ thinking as they 
transition from their generally authoritarian school and university experiences as 
students to their brief exposure to alternatives in teacher education courses. From 
this course work they immediately cycle back, often concurrent with their univer-
sity preparation in progressive teaching, into the very settings that for so long  
socialized them to authoritarian conceptions of teaching and learning. 

PRIMARY SCHOOL APPRENTICESHIP OF OBSERVATION 

Lortie (1975) has referred to a person’s experiences as a student as an apprentice-
ship of observation. His choice of terms is propitious, given that what most  
students do throughout their schooling is observe; or, if not observe, daydream 
while their teachers talk (Bloom, 1954; Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984; Csik-
szentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993). By all accounts students do not talk or 
do a great deal in classrooms. Rather, most students go through school experienc-
ing rote instruction in which their role is largely subordinate and mimetic. 
 Just as socialization into gender roles may begin in the cradle (Rubin et al., 
1974), students’ socialization into authoritarian schooling may begin as soon as 
children toddle through their first classroom door. Although her story is no doubt 
particular to her situation in many ways, the insight of Penny, a research participant 
in a line of inquiry through which my colleagues and I (Grossman et al., 1999) have 
studied beginning teachers’ transition from university teacher education programs to 
their first jobs, suggests how schools often serve to create deep impressions in  
children regarding how the institution functions (Smagorinsky, 1999). 
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 Penny’s teacher education program had a strong orientation to constructivist 
pedagogical practices, one that even shaped hiring practices such that new hires 
were expected to frame their teaching and scholarship in terms of Piaget’s theory 
that postulates children as people who assemble their worlds based on available 
possibilities, with their manipulation of their environments following from the  
capabilities afforded by emerging biological stages of development. In contrast, the 
school in which she did her student teaching, located only a few blocks from  
campus, was run in an authoritarian fashion such that both children and teacher 
candidates were, as we characterized it in one study, expected to mimic a teacher’s 
lead as would a dancer in a studio in which the footprints are indelibly inscribed in 
the floor (Smagorinsky, Cook, Jackson, Moore, & Fry (2004). 
 Following one observation, Penny discussed the difficulties she was having get-
ting her first-grade students to think creatively and constructively about the open-
ended tasks she would provide for them in this school. The school culture was 
well-described by the “head teacher,” a fourth-grade teacher who served as acting 
principal when the full-time principal was out of the building. When asked what 
good language arts teaching involved, she said, 

I would place most of my emphasis on I would say structure. Because struc-
ture is going to cover any kind of expository writing, where you have, if the 
child can write a good sentence, then they’ve got some of the basic skills of 
capitalization and punctuation, complete thought. And I feel like by the time 
they leave third grade a good language arts basis for a child would be to be 
able to write that solid paragraph, and that’s going to include spelling. Be-
cause in our expository writing lessons, incorrect spelling cannot be read. [I 
would also emphasize] being able to read. And unfortunately, children can 
read what they write whether it’s good paragraph formation or not. They 
don’t have to have a vowel in it to be able to read their story. But to be able 
to have it correct, we’ve got to have all those other things in place. Spelling, 
and I also place a great emphasis on grammar, correct verb agreement,  
because each morning they’ll come into [class and be shown] two incorrect 
sentences that they have to correct. And that also carries over into their  
writing. . . . You cannot complete [a job] application without language arts. 
Improper grammar, that’s going to turn me off in a minute with a teacher. I’ll 
X her out or him out immediately for poor grammar. It may be right or 
wrong, but I feel like whatever they’re modeling, those children are going to 
model. After all, they got it from their parents. So I would say in order to be a 
productive citizen you’re going to have to have language arts skills. . . . The 
old-fashioned diagramming of sentences would sure help most of our  
language arts [teachers]. You know, the university would very much help  
because often [teacher candidates] do not know basic language arts, basic 
grammar skills, basic punctuation. They haven’t had it for years. So how can 
they teach it if they don’t understand it? . . . You still have to have that basic, 
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you still have to have that grammar. I don’t care if it’s reading or writing be-
cause all of your workbooks that go with your basals in reading, those aren’t 
just comprehension skills. Those are language skills. They still have to know 
those.  

This formal emphasis was evident in many ways in which the students were taught 
to conduct themselves throughout the building, which emphasized quiet compli-
ance to rules along with adherence to textual forms. An interview with Penny’s 
mentor teacher Rona was quite revealing in this regard. When I asked her about the 
school as a whole, she said,  

This is a very traditional school. So the district, the [state-mandated learning 
outcomes], and then the school, I know what’s expected here [from] principal 
and colleagues. . . . I knew when I walked in here and started teaching that 
there were very high expectations here, as far as achievement tests.  

What was particularly striking about this excerpt from our interview was the way 
Rona dropped her voice dramatically when talking about the school’s emphasis on 
basal readers and then again when she said, “This is a very traditional school.” At 
the time of the interview, we were sitting in the corner of the school’s cavernous 
cafeteria; the only other person in the room was a cafeteria worker at the opposite 
end of the room, well out of earshot. Yet, presumably because Rona did not want 
to be overheard talking about the school’s traditional orientation and its curricular 
vehicles for achieving its goals, she spoke in hushed tones even under relatively 
secure conditions. I was strongly impressed by the ways in which the school pro-
vided pressures to teach, and think, and ultimately self-monitor in traditional ways 
through proleptic means toward an authoritarian motive. 
 Penny realized that her students had already been profoundly conditioned to 
regard school as a place where their role was to follow instructions rather than 
frame and solve problems related to their own views of the world. Following a 
November observation during which she had students write story books about 
pumpkins they had drawn—an open-ended activity that departed from the school’s 
more buttoned-down priorities and attendant emphasis on grammar and other as-
pects of form—she came to the following insight during our interview, after I’d 
asked about her students’ ability to act in accordance with the rigid expectations of 
the school: 

They’re really good at that. It’s unpacing them and unstructuring them is 
what’s hard. . . . Most of them have been Kindergarten, Transition at [the 
school], so this is in actuality, for students this is their third year there. So I 
mean, you’ve got all this structure going on for three years, which is, gee, 
half their lives. So to then say what’s unstructured, they’re kinda like, 
“What?”  
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“Transition” referred to the school district’s policy of allowing students to delay 
entry into first grade by attending a year of school between preschool and first 
grade. The fact that many students had been enrolled in a Transition year and thus 
had already been socialized for half of their lives into the traditional structure of 
the school made it difficult for Penny to operate with a different pace and with 
more open-ended activities that allowed for greater exploration of ideas and per-
sonal construction of knowledge.  
 If Penny’s experiences are even remotely representative of how schools are 
conducted in general, even in first grade many students have already become so 
acculturated to authoritarian schooling—following instructions, moving within 
narrow channels, remaining seated and silent, attending to form over meaning—
that “unpacing them and unstructuring them” becomes difficult. The students de-
scribed by Penny were in school before George W. Bush mandated the No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB), which superimposed a standardized testing system that 
institutionalized a uniform set of expectations on all students and consequently on 
all teachers at the primary school level. Administered top-down and establishing 
orthodox conceptions of literacy learning, NCLB and its progeniture under Barack 
Obama’s Education Secretary Arne Duncan, Race to the Top, further limit the 
channels through which students may navigate school because they suggest that 
there are specifically right and wrong ways in which to answer questions, and few 
if any opportunities to ask questions—as few as one per month by typical students 
in some studies (Gall & Rhody, 1987), and those largely procedural, rather than 
representing inquiries into their learning.  
 As schema theorists might say, the deep processing of students’ conception of 
schooling is established early and thus powerfully (Craik & Lockhart, 1972). And 
if Cole (1996) is right in saying that from a cultural-historical perspective, sche-
mata are cultural in nature—that is, learned as part of engagement with the activi-
ties of a particular community of practice, in this case school—students learn early 
in life to expect and act within an authoritarian system in each subsequent experi-
ence with school, especially as the schemata become reinforced with continual 
experiences of the same type. Under the pressure to produce test scores, teachers 
are monitored for the ways in which they teach, often through scripted packages 
produced as part of the testing apparatus, and punished (along with the school  
administrators) with the threat of termination should their students’ scores fall be-
low a given level. Given that administrators are often given hefty pay bonuses for 
gains in test scores, the pressures to produce them by teachers are great; and given 
the difficulty of raising scores dramatically, many of the largest school districts in 
the U. S. have recently been plagued by cheating scandals. 
 As I review in detail in Chapter 5, the assumptions behind these tests are highly 
questionable. Yet they serve the motive of instructional uniformity leading toward 
the teleological end of a literate society, at least as indicated by scores on standard-
ized tests. Given, however, the likelihood that these tests do not provide the prob-
lem isomorphs presumed by their designers (see Newman, Griffin, & Cole, 1989; 



CHAPTER 4 

84 

Chapter 3 of this volume), in fact they provide little useful information about  
children other than the degree to which they are consonant with the means of 
measurement. 

SECONDARY SCHOOL APPRENTICESHIP OF OBSERVATION 

If first grade has already involved considerable socialization to the cultural 
norms of authoritarian schooling, and if such instruction is characteristic of 
elementary school education as emphasized by Penny’s school’s head teacher, 
then by the time students reach middle school they have spent the bulk of their 
lives in rote education. There is little evidence to suggest that schools become 
more flexible as students take on the second half of their compulsory education. 
Many accounts of secondary school characterize it as, to use Goodlad’s (1984) 
term, a “flat” experience (p. 108): one that involves little activity or affect and 
little engagement with the tasks of memorization that typify it, at least in rela-
tion to the academic curriculum. As Finders (1997) and others have noted, 
schools are meanwhile alive with social positioning and engagement, including 
abundant literacy behaviors through which social hierarchies are sustained. 
Classrooms rarely allow for what Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) call the 
“flow” of learning: situations that provide for roughly equal levels of challenge 
and ability and leave students so thoroughly engaged in the process of partici-
pating that they lose track of time altogether.  
 I have only occasionally observed such engagement in schools. Of course, I 
hope that my own high school English classes provided such occasions for at least 
some students, and believe that they happened during either our very best discus-
sions—those in which students walked out the classroom door after class still argu-
ing about the topic—or when I allowed students to interpret texts through engaging 
means such as dramatizing texts or interpreting them through art or other construc-
tivist reading, writing, and interpretive acts (see Smagorinsky, 1991a for work 
based on such teaching). Without systematic documentation of their engagement 
with what I designed, however, you’ll have to take my word on that. 
 During my years as an observer of other teachers’ classes, I have primarily seen 
occasions allowing for flow experiences in classes that are typically considered to 
be on the margins of the school’s academic core. To give one striking example: I 
observed a home economics class where students were making clothing that they 
intended to wear. The product of their work was thus of great value to them. The 
teacher’s approach was to provide some instruction on particular techniques and 
then let the students talk and work their way through their construction of their 
garments. The meaningfulness of the task to the students was evident in their 
readiness to revise their work by tearing our seams and re-doing sections of the 
clothing, a volitional undertaking that many English teachers can only hope that 
students engage in with their reading and writing. The evidence for their involve-
ment in a flow experience came when, with five minutes left in the period, the 
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teacher told them they had to stop working and begin to clean up. Students reacted 
not only with surprise, but also with a bit of anger that they had to stop working 
because the school schedule required that they move along to another class, no 
doubt one that didn’t fly by quite so fast. 
 Back in the core subject areas, even when teachers depart from lectures and lead 
discussions, classrooms often remain hierarchical. English teachers, for instance 
tend to lead “discussions” in which they steer students toward conventional inter-
pretations of literature, in spite of claims to be seeking open-ended exchanges that 
are akin to musical “jam sessions.” As described by Marshall et al. (1995; cf. 
Nystrand, 1997 for similar effects with a larger sample), teachers ran their discus-
sions “to ‘get somewhere,’ especially to a shared and conventional interpretation.” 
Further, 

Instead of the student-centered discussions that the teachers envisioned, 
teachers controlled the flow of the discussions. On average, their turns in dis-
cussions were two to five times longer than those of the students. The nature 
of their questions determined the nature of students' remarks. In addition, the 
teachers tended to provide the context in which students' remarks became 
meaningful. Teachers would typically weave the brief informative statements 
of students into a coherent discourse. Students' turns were intelligible only 
because of the context that teachers provided for them. (p. 129) 

Marshall et al. (1995) found that teachers who claim to want free-flowing jam ses-
sions, yet steer students toward conventional interpretations established by literary 
critics, exhibit doubleness; that is, they entertain multiple and conflicting goals 
simultaneously with respect to the same pedagogical problem. In other work, my 
colleagues and I (Bickmore, Smagorinsky, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2005) have found a 
similar pattern that we described as teaching within tensions between traditions. 
Rather than locating the problem of doubleness in the teacher, we have located it in 
the setting of learning to teach. In particular, many teachers seem caught within the 
Enlightenment value on rationalism and the Romantic emphasis on expression, 
which correlate with the binaries of product (Enlightenment) vs. process (Romanti-
cism), sign vs. tool, final draft vs. exploratory speech, and other opposing empha-
ses on the product of rational thinking vs. the process of articulating ideas into  
being (see Chapter 7).  
 These traditions are realized in what Bakhtin (1986; cf. Wertsch, 1991) refers to 
as speech genres, i.e., the sets of conventions that govern speech in particular 
communities of practice. The primary speech genre of formal education is more 
Enlightenment than Romanticism, as argued by Barnes (1992) in his distinction 
between final draft and exploratory speech. Rather than talking their way into 
ideas, students are expected to have fully-formed ideas ready to enter into class-
room exchanges. Teachers, however, are the only ones likely to have fully-formed 
ideas on topics that are well-schooled and well-rehearsed in their own conceptions, 
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yet new, challenging, and formidable to students. Teachers thus end up carrying 
the interpretive load while students provide bits of information when the teacher 
solicits it. These student contributions tend to be brief and to serve the purpose of 
slotting in literal information that advances the interpretive text woven by the 
teacher (Marshall et al., 1995). Alternatives that invite exploratory speech, such as 
small group discussions held outside the influence and direction of the teacher, 
comprise a minor classroom arrangement in the overall conduct of school. 
 Given that literary discussion is among the most interpretive aspects of a school 
curriculum, it is likely that in other disciplines, the students’ role is even less agen-
tive than in the marginally active manner found by Marshall et al. (1995). Even in 
English class literature discussions, classroom episodes as brief as a few minutes 
are celebrated as signifying hope for more dialogic possibilities in literary discus-
sions (Christoph & Nystrand, 2001). The norm, in contrast, is for teachers to domi-
nate through lecture or teacher-centered discussions. This pattern has been  
well-documented as the “I-R-E” pattern (Mehan, 1979), in which the teacher initi-
ates a topic with a statement or question, a student provides a brief response, and 
the teacher in turn evaluates the student’s comment or elaborates on it, leaving 
students primarily in the role of filling bits of knowledge into pauses in the 
teacher’s monologue. Students rarely pose questions, and the questions asked by 
teachers most commonly have predetermined correct answers, rather than being 
open-ended, idiosyncratic, stimulating, or engaging—what Nystrand (1997) calls 
authentic questions. Wells (1999) finds that other patterns are available, such as 
what he refers to as Initiation-Response-Feedback (I-R-F), that are more collabora-
tive. More studies than not, however, conclude that students’ roles in classrooms 
are largely subservient to the authoritarian tradition. 
 Applebee’s (1993) finding that literary response is restricted to what is testable 
suggests further means of confining classroom instruction to reinforcing the estab-
lished views of literary critics. Given that the testing emphasis has extended to high 
schools, it seems reasonable to conclude that, in many school districts throughout 
the U.S., what students learn from their apprenticeships of observation is that lit-
erature has correct interpretations and that it is the teacher’s job to convey them 
and the students’ job to repeat them on assessments, rather than to do interpretive 
work of their own.  
 One school that my colleagues and I studied illustrates the problem of a central-
ized and uniform conception of literary meaning (Smagorinsky, Lakly2, & John-
son, 2002). The county instituted a curriculum designed to address the lack of  
consistency of what was taught among its many and varied secondary schools. Un-
der the assumption that the county’s lowest performing schools’ poor test scores 
were caused in part by instruction geared toward lower expectations, the district 
attempted to create a more unified and democratic system of instruction in the form 
of what it called a “tightly-held” curriculum designed by county teachers.  
 This curriculum specified the instructional and assessment materials that all 
teachers should use, and in what order, for each course in the program. The district 
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issued each teacher a two-inch thick 3-ring binder that scripted the teaching for 
each language arts course offered in grades 9-12. The design assumed that when 
teaching with the prescribed commercial anthology, all teachers in all schools 
throughout the large and diverse district would read the same literature on the same 
day, ask the same questions, use the same assessments, and otherwise provide each 
student in the district the same instruction as they prepared for the standardized 
district assessment. This uniformity meant that all students, whether living in an 
affluent suburb, in the inner city, or on a farm on the fringe of the county would 
receive the same instruction at the same time for all four years of high school.  
This approach assumed that this curriculum involved the sort of problem iso-
morphs questioned by Newman et al. (1989) in the standardization of teaching and 
assessment. 
 The curriculum was further tied to county-wide tests that assessed students after 
each unit, further pressuring teachers to follow the curriculum guide faithfully. In 
addition to standardizing assessment, and thus instruction across the various 
schools within the district, these tests mirrored the format for the SAT and thus 
served as preparation for tests that were a source of pride among district adminis-
trators, parents, real estate agents, and other stakeholders in the community. To 
assess students' competencies, the state administered the Georgia Kindergarten 
Assessment Program, Criterion-Referenced Competency Tests, the Georgia Alter-
nate Assessment, the Georgia Basic Skills Test, a writing assessment at three grade 
levels, Georgia High School Graduation Tests in core subjects, the Georgia High 
School Writing Test, and the Stanford Achievement test series. Hardly anomalous, 
the district's approach mirrors the Bush administration's proposals for reforming 
U.S. education (see, e.g., http://usinfo.state.gov/usa/edu/), an approach taken up 
with gusto by Obama’s Department of Education. Indeed, this district’s approach is 
decidedly temperate compared to that of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg (NC) Public 
Schools, which spent nearly $2 million field-testing 52 different standardized tests 
on its students in the spring of 2011 (Strauss, 2011). I have always been intrigued 
by the manner in which these assessments are referred to as a battery of tests, with-
out apparent irony. 
 As a consequence of this superstructure, teachers found themselves restricted in 
how they could approach literature instruction. Following one observation, focal 
teacher and coauthor Andrea Lakly said that she had chosen the poem the class had 
discussed "because it's the poem that they ask the county questions about on the 
test . . . and I wanted our discussion of it to be fresh in their minds as they sat down 
to take the test. So I left it to the day before the test." Teaching the poem at this 
juncture seemed at first to be a mild accommodation to the curriculum. Andrea 
explained, however, that her role in the discussion was more directive than how 
she would teach without the tightly-held curriculum’s constraints: 

Sometimes it can get sort of bad because the county questions will ask a 
question and will give an answer that I don't necessarily agree with. But in 
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the course of the instruction I will attempt to purposely convince them all to 
believe that this would be the answer to this kind of question. . . . There was a 
question on—it was a poem also last time. It was, "Ithaca" was the title of it. 
It was actually part of our "Odyssey" unit and the poem talked about  
Odysseus's journey and one of the questions asked what values—or what 
themes does this poem emphasize. And the answer that they wanted you to 
choose from the multiple choice questions was Odysseus's—or the importance 
of home and family. And—but in the process of reading the poem, the poem re-
ally talked a lot more about the value of the journey. And so I thought—oh, I re-
ally hated that that was the answer to that question. But in the course of the dis-
cussion I attempted to convince the students that were they ever asked that, 
they should answer that it was the importance of home and family. . . . Pretty 
pathetic, I know. Sorry. What else am I supposed to do? 

Mandates regarding the teaching of writing further complicate teaching; or, rather, 
they simplify it to the point of becoming problematic and, as Andrea might say, 
pathetic. Hillocks’s (2002) study of state writing assessments found that for several 
states, a five-paragraph theme served as the template for state writing tests. Rubrics 
requiring five paragraphs—introduction, three body paragraphs, and conclusion—
were required regardless of genre, so that even narratives had to follow this struc-
ture, an idea that violates the conventions of narrative form outside the boundaries 
of assessments of this sort. 
 Such tests restrict teaching to preparation in this format, one that has received 
ample criticism for its reductive approach to writing instruction. As Hillocks’ 
(2002) notes, the state writing exams are so insensitive to content that merely the 
presence in a body paragraph of a claim and an example is sufficient for a high 
score, no matter how poorly the example illustrates the claim or how specious the 
claim itself is. The pressures of these tests affect faculty in key ways. In a study my 
colleagues and I did on a teacher’s emphasis on five-paragraph themes to prepare 
her students for the Oklahoma eighth-grade writing test (Johnson, Smagorinsky, 
Thompson, & Fry, 2003), focal teacher and coauthor Leigh Thompson revealed the 
kind of guidance provided by her colleagues when discussing her instruction in the 
five-paragraph theme: 

When they [the students] take the eighth grade writing test, that’s what they 
[the assessors] look for is the five-paragraph essay format. And that’s some-
thing that I’ve talked a lot to the other two eighth-grade English teachers 
about, and so they’ve helped me on that. But they just said, “Give them lots 
of practice. Have them practice writing this essay as much as possible” . . . 
because that’s kind of the structure they look for when people grade these 
writing samples that they have to give. 

Leigh’s conformity to this instructional norm undoubtedly helped relieve the tension 
of being a first-year teacher entering an environment with established expectations. 
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However, the motive of this new setting, which included the pressures produced by 
expectations accompanying the state writing test, also contributed to her experi-
ence of new proleptic tensions. Two recurring terms in Leigh’s accounts of teach-
ing the five-paragraph theme in preparation for this test were pressure exerted on 
her from without and stress, a psychological state she perceived in her colleagues 
and experienced herself. She was aware of this pressure and experienced this stress 
very early in her first year at the school. In an interview conducted in late Septem-
ber, she said that her students needed  

to learn to write because eighth grade takes that writing test in the spring and 
that’s a big thing with this writing test which all the teachers stress about. . . . 
I want them to focus on being able to write an essay. You know, giving me a 
thesis statement and backing up your thesis statement, and just your basic old 
boring essay. . . . I think more and more I’m focusing on structure so that 
they can write that. 

By January, only weeks before the test took place, the pressure intensified, and 
Leigh was feeling the stress to prepare her students: 

I don’t feel like I can spend any other time on any other type of writing right 
now. I have all these other things I want to do as far as writing, but up until 
they take this test, I don’t feel like I can do anything else. . . . I’m just trying 
to get them ready for this test. And I’ve told them a hundred times that’s my 
goal and we need to work on this. 

The pressure to teach to the test confined Leigh’s instruction to the five-paragraph 
theme, a priority that she made her students well aware of. She deferred any other 
more imaginative writing instruction till after the state writing test: 

I feel like I can’t do as many fun activities and different activities. And may-
be once I’ve, like I’ve said before, maybe once I have some more teaching 
experience and know what to expect with this writing test a little more and 
know what works and what doesn’t as far as helping them write, then I can 
vary a little bit. But I think definitely because just like I said, I’m going to let 
them do some more creative projects in writing after this writing assessment 
test is over. Right now I feel like I’m just pounding it into them. It kind of 
stresses me out. This whole writing test stuff.  

Leigh revealed that the stress she experienced came through her interactions with 
her colleagues. She said, for instance, that “I’ve never heard like if they do awful, 
that you’re going to be fired or anything like that, but I’ve heard it reflects on  
you. . . . One teacher commented to me, she said, ‘Well, you’re lucky you have 
honors kids because your tests will be higher than mine.’” In contrast to her super-
vising principal’s assurance that her students would pass the test even if she did not 
dedicate her writing instruction to the five-paragraph theme, and this principal’s 
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encouragement of open-ended thinking and teaching, Leigh’s colleagues impressed 
upon her the precipitous nature of the test scores in terms of their reputations as 
teachers and the importance therefore of teaching to the test. 
 Undoubtedly there are many exceptions to schooling as usual, as outlined and 
advocated by educators over the years (see, e.g., the contributors to Christenbury et 
al., 2009). Yet the instruction documented in such studies is, by all accounts, 
among the minor traditions that Applebee (1974) has found in the history of Eng-
lish as a discipline. What makes it exceptional is the relative absence of such teach-
ing in the bulk of U.S. classrooms. 

UNIVERSITY APPRENTICESHIP OF OBSERVATION 

With authoritarian teaching methods comprising the bulk of their experiences as 
middle and high school students, prospective teachers enter college. If they attend a 
large state university of the sort that provides the profession with the majority of 
K-12 teachers, they spend their first few years taking classes in large lecture halls 
where their role is to listen and take notes, and then take multiple choice exams to 
test their mastery of the material, or at least their ability to recall it. In the domain 
of English, upper level English courses are typically dedicated to professors’ em-
phasizing their own approach to literary criticism (Addington, 2001; Marshall & 
Smith, 1997). The student’s role is to adopt a specific critical perspective for ap-
proaching literary texts by attending carefully to the professor’s lectures and the 
wisdom of professional critics and approximating them on papers and exams.  
 Indeed, in U.S. universities most classes are known as a lecture and the instruc-
tor’s role is to profess, hardly terms that suggest high levels of student activity or 
professorial attention to learning processes. Even though my university’s motto is 
“to teach, to serve, and to inquire into the nature of things,” in many disciplines 
this inquiry into the nature of things is conducted by the faculty, whose classes are 
dedicated to explaining the results of their inquiries to students who, depending on 
the discipline, either take additional tests or, on occasion, write their own versions 
of the professor’s ideas. What students learn about teaching in universities thus 
reinforces what they have learned about teaching in their K-12 education. 
 Andrea Lakly articulated the expectations of university English course work 
well, saying during an interview, 

I feel that when you come to college you have accepted a certain path of educa-
tion, saying you are more willing now to be a receptacle and more independent. 
When I showed up to [English] classes, I got and expected lectures. I showed up 
to hear those professors’ opinions of what was happening, and I would still feel 
that way in a college class. I wouldn’t object to taking a class that somebody 
told me they were going to teach in a new way, but I don’t feel resentment  
toward anyone that they are going to teach it in a lecture format. . . . The student 
at that point chooses to study a subject that they are better able to study, and 
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therefore they can deal with the fact that it is not presented to them in an easy, or 
not an easier format, but isn’t tailored to striving to help them understand it. By 
the time they have reached college education, they are in charge of making sure 
that they are understanding what is happening. 

Andrea’s comments reflect the findings of Addington (2001) and Marshall and 
Smith (1997), who conclude that learning processes and idiosyncratic readings 
(and thus writing that departs from authoritative criticism) receive little empha-
sis in the Departments of English of large state universities. Rather, the role of 
students is to attend to a set of masters—literary authors, literary critics, and 
literature professors—whose views and models they are expected to adopt in 
order to achieve disciplinary competence. English education majors—those who 
become secondary school English teachers—thus tend to go through their  
formal education, right up to their first introduction to alternatives in teacher 
education courses, exposed primarily to authoritarian instruction. The effects of 
such models are difficult to undo even in the first grade. By the time students 
enter their 15th or 16th year of education, these habits are very well engrained to 
the point that other alternatives are difficult to imagine as being the province of 
schools and classrooms. 
 Wertsch (1991) illustrates this kind of problem by describing the history of 
the typewriter keyboard, known as the QWERTY keyboard because of the posi-
tion of the first keys on the top row of letters. Most people assume that the  
layout of keys is designed to make typing easier. Those who have grown up 
using computer keyboards rather than typewriters probably couldn’t imagine 
any other reason for arranging keys. Actually, however, the opposite is true: The 
QWERTY layout is designed to slow down a fast typist. When typewriters were 
first invented, they were not electrified. The imprint of a letter on the page came 
about when a typist struck a key, which was attached to a wire with a corre-
sponding letter on the other end. This letter was propelled forward to strike a 
thin ribbon containing ink, which in turn struck the paper and printed the letter 
on it. If a typist went too fast, the wires would get all tangled up. And so to slow 
fast typists down, the keyboard was arranged to make typing somewhat clumsy 
and therefore slower and less likely to jam up the typewriter. 
 In spite of many advances in technology, the QWERTY keyboard has  
endured, even though most word processing programs have options that enable 
the user to switch to a more efficient arrangement. Typists unaware of the his-
tory of keyboards can’t imagine it any other way and even assume that the 
structure is designed to make things work better. Wertsch (1991) argues that 
conventions of schooling can act in similar ways: There are ways of doing 
things that are part of school, and if they are done differently it just doesn’t 
seem like school any more. Alternatives seem to lack legitimacy because they’re 
different from what people know and are comfortable with. Stakeholders of all 
sorts assume that the traditional ways of schooling are the best and most effi-
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cient ways to educate students, because that’s how they have always known 
them to be. 

TEACHER EDUCATION PROGRAMS 

Ultimately, those who take a traditional path to a teaching career enroll in educa-
tion coursework. While such programs vary greatly from university to university, 
most often they involve taking courses in such areas as educational foundations, 
technology, adolescent development, and exceptional learners. Once admitted to a 
specific major, teacher candidates receive instruction in a teaching methods class 
and perhaps related classes in pedagogy. Many of these courses, both the general 
and discipline-specific, are accompanied by practica that place the teacher candi-
dates back in the same sorts of schools that provided their apprenticeships of  
observation. With formal instruction in educational theory, research, and practice 
behind them, teacher candidates finally embark on their student teaching.  
 English teachers, who tend to be responsible for literacy instruction, take 8-15 
courses in departments of English during their college education, typically before 
they begin their education emphasis. These classes, as noted, often revolve around 
their professors’ content area interests rather than emphasizing how to teach the 
discipline aside from what is modeled: in many cases, a lecture-oriented presenta-
tion of canonical interpretations of high-level literature that may be considered too 
challenging for inclusion in the secondary English curriculum. The influence of 
this professorial instruction, based on sheer volume of coursework, is likely to 
overwhelm that of the relatively few education classes in impressing a conception 
of instruction on teacher candidates. Teacher education coursework has thus been 
described by some as a “band-aid” at the end of the program, a flimsy measure that 
is expected to erase the prior 15 years of exposure to authoritarian teaching and 
replace that conception wholesale with a progressive vision of education (see 
Wideen, Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 1998).  
 Even the practica and student teaching, believed by many to be the cornerstone 
of effective teacher education, can serve to reproduce rather than challenge school 
norms. Consider, for example, a fourth-grade classroom I studied taught by 
Sharon, a university classmate of Penny’s (see Smagorinsky, Cook, Jackson, 
Moore, & Fry, 2004) whose mentor teacher was the “head teacher” quoted earlier 
in this chapter. In the classroom that hosted her student teaching, not only were the 
students allowed little latitude in their learning, the teacher herself felt so confined 
that she declared at one point: 

I don't know if I am going to be able to [use a constructivist pedagogy 
learned at the university] within this classroom. I don't know how much lee-
way [my mentor teacher] is going to give me. And I know not to step on her 
toes. She will definitely bop me back in line. That is pretty evident. She 
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doesn't—I mean, she thinks that I should be there to learn from her and not to 
in any way take over her classroom.  

Getting bopped back in line can occur in many ways and can discourage both stu-
dent teachers and beginning teachers from violating the established practices of the 
schools in which they teach. Sharon articulated this apprehension well when she 
stated in an interview, “What I am concerned about is, I think, that throughout this 
semester, being with my [mentor] teacher as opposed to being at [the university], I 
just hope that I don't totally switch to her side." Sharon here refers to her own  
precarious position as a student teacher, rather than to her students’ experiences in 
her mentor teacher’s classroom.  
 Yet it was clear from the research that her students were also concerned about 
getting bopped back in line should they step outside the lines that circumscribed 
their social or academic behavior in this classroom. Sharon’s fear that she might 
“totally switch to her side” reflects a common experience for beginning teachers: 
that the pressure to abandon the university’s priorities is great and that the sociali-
zation of new teachers to the school’s norms remains a primary focus of the men-
toring of student teachers and beginning teachers. After all, the school site is the 
setting of greatest evaluative performance: Do well according to the school’s stan-
dards, and it might offer a job, or at least a supportive evaluation, at the end of the 
experience; and once on the job, retention becomes available to those judged com-
petent according to the school’s definition of quality teaching, not the university’s. 
 Back on campus, teacher education programs do not operate in a vacuum. Most 
must respond to some external auditor’s beliefs about quality education. The Na-
tional Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) is able to grant 
and deny their accreditation to programs based on reports and site visits designed 
to determine the program’s proximity to their standards. NCATE president James 
G. Cibulka recently outlined his accreditation agency’s newest priority for teacher 
education: “In the past, accreditation wrapped clinical experience around course-
work. The new approach will reverse the priority, encouraging institutions to place 
teacher candidates in more robust clinical experiences, and wrap coursework 
around clinical practice” (2009, p. 2).  
 NCATE will now evaluate colleges of education according to its “robust clini-
cal preparation, including educator preparation in school settings,” such as that of 
The Tennessee Board of Regents Teacher Education Redesign, which “eliminates 
traditional university classroom seat time for teacher candidates, streamlining these 
experiences into participatory, student directed learning in authentic school set-
tings” (Cibulka, 2009, p. 4; emphasis in original). The idea that doing so will  
involve “participatory, student directed learning” appears chimerical rather than 
based on empirical evidence of how school is actually conducted. 
 In other words, the most influential accreditation agency for U. S. colleges of 
education seeks to reduce campus influence yet more and place socialization more 
firmly in the hands of schools, basing their decision on a fanciful notion of how 
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schools expect students to participate in their education. The likelihood of systemic 
change in education will then surely be reduced to almost nothing in that teacher 
education will largely become the province of the schools whose cycles are firmly 
established to replicate ancient, conservative practices. Superstructures such as that 
provided by NCATE appear designed to disable constructive tool use. They appear 
to be headed toward even greater mediation of beginning teachers’ understanding 
of effective practice toward the values of schools as traditionally conducted. Such 
immersion will undoubtedly shield them from the alternatives to which they might 
be exposed in what they dismiss as university “seat time.”  
 The assumption that schools provide the best, and to NCATE the only, sources 
of knowledge about teaching defies much analysis of schooling that compares it to 
the assembly-line production of compliant and uniform student products. Shutting 
other influences out of the cycle virtually insures that schools will serve as self-
perpetuating sites impervious to change and subject only to “reforms” such as testing 
mandates that primarily serve to reinforce existing, ancient practices of authoritarian 
teaching and the emphasis of form over content. If Obama’s current emphasis on 
innovation for competitive advantage provides the motive for education, as he has 
declared (Obama, 2011), then the apparatus of intensive standardization proposed 
by his education secretary Arne Duncan is sure to stifle alternatives into oblivion. 

BACK TO THE FUTURE: RETURNING TO THE CULTURE OF SCHOOLS 

With such preparation, teachers then return to the schools to begin their careers. As 
Lortie (1975) observes, those who decide to become teachers often choose the profes-
sion because they had very high comfort levels with authoritarian instruction while 
students, and return to schools for their careers because they wish to become part of 
authoritarian institutions. Faculties, then, tend to reproduce themselves by hiring peo-
ple who will perpetuate their values; and the pool from which they draw their candi-
dates is filled with people who are inclined to oblige. As a result, beginning teachers 
find themselves surrounded by colleagues who adhere to the same practices that they 
experienced as students, and who typically do so of their own volition. In many cases 
they prefer hierarchical instruction to progressive pedagogies and so are good fits with 
schools (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985); and even when they would prefer tak-
ing a progressive or constructivist approach to instruction, they run the risk of getting 
bopped back in line by their senior colleagues and administrators. 
 The reliance on authoritarian, fact-oriented instruction is further reinforced by ex-
ternal factors, particularly testing mandates. Assessment practices are instituted at a 
variety of levels, virtually all of which emphasize content coverage and, if writing is 
evaluated, form-oriented writing expectations. As noted with NCLB, such assess-
ments are not attentive to process-oriented learning or constructive thinking. And so 
district-wide tests stress the memorization of information from the curriculum and 
suggest that teaching should focus on emphasizing the facts that will appear on these 
assessments (see, e.g., Smagorinsky, Gibson, Moore, Bickmore, & Cook, 2004; Sma-
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gorinsky et al., 2002). State writing tests typically require fitting ideas into rigid forms 
such as the five-paragraph theme or other highly structured format around which clear 
rubrics may be developed.Such assessments suggest that teachers should emphasize 
the production of the form rather than the generation of ideas, an approach compatible 
with the generally authoritarian values of schools (see Smagorinsky, Cook, & John-
son, 2003). And as Applebee and Langer (2011) have argued, states that do not test 
writing, even in such dubious ways, implicitly tell teachers that writing is not worth 
teaching. 
 The institutions of school and teacher education programs thus invoke different, 
and opposing, traditions for their conceptions of quality instruction. Caught in the 
midst of this tension are beginning teachers, who must please education faculty for 
high grades yet also sufficiently impress the school administrators who are tasked with 
hiring faculty and deciding whom to retain. These tensions can make life miserable for 
beginning teachers who are also trying to cope with many other life adjustments in-
volved in transitioning from the womb of the university to the responsibilities of adult 
life: moving to a new community, establishing a residence, maintaining friendships, 
and so on (see McCann, Johannessen, & Ricca, 2005). They further must often seethe, 
as did Andrea Lakly, through the process of accommodating their teaching to assess-
ments whose correct answers they believe are wrong or superficial. The result for the 
workforce is a profession more likely to be filled by those who embrace authoritarian 
traditions than those who seek alternatives. 

THE SELF-PERPETUATING CYCLE OF CONSERVATIVE SCHOOLING 

It should perhaps not be too surprising that teachers are conflicted as they are caught 
among competing traditions, and be surprised only that they do actually experience 
some degree of tension. Their experience of tension serves as a small consolation to 
those who view authoritarian instruction as problematic. Perhaps the mere experience 
of tension is sufficient to gratify teacher educators, given the preponderance of expo-
sure that beginning teachers have over the course of their education to the teacher- and 
text-centered tradition that focuses on the mastery of what Dixon (1975) called the 
cultural heritage perspective against which College of Education faculty often position 
themselves. Beginning teachers return to schools perhaps predisposed to embrace 
conventional schooling practices and are surrounded by faculty and administrators 
who, like themselves, felt comfortable enough in the climate of schools that they made 
a conscious decision to dedicate their professional lives to teaching in such a setting. 
One of my preservice teachers reported that upon returning from a job interview, after 
he had described some innovative teaching ideas he had developed at the university, 
the principal had said, “I know they teach you that stuff up there. But y’all are down 
here now.” The wonder, then, is not that coursework in education has such little last-
ing impact, but that it has any impact at all. 
 From a Vygotskian perspective, schools are resistant to change for many reasons 
that collude to reproduce values and processes that are as old as formal education it-
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self. Rather than pointing to single causes for the “wash out” effect that occurs when 
educators abandon their education professors’ imperatives and gravitate to school 
norms (Zeichner & Tabachnik, 1981), educators who hope to contribute to change 
would benefit from recognizing the panoply of factors that not only have immediate 
effects but that work across generations of educators to preserve and perpetuate au-
thoritarian schooling. Developing a conception of teaching has been found to follow a 
twisting path (Smagorinsky et al., 2003) as teachers find themselves working within 
competing traditions and answering to different values in the assessment of their work. 
Ultimately, the edifice of schooling has remained largely intact in spite of critics’ ef-
forts to question its essential processes. The path of concept development that teachers 
follow is inevitably formed in part by the contours provided by conventional school-
ing. Recognizing the power of such deeply-rooted culture and its adherents’ strength in 
resisting efforts to change it may help teacher educators understand the depths of the 
challenge they face in attempting to have a lasting impact on the practice of education. 
 From the standpoint of literacy education and research, schools thus provide prob-
lematic and often frustrating sites for those who seek to understand the development 
of literacy practices that youth find useful for personal or professional development. It 
is no wonder that sites outside school have become the settings for literacy research 
and practice that produce the sort of energy and innovation that Obama (2011) be-
lieves are available through public education. These sites, along with schools in which 
alternatives to authoritarian education are available, will be featured in the following 
chapters that characterize the roles of reading, writing, and multimodal expression in 
the literacy practice as it mediates human development toward teleological ends.  

 

NOTES 
1  A photo of this classroom, along with other classrooms of similar organization, is available at 

http://www.infodiv.unimelb.edu.au/tss/archive/history.html; and a pdf version of Cole’s article is 
posted at http://lchc.ucsd.edu/People/MCole/humdev.pdf, where the photo is reproduced on p. 200. 

2  In several studies I have done of early-career teachers, I have included the teacher as coauthor of the 
research, and so refer to them by their real names, rather than by pseudonyms. 



 

 

PART 2: 

THE FRAMEWORK FOR LITERACY  
RESEARCH 

 



 

99 

CHAPTER 5 

THE BACKGROUND FOR CURRENT LITERACY 
STUDIES 

In order to set the stage for articulating a Vygotskian approach to literacy research, 
my first task is to define the term “literacy,” something that is harder to do now 
than it ever has been. The Merriam-Webster’s 11th Collegiate Dictionary (2003) 
defines literacy rather circularly as the “quality or state of being literate,” tracing 
the origins of the term to 1883. Literate in turn comes from the 15th Century and 
evolved from “Middle English literat, from Latin litteratus marked with letters, 
literate, from litterae, letters, literature.” From its verbal origins, literate then 
evolved to describe people who are “able to read and write.” Literacy’s origins are 
clearly in the realm of letters, in spite of the current tendency to view it in relation 
to any set of symbols or competencies.  
 A century ago, people were considered literate if they could indicate their signature 
with an “X” (Reay, 1991). In the 21st century, literacy has accumulated so many 
meanings that virtually any act of what Hymes (1974) called communicative compe-
tence is considered a form of literacy. People now talk about computer literacy, media 
literacy, workplace literacy, emotional literacy, multiliteracies, and other abilities that 
have produced a host of new terms: computacy, mediacy, and others. I next review 
how literacy has been employed by researchers in the last century or so, beginning 
with reading and writing and then moving to more recent (yet actually quite ancient) 
conceptions that expand the notion to a broader sense of what Wertsch (1991) calls a 
cultural tool kit of representation, expression, and communication. 

READING 

In spite of the ubiquity of “verbal” measurements on standardized tests, it remains 
unclear how to determine how well someone can “read.” President Bill Clinton 
helped to accelerate the current emphasis on testing when he said during his 1997 
State of the Union Address that "We must do more . . . to make sure every child 
can read well by the end of the third grade," a belief that framed the Reading  
Excellence Act (http://www.ed.gov/inits/FY99/1-read.html) established during his 
presidency. Among other things, this federal act promised to “provide professional 
development for teachers based on the best research and practice.”  
 Yet reading specialists have profound differences on what constitutes the “best 
research and practice,” leading to the highly contentious and divisive Reading 
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Wars (see Allington & Woodside-Jiron, 1999) over both federal funding and the 
stature and wealth in book sales and consulting fees that follow from a federal  
endorsement. While some argue that reading competency can be measured through 
the administration of tests (Connor et al., 2009), others believe that not only do 
these tests provide questionable means of determining children’s reading compe-
tency, they are likely to drive talented teachers from the profession because they 
reduce teaching to test preparation (Smagorinsky, 2009b). Given that researchers 
cannot agree on which evidence suggests that a person can read, which research 
and measurement approaches most usefully identify this ability, and which instruc-
tion is most likely to produce it, even the most conservative definition of literacy—
the one emphasizing the ability to read and/or produce letters—does not provide 
consensus among literacy researchers. 
 Historically, literacy has been determined in different ways, with the greatest 
emphasis on reading. Resnick and Resnick (1977) describe four stages in which the 
definition of literacy has involved different types and levels of performance. First, 
the signature stage involved only the ability to sign one’s name, with the proxy of 
an “X” sufficing in some times and places. The recitation stage next required a 
demonstrated ability to read or recite selected passages from memory, without  
necessarily understanding the words (more on “understanding” to follow). The 
comprehension stage followed, requiring the reading or recitation of a passage 
along with some demonstration of a literal understanding of its contents. Finally, 
according to Resnick and Resnick’s outline, the 1970s produced the analysis stage, 
which considers a literate reading one in which the reader both comprehends and 
takes a critical stance toward a newly-read text. 
 This notion of literacy’s evolution suggests much about its protean nature. First, 
literacy has primarily been conceived of in terms of reading; writing has been  
required only to produce a signature or a mark that represents it. Second, Resnick 
and Resnick’s (1977) account requires, at the most sophisticated stages, the “com-
prehension” of a written text. Yet comprehension has been determined through 
simplistic means, particularly through students’ ability to answer multiple-choice 
questions that have been devised by researchers or assessment specialists in rela-
tion to a given passage. This approach assumes that the questions asked by the test 
developers are uniquely capable of producing information about what students do 
and do not grasp about what they have read.  
 Yet as researchers working from a transactional perspective have demonstrated, 
students may find legitimate meaning in their reading that is quite different from 
what a test designer, teacher, or researcher might consider to be important (e.g., 
Hull & Rose, 1990; Siegel, 1984; Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b; 
see also Andrea Lakly’s comments in Chapter 4). This meaning might come 
through a reader’s invocation of background knowledge that is quite different from 
what a test developer might have in mind and thus through the reader’s infusion of 
an idiosyncratic meaning in the signs of the text. Or it might come through a  
student’s compathy with literary characters’ emotions and experiences, something 
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not available through multiple choice questions posed by someone else because of 
the constructive, relational, contingent nature of the meaning that emerges through 
the confluence of reader, text, context, intertext, intercontext, and interevocation.  
I define these latter terms next. 
 Intertext refers to the ways in which all new texts are produced as part of a his-
torical textual stream and its conventions. Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huck-
leberry Finn, for instance, might be situated in different intertexts that would  
produce different sorts of readings, discussions, and response. Taught in a class on 
satire, it might elicit a dispassionate and technical response focusing on the  
author’s use of such elements as irony, e.g., when Huck’s use of the term “nigger” 
can be interpreted to indicate author Mark Twain’s critique of the white/black hier-
archy of the 1800s and the hypocrisy of conniving and loutish Whites considering 
themselves superior to Blacks. In a class in African American Studies, which  
perhaps would enroll readers of different backgrounds and dispositions than the 
satire course would attract, and be taught be a teacher with a different orientation 
and focus, the same text might be placed in a different intertext, such as discus-
sions of offensive curriculum decisions and horrific social conditions, thus produc-
ing quite a different response.  
 Intercontext (Floriani, 1993) accounts for the ways in which each context for 
reading values particular ways of engaging with texts that set the stage for further 
readings. For example, when a group of adults meets in a book club setting to dis-
cuss The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, their intercontext would include both the 
general history of book clubs and the particular experiences of their own gathering 
of readers, which might allow for laughter, tears, the exchange of personal experi-
ences, expressions of affect, the consumption of alcohol, and so on. In contrast, in 
a secondary classroom the intercontext of academic discourse and particular 
schools and teachers would provide a setting in which a more formal, detached 
reading led by an adult’s direction might suggest the appropriateness of more (lit-
erally) sober and analytic response. 
 Interevocation is a term that I have developed during the process of considering 
these issues for this book. I will describe it in greater detail in Chapter 6. Briefly, it 
draws on Rosenblatt’s (1978) argument that readers do not respond to texts them-
selves. Rather, they produce evocations, i.e., images1 that they instantiate to repre-
sent the signs of the text. These images come from their storehouse of experiences 
and form the basis of the meaning that they derive from their reading. The notion 
of an interevocation accounts for chains of images that readers produce in order to 
link readings to prior readings and experiences that enable them to produce a 
meaningful response to their engagement with texts. From the perspective that I 
derive from my reading of Vygotsky, then, situating readings in intertextual, inter-
contextual, and interevocational histories contributes to the framework for how 
texts can be appropriately read. 
 A final concern regarding the outline of stages provided by Resnick and Resnick 
(1977) emerges from their reliance on what Street (1994) has called an autonomous 
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view of literacy: one that takes literacy out of its social and cultural context and 
views it as a discrete skill. When conceptualized as a discrete skill rather than cul-
tural practice, literacy can be measured through the sorts of assessments that  
comprise the basis of reading assessment in the U.S. In contrast, however, many 
have argued that as a cultural practice set in intertexts and intercontexts—to which 
I would add interevocations—literacy becomes enmeshed in a host of other vari-
ables that are impossible to sift out or account for in large-scale assessments. 
Therefore, literacy in its autonomous conception is reductive, eliminating attention 
to the social, cultural, and historical environmental factors that are implicated in 
readers’ efforts to become engaged in their reading. 
 I next turn to more recent efforts to define and measure reading, focusing on a 
set of articles published in Educational Researcher, which, as the default mem-
bers’ journal of the American Educational Research Association, serves as the 
world’s most widely read research publication in education, the field that houses 
the vast majority of reading theorists and researchers. The authors of these papers 
provide an authoritative and definitive view of how to test reading comprehension 
and so serve as a useful source for assumptions about what reading is and how one 
can validly and reliably measure it, at least from the perspective of assessment spe-
cialists. I summarize my critique (Smagorinsky, 2009b) of their work here because 
our exchange illuminates critical differences between a Vygotskian perspective on 
literacy research, teaching, and learning, and the dominant views that attract mas-
sive funding and carry a federal endorsement. 
 The papers are striking in the prima facie manner in which the notions of read-
ing, literacy, and reading instruction are presented by the authors. The authors talk 
about reading, literacy, reading instruction, reading comprehension, and “under-
standing” of reading without pausing to detail what these constructs might 
mean, even though views that challenge their assumptions are available. 
Croninger and Valli (2009) provide the only definition of reading in this collec-
tion. They reference Pressley’s account of reading as “The ability of students to 
understand what is in text” (p. 100). There’s a lot about this definition that I 
find problematic, even as the authors appear to find it sufficient and imbued 
with self-evident meaning. This brief definition includes a number of contested 
terms that call for explication, and in the absence of such elaboration from the  
authors, I need to provide what I see as necessary in order to force a more finely-
grained discussion of these issues. 
 By confining their definition of reading to “students,” the authors overlook the 
well-documented facts that students are not the only people who read, and that 
children and adolescents do a lot of reading outside their role as students. Limiting 
the notion of reading to “students,” then, suggests that their conception of reading is 
grounded in how reading tends to get treated in school: as a discrete and measurable 
act. A number of studies, however, show that young people read a great deal beyond 
what school requires of them: playing and reading about video games (Smith & 
Wilhelm, 2009), navigating online environments (Black & Steinkuhler, 2009),  
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participating in after-school programs (Cole, 1996), engaging in everyday cultural 
exchanges (Majors, Kim, & Ansari, 2009), and being involved with texts in count-
less other settings and manners.  
 These studies reveal that youth exhibit far greater levels of engagement and strat-
egy use in these settings than they demonstrate in classroom reading lessons. What 
happens in school would thus benefit from understanding children’s experiences with 
reading that they undertake for purposes other than being taught to read in school. 
Literacy studies need to take into account a variety of reading experiences, many of 
them far more open-ended than those that occur during school reading lessons, which 
when carried out in the manner endorsed by the authors of the Educational  
Researcher articles, is highly restricted for the purpose of teaching specific strategies 
in relation to contrived texts designed to provide the stimulus for measuring students’ 
ability to answer questions aligned with those strategies. 
 The authors further never clarify what they mean when they say that a text is 
something that a reader is able “to understand.” I infer that by understanding they 
mean the degree to which students can correctly answer multiple choice questions 
on reading assessments; other ways of engaging are presumably not critical to what 
might emerge from a reading transaction. For instance, Rowan and Correnti (2009) 
disapprove of the fact that in some classrooms they observed, students were “likely 
to be asked to make personal connections to text, construct a literal interpretation 
of a text passage, or sequence information from passages, rather than analyze or 
evaluate textual passages or compare and contrast texts” (p. 126). I see this critique 
as founded in Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of educational objectives, one in which 
such acts as making a personal connection to a text might be categorized as low-
level cognition. Actually I would argue that making personal connections to texts 
could just as easily be treated as a comparison and contrast action, which (1) is a 
higher-level kind of thinking in Bloom’s taxonomy; (2) might involve the sort of 
analytic, synthesis-oriented thinking geared toward broad generalizations prized in 
Bloom’s conception; and (3) engages readers in the process of interevocation that I 
see as central to the act of constructing meaning.  
 But to these authors, personal connections appear to represent low-level, non-
analytic responses that obstruct the sort of reading that, as measurement specialists, 
they prefer. Other studies in contrast have indicated that inscribing oneself in a text 
can inform a reader’s meaningful reading transaction (Smagorinsky, Cameron, & 
O’Donnell-Allen, 2007), contribute to identity development (Gee, 2003), provide a 
cognitive and emotional framework for interpreting action (Beach & Hynds, 1991), 
and enable access to content and material for generating meaning as part of a read-
ing experience. Such inscriptions involve decoding what is on the page and encod-
ing a text with meaning (Smagorinsky, 2001). They further include emplotting a 
reading (Ricoeur, 1983), i.e., placing it in dialogue with and extending readings of 
other texts regardless of the sign systems in which they are produced. I consider 
such actions to involve complex and sophisticated thinking; and from a Vygotskian 
perspective, they provide the social, cultural, and historical framework that informs 
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and shapes one’s engagement with texts and their readings in intertextual, intercon-
textual, and interevocational settings. 
 I find it questionable that Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy, in spite of its many dura-
ble virtues, provides the only possible way of evaluating a question’s potential for 
prompting high-level cognition, or that answering someone else’s questions in ac-
cordance with the questioner’s preferred answers is the optimal way of engaging 
with a text. I argue that “comprehension” and “understanding” are obsolete con-
structs in light of the broader possibilities for interpretation and meaning-
construction that have emerged from recent studies of how readers engage with 
texts. I thus find students’ ability to answer multiple-choice questions to be a ques-
tionable vehicle for evaluating the quality of reading instruction because it has no 
resemblance to young people’s authentic transactions with texts of their choice, 
framed by questions that they pose and to which they seek answers, in settings that 
they construct to frame their readings. 
 The authors in this collection appear to accept the premise that “reading” is a 
skill that can be taught isolated from any connection to the content, genre, and cul-
tural conventions that are involved in reading specific texts in particular settings. 
Croninger and Valli (2009) appear to regard “reading” as an act that occurs on its 
own and so can be taught irrespective of situational factors. One consequence of 
this assumption is that learning to “read” is believed to involve acquiring a set of 
transferable skills or abilities that can be taught as an isolated part of the curricu-
lum. This belief represents one side of the old dispute regarding critical thinking, in 
which some treat thinking as a situated practice (e.g., Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 
1989) and some conceive thinking as a general practice (e.g., Ennis, 1989). 
 This disagreement on the specificity of knowledge is the debate that Michael 
Smith and I entered (Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992) and that is still in play in  
discussions of literacy development. We identified three general perspectives on 
literacy knowledge. The general knowledge position predominates among those 
who seek to standardize teaching and learning by means of testing and related cur-
riculum mandates. Task- and community-specific positions are held by those who 
view knowledge development as more local and contingent. Those working in this 
latter tradition have found abundant evidence supporting the view that literacy 
practices are differentiated according to task and community of readers and that the 
social act of reading is situated within the expectations of particular groups of  
writers and their readers, rather than having generic or autonomous properties 
(Nystrand, 1986).  
 Duke (2000), for instance, has argued that learning to read informational writing 
relies on different schematic knowledge than does learning to read narratives, and 
that the scholastic emphasis on narrative reading does not serve to prepare students 
for texts that are codified to prompt other strategies (see Rabinowitz, 1987, for 
further differentiation in more sophisticated literary reading). McCarthey and 
Raphael (1992) argue that even quite early in life, readers are oriented to the  
expectations and codification of disciplinary texts, and thus to the demands of  



CURRENT LITERACY STUDIES 

105 

particular discourse communities. More recent studies (e.g., Honig, 2010) have  
confirmed that texts produced within communities of practice involve recognition 
and appropriate strategic response to the specialized language, organization, syn-
tax, and other features of the text. 
 With respect to the cultural backgrounds of readers, Heath’s (1983) 10-year 
ethnographic study of how children develop abiding orientations to reading before 
entering school is instructive (cf. Lee, 1993). The white fundamentalist Christian 
children in the community that Heath studied were exposed almost exclusively to 
The Holy Bible as a text, and it served as a verbatim statement of truth that they 
could not question. Such children, upon entering school, had trouble questioning 
texts when such interrogation was expected and suffered academically as a conse-
quence of this cultural orientation to reading. In contrast, the children in the  
African American community she studied were taught at home that solitary reading 
was an antisocial activity from which they were discouraged. Instead, they were 
urged to get outside and engage with their neighbors socially (cf. Delpit, 1995). In 
school, however, they were expected to read quietly, a practice that they found 
difficult to acclimate to. Like the White children of fundamentalist orientation, 
they found school success difficult to achieve. 
 The students best socialized to reading in school were the children of middle 
class parents, particularly children of teachers. These children’s early reading ex-
periences reflected the sort of question-and-answer routines that formed the basis 
of reading instruction in school, and their familiarity with such exchanges contrib-
uted to their school success. Heath’s study identifies the ways in which children are 
immersed in communities of practice that provide their orientation to reading, with 
Cole (1996) arguing that such socialization begins in the first moments of life.  
Although much research on discourse communities is concerned with academic 
disciplines (Bazerman & Paradis, 1991), professional writing genres (e.g., Beau-
fort, 2009), and other adult structures, Heath demonstrates that orientations to read-
ing originate in the emerging web of social relationships into which children are 
acculturated from their earliest moments of consciousness. 
 The Educational Researcher authors’ focus on reading as a discrete area of in-
struction amenable to isolation for teaching purposes is evident in Croninger and 
Valli’s (2009) claim that “Even when teachers carry out their instructional respon-
sibilities in the classroom, student mobility obscures the one-to-one relationship 
between students and teachers, necessitating some unintentional sharing of teach-
ing responsibility” (p. 103). Yet the belief in such one-to-one relationships and 
cause-effect variables is undermined by the theoretical work in intertextuality and 
intercontextuality in that any discourse act is historically and culturally linked to 
prior acts that rely on related speech conventions and social practices.  
 Croninger and Valli (2009) acknowledge that “We found our ability to isolate 
the sources of reading instruction in schools far more complicated than we antici-
pated” (p. 104). From the perspective of social-cultural-historical literacy research, 
undertaking such a quest is doomed because no social action, including school 
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teaching and learning, is isolated to begin with. Indeed, their realization serves to 
confirm the Vygotskian principle that literacy development is a complex phenome-
non that is grounded both historically and contemporaneously: Literacy practices 
emerge from practices learned in prior settings (the intercontext) and are impli-
cated in a host of concurrently occurring phenomena that defy isolation.  
 Croninger and Valli (2009) claim that “Even when researchers seek to develop 
designs that capture complexity, our theories and methods often prove inadequate 
for accomplishing these goals” (p. 103). I agree that if the goal is to isolate vari-
ables that cannot be disentangled from others in order to measure their effects, then 
the theory is indeed inadequate. Other theories, such as Vygotsky’s (1987) per-
spective on tool-mediated human development, are available, however. These 
frameworks provide different assumptions that would lead to a different set of  
research questions and related methods, and have provided the field with investiga-
tive principles and tools for nearly a century now.  
 While including attention to issues facing educators in high-poverty schools, the 
authors in the Educational Researcher issue appear to view the normative setting 
for reading instruction to be the affluent suburban classroom. Pianta and Hamre 
(2009) condemn the “high degree of variability in classroom quality” without  
considering why one class might be different from another. They also value “pro-
ductive instructional activities with caring and responsive adults who consistently 
provide feedback and challenge students to think critically” as the sole criterion for 
a quality classroom with no consideration of what else might be valued in a school 
setting (p. 115).  
 The authors deplore the inequitable education provided to disadvantaged stu-
dents. They appear to believe, however, that the problem resides in teachers who 
choose to spend time on discipline rather than on the life conditions that might 
cause young people to act out in school. As Lee (1993, 2007) has shown, urban 
students living in extreme poverty have vast untapped potential that can be culti-
vated by teachers who are sensitive to their backgrounds and who develop strate-
gies that enable students to link their home experiences and discourse practices to 
school-based literacy demands. Doing so requires teachers to rethink instructional 
models developed for middle-class populations and pay careful attention to the 
ways in which different social groups are acculturated to textual exchanges through 
home and community life. 
 Teachers thus cannot teach as if their students all come from the same generic 
culture. In her narrative of learning to teach immigrant Haitian children whose be-
havior was often incomprehensible to her, Ballenger (1999) recounts her initial 
struggles with students who were not socialized to the norms of a U.S. school  
experience. At home, for instance, the parents did not read to the children, and so 
they came to school with no experience in the sorts of routines expected during 
reading lessons. Ballenger found that she had to understand what she did not know 
about the children as a first order of business, and then shape her instruction in 
relation to the students’ cultural practices.  
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 Her students, she understood, were not receptive to traditional question-and-
answer instruction, as were the children of the middle-class parents studied by 
Heath (1983). Like other culturally-responsive teachers (see, e.g., the many educa-
tors described by the contributors to Christenbury et al., 2009), Ballenger dedicated 
her teaching to understanding the cultural practices of her students and adapting 
her teaching accordingly. She thus exhibited the perspective and disposition of the 
sort of culturally-aware reflective practitioner whom many believe to be critical to 
educating diverse populations during what many forecast will be a century of 
demographic transformation in the U.S. (see, e.g., the publications at 
http://www.coe.uga.edu/~smago/SL/SLBookClubs.htm#Menu).  
 The orientation of the researchers featured in Educational Researcher encour-
ages uniformity in which students’ response should follow a single path. Variation 
from the script undermines the system. Among the research goals of these papers is 
to place, as Pianta and Hamre (2009) state, “validated, standardized observational 
assessment of teachers’ classroom instruction and interactions more squarely into 
the realm of large-scale education science . . . [Such assessment] could have tre-
mendous downstream consequences in terms of traction on questions that vex the 
field” (p. 109). The metaphors employed by the researchers suggest their top-down 
view of educational systems as they seek to shift the focus to “how inputs produce 
achievement through debate about effective or qualified teachers.” Pianta and 
Hamre argue that 

Placing direct assessment of actual teaching as a central feature of accounta-
bility frameworks and provisions for equity of educational opportunity are 
likely to accomplish several interlocking aims that in a coordinated fashion 
could result in substantial shifts in the nature and quality of instruction, socia-
lization, mentoring, and tutelage that takes place in classrooms and a robust 
science of the production of teaching and teachers. (p. 110; emphasis in  
original) 

If the mechanistic conception of teaching and learning that I find pervasive in these 
articles is not evident elsewhere, then the authors’ emphasis on the view of teach-
ers and their teaching as products of the larger assessment machinery should be 
apparent from their phrasing here. Students function as test-score producers whose 
performances allow the policy-makers to have a measurement by which to evaluate 
both the teachers’ instruction and their fidelity to the hierarchical system itself. 
 I much prefer the view of Ballenger (1999) and her stance as a member of the 
community of reflective practitioners, teacher researchers, action researchers, or 
however else a teacher’s systematic reflection on her teaching might be character-
ized. Ballenger is highly sensitive to her students and how they are and are not 
socialized into the practices of schooling. She is also humble enough to know when 
something is not working and address the problem by means of systematic, in-
formed analysis. She reads widely and integrates her book knowledge with her 
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experiential knowledge to contribute to her growing conception of how to teach 
diverse learners. She respects her students and their families and adapts her teaching to 
their ways of knowing; and she respects the curriculum enough to maintain its integ-
rity while adapting it to the characteristics of a new cultural group in her school. She 
consults with colleagues who help her think about how to address the gap in her  
understanding of how to teach students from cultures different from her own. 
 As such she is developing a situated notion of “best practice,” one at odds with 
the conventional notion of “best practice” as a set of instructional methods devel-
oped by outside experts and superimposed hierarchically to suit the needs of any 
student in any classroom (see Smagorinsky, 2009a). If I were hiring teachers, I’d 
want them all to be like Ballenger: those with the chutzpah, courage, intelligence, 
and initiative to question norms and teach as they determine is effective and appro-
priate in the settings of their communities and in relation to the social-cultural-
historical practices brought to class by their students. I’d much rather have teachers 
like her in my school than the system components that Rowan and Correnti (2009) 
believe should populate the teaching force.  
 I am not taking the romantic view that all teachers are wonderful; I see 
Ballenger more as an exemplar than as typical. Like the authors of the articles in 
this issue of ER, I would love to have a teaching profession in which all teachers 
are highly qualified in everything they do. My concern is that when the system is 
built for teachers who follow directions, then that is the sort of teacher the profes-
sion will attract and retain (see Chapter 4). I would much rather populate the  
system with teachers who have the authority to make decisions based on their good 
judgment as exercised locally and relationally. This standard would make reflec-
tive practice the measure of quality. As a consequence it would attract and retain 
teachers who have the initiative and disposition to make informed judgments based 
on their careful and systematic observation of children. Entrusting authority to 
teachers inevitably produces considerable variation in instruction; each classroom 
will be different because both the individual children and their overall chemistry 
will be unique, and one teacher’s judgment will reflect that person’s evidence-
based decisions rather than follow a standardized path imposed from without. The 
most effective teacher will thus be one who can observe, reflect, intervene, and 
teach as she deems appropriate. Such situated action is at the heart of a Vygotskian 
approach to literacy instruction. 
 The study of reading from a Vygotskian perspective thus needs to accomplish 
more than seeing if people can respond to questions such that the answers corre-
spond to those preferred by a test-designer. As I will detail in Chapter 6, reading is 
a cultural phenomenon, not a practice that is isolated for testing purposes. How one 
reads is a function of the setting of the reading and its socially, culturally, and his-
torically established goals, strategies, purposes, and other processes and motiva-
tions as they intersect with what readers bring to the transaction. Taking these  
factors of setting into account is a central problem for those who study reading and 
its role in human development. 
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WRITING 

Kintgen, Kroll, and Rose (1988), in compiling and editing their collection of clas-
sic papers on literacy, observe that reading and writing have not always both been 
considered properties of a literate performance. Geoffrey Chaucer, for instance, 
lived in the 1300s, when writing was the province of a few select scribes. Like 
other storytellers of his era, he delivered his material, including The Canterbury 
Tales, orally. Chaucer worked in the tradition of Greek poet Homer, who told his 
Iliad and Odyssey as an itinerant raconteur 2,200 years earlier, with written ver-
sions only appearing in about 800 BCE with the advent of the Greek alphabet. 
Writing, note Kintgen et al., has not only been regarded as unnecessary in the past, 
it has even been distrusted and scorned by such influential thinkers as Plato, who 
opposed writing because he believed that it reduced the demands on memory and 
so weakened the mind. 
 Some 21st century people also distrust writing, although for very different rea-
sons. Among many Native Americans, for instance, “Written language is viewed as 
the creation of the White society, one that has historically rejected them and used 
literacy against them in the form of treaties and other documents that cost them 
dearly” (Belgarde at al., 2009, p. 418), a perspective that potentially alienates  
Native students when writing provides the only medium available to them for  
expressive purposes in school assessment. 
 While reading provides the basis for Resnick and Resnick’s (1977) stages of 
literacy epochs, writing theory and research only cohered in the U.S. as a discipline 
in 1963, when the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) published 
Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer's Research in Written Composition, a review 
of writing research spanning the extant history of investigations into school-based 
writing instruction, which at the time was the only aspect of writing studied in re-
search. Their review extended from the very first writing studies conducted in the 
early part of the 20th century through 1962. Braddock et al. framed their review 
with the observation that research in writing "has not frequently been conducted 
with the knowledge and care that one associates with the physical sciences" (p. 5). 
They maintained that research on writing needed to be characterized by the quali-
ties that distinguish investigations in the hard sciences: reliability, validity, and 
replicability. Studies that did not meet these criteria, they argued, represented  
alchemy rather than science, and were "laced with dreams, prejudices, and make-
shift operations" (p. 5).  
 This analogy of composition as emerging from the Dark Ages and into the age 
of Enlightenment was accompanied by the field of composition's efforts to escape 
its low status as a discipline. Kinneavy (1971) lamented the fact that  

Composition is so clearly the stepchild of the English department that it is not 
a legitimate area of concern in graduate studies, it is not even recognized as a 
subdivision of the discipline of English in a recent manifesto put out by the 
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major professional association (MLA) of college English teachers . . . in 
some universities is not a valid area of scholarship for advancement in rank, 
and is generally the teaching province of graduate assistants or fringe mem-
bers of the department. (p. 1)  

One way of raising the standing of composition studies was to adopt a scientific 
method to guide scholarship. Denouncing the current state of composition studies 
as medieval and setting a more scientific agenda, then, enabled Braddock et al. 
(1963) to formalize writing research as a scholarly field with greater gravitas in the 
academy. Indeed, Research in Written Composition reads as much like a handbook 
about how to conduct scientific studies as it does as like a review of research find-
ings. The authors’ intent is unabashedly didactic, with a chapter on how to design 
research, a glossary of research terms, critiques of the flaws of many studies, a 
section on how to read research critically, and extended reviews of the handful of 
studies that the authors believed to meet criteria for scientific rigor. The reader, 
presumably interested enough in writing research to read the report, is assumed to 
be unacquainted with the conduct of scientific research and thus in need of the  
authors’ schoolmasterly treatment of the topic. 
 The new emphasis on composition as a scientific discipline suggested the need 
for scholarly journals in which to publish research on written composition; much of 
what Braddock et al. (1963) reviewed consisted of unpublished dissertations and 
articles in journals not specifically oriented to writing or English studies. Braddock 
became the founding editor of NCTE's Research in the Teaching of English in 
1967, the first research journal dedicated to systematic investigations in the domain 
of English. Previously, such studies had gone unpublished, appeared in mono-
graphs such as the NCTE Research Report series, been published in general  
education or perhaps psychology journals, or appeared alongside practical ideas, 
curriculum theory, teacher education pieces, and much else, in one of two all-
purpose journals: College Composition and Communication (launched in 1949) in 
which first-year composition teachers and theorists published ideas of interest to 
their readership, and the even more established English Journal, which since 1912 
had included occasional research reports amidst their broad offerings to NCTE 
members.  
 At the time, neither of these journals included a peer-review process, the gold 
standard for scholarship; and without the sort of rigorously trained reviewers avail-
able now to editors of research journals (assuming that Braddock et al. correctly 
assessed the quality of work in the field), the external review process for such 
submissions might have been spotty even if external, anonymized reviewers had 
been consulted. Under Braddock and his successor Alan Purves, even RTE was not 
refereed by external peer reviewers. Only under Roy O’Donnell’s editorship from 
the mid-1970s through the early 1980s did RTE send manuscripts out to reviewers 
under the double-blind procedure in which neither author nor reviewer is aware of 
the other’s identity. 
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 Research in the Teaching of English was but one of many journals to be estab-
lished following the publication of Research in Written Composition. In addition, 
the following journals were inaugurated: The Journal of Basic Writing, 1975; 
WPA: Writing Program Administration, 1977; The Writing Center Journal, 1980; 
Pre/Text, 1980; The Journal of Advanced Composition, 1980; Texte, 1981; The 
Writing Instructor, 1981; The Journal of Teaching Writing, 1981; Rhetoric Review, 
1982; Rhetorica, 1983; Computers and Composition, 1983; Written Communica-
tion, 1984; Reading & Writing Quarterly, 1984; Teaching English in the Two-Year 
College, 1984; Journal of Second Language Writing, 1992; Assessing Writing, 
1993; and the Journal of Writing Research, 2008. 
 The field's orientation to instruction-oriented quantitative studies of writing per-
sisted through much of the period covered by a second composition review that 
was commissioned by the National Conference on Research in English (NCRE, 
later changed to National Conference on Research in Language and Liter-
acy/NCRLL). This second review (Hillocks, 1986) was designed as a followup to 
Braddock et al. (1963) and covered 1963-1983. The quantitative bias explicit in 
both Braddock et al. and Hillocks, however, began showing signs of wear toward 
the end of the two decades reviewed by Hillocks. As the 1970s drew to a close, 
researchers began looking to other disciplines for theories and methods of investi-
gating writing.  
 Janet Emig's doctoral dissertation, published in 1971 as The Composing Proc-
esses of Twelfth Graders, showed the potential of case studies for understanding 
the process of writing, a new area of inquiry following the field's historical focus 
on written products. This approach appealed to many writing researchers whose 
introduction to the profession had come through the humanities and who had never 
embraced the reduction of data to numbers. Collecting data through observation, 
interview, and various means of self-report made more sense to them than counting 
frequencies of writing traits and then comparing them statistically. Using narratives 
to tell the story of the well-documented case rather than building a report around 
the tabulation of statistics fit better with the frameworks through which they had 
been primarily acculturated into the discipline. 
 Qualitative researchers were, however, still struggling for credibility toward the 
end of Hillocks's (1986) 1983 cutoff date and were accorded lesser significance in 
his review. Hillocks used a meta-analysis of experimental research as the corner-
stone of his claims about the most effective methods of writing instruction, locat-
ing his review within the quantitative tradition with which Braddock et al. affili-
ated theirs. As a reflection of the shift that had begun taking place within the field, 
some reviewers of Hillocks's volume took exception to his quantitative orientation 
(e.g., Durst, 1987; Newkirk, 1987) and argued for a more ecumenical vision of 
writing research.  
 I had the opportunity to produce the third volume in the NCRE/NCRLL series 
of reviews of writing research, with my book (Smagorinsky, 2006) covering  
1984–2003. Following the experimental bias of Braddock et al. (1963) and  
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Hillocks (1986), and especially the field’s reaction to Hillocks’s views regarding 
the relative value of statistical and non-statistical approaches to writing research, I 
chose to take a more inclusive view of what composition is and how one might 
investigate and write about it. I decided, for instance, to edit a volume rather than 
attempt to review the whole field myself. The chapters I recruited, while concerned 
with findings about effective practice and including research conducted according 
to traditions of the hard sciences, distributed the perspective on writing to reflect 
the myriad of other interests and approaches that had developed since the publica-
tion of Hillocks's volume.  
 This approach to producing the review of writing research represented the shift in 
my own orientation toward social-cultural-historical approaches. As a doctoral student 
and teacher under Hillocks’s mentorship, I shared his belief in the efficacy of certain 
writing practices, and they had shown very well in experimental research, topping his 
meta-analysis findings in virtually every category. As I recall in this book’s Preface, 
my indebtedness to the structured process method of teaching writing was a big part of 
my decision to return to graduate school and had served as the foundation for the  
design of my doctoral dissertation study (published as Smagorinsky, 1991). 
 My reading of Vygotsky and related scholarship, however, began to raise ques-
tions for me about whether or not such a thing as a “best teaching practice” could 
be identified across the range of cultural-historical variables that produce the 
unique confluence of community, traditions, state and federal mandates, student 
and faculty demographics, school routines, and other factors that form the setting 
for particular classrooms. This theoretical orientation has changed my perspective 
on studying writing in school, departing from the belief that a single set of prac-
tices can be identified that will result in superior efficaciousness and gravitating 
toward the more situated perspective that what works depends on the convergence 
of a host of factors in the setting of instruction (Smagorinsky, 2009a; see Hillocks, 
2009, for a rejoinder in which he asserts that best practices are indeed available 
across settings). Such an orientation requires a shift from the primary research 
question that the field was concerned with through the 1970s and 1980s—What 
method of teaching writing works best?—to the more situated set of questions that 
can be loosely summarized as, Why is this happening here?  
 The “social turn” in writing research indexed by many of the contributors to my 
2006 volume became, during the period covered by our review, entangled in a host 
of other issues that emerged toward, and subsequent to, the fin de siècle that oc-
curred in its midst. Issues of equity, gender, cultural practice, social relationships, 
culturally-learned ways of knowing, tacit hierarchies and power relationships, the 
social nature of textuality, and other concerns had emerged as a focus of research, 
both arising from and contributing to perspectives provided by scholars oriented to 
the various "post" positions—poststructuralism, postmodernism, postcolonialism, 
postfoundationalism, postrevolutionism, postemancipatoryism, etc.—as well as 
feminism, critical theory, queer theory, multiculturalism, socioculturalism, and 
other ontologies and epistemologies that have influenced society and education in 
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recent decades. These theories have brought new research perspectives, questions, 
and methods to the study of composition, drawing on traditions from research in 
anthropology, communication, sociology, psychology, philosophy, and other disci-
plines that have been adopted since the publication of Hillocks's (1986) volume.  
 Hillocks's 1983 cutoff date coincided with a series of epochal changes in com-
position studies. Neither Braddock et al. (1963) nor Hillocks (1986) attended to 
what is termed action research, practitioner research, or teacher research of the sort 
practiced by Ballenger (1999, 2009). Indeed, I was told early in my career that a 
researcher cannot study his or her own teaching because a teacher cannot take a 
disinterested stance toward her own classroom and thus is biased; and a colleague 
in my own department tells my students to this day that studying one’s own teach-
ing is inherently unethical because it is necessarily coercive, even as they persist in 
studying their own classrooms. The social turn, however, has emphasized the in-
trinsic bias in all data collection and analysis (Smagorinsky, 1995a) such that a 
detached outside observer is just as likely to impose an agenda or perspective on 
data as is the practitioner (see Chapter 3).  
 Indeed, argue proponents of teacher inquiry (e.g., Fecho, 2001), the teacher’s 
emic or insider position enables insights unavailable to the outside observer, and 
her relationships with the students can serve as a topic of inquiry rather than an 
impediment to disinterested investigation (Freedman, Simons, Kalnin, Casareno, & 
The M-CLASS teams, 1999). If thinking is indeed social in origin, then under-
standing the social context of students’ learning is critical, and the teacher is 
uniquely positioned both to plan the context and understand its implications 
through systematic reflection (Fecho, Allen, Mazaros, & Inyega, 2006).  
 Heath's (1983) landmark ethnography of community literacy (reviewed in  
Chapter 4) ushered in a second important trend, that of studying family and com-
munity literacy rather than conceiving of learning to read and write solely in school 
(cf. Cushman, Barbier, Mazak, & Petrone, 2006). Heath's study was significant for 
a number of reasons. First of all, she drew on her background in anthropology to 
conduct a ten-year community ethnography. In doing so she created a new possi-
bility for composition researchers, that of borrowing methods from outside the 
scientific tradition to investigate writing. Secondly, she revealed the relation  
between home and community literacy practices and school success by document-
ing the differential experiences of the white fundamentalist Christian, black, and 
middle-class white students in her study in home and school settings.  
 Heath's study helped to awaken educational researchers to the importance of 
understanding home and community literacy practices in order to anticipate and 
address educational struggles and to rethink schooling to be more responsive to the 
range of literacy practices their students bring from home. This recognition coin-
cided with field-wide trends that stressed the situated nature of cognition, the local 
nature of cultural practice, and the ways in which particular cultures establish their 
norms as authoritative and natural (e.g., Newman et al., 1989; Rogoff & Lave, 
1984). The 1980s and 1990s also saw the increasing influence of perspectives that 
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deconstruct institutions and the ways in which they foster particular kinds of rela-
tionships, especially those that create exploitation, suppression, inequity, and other 
social hierarchies. Heath's study revealed the ways in which schools normalize the 
values of the White middle class, making other ways of being literate appear to be 
less viable in school and creating status differentials within the school culture as 
educators take deficit views of students whose behavior and academic performance 
respond to other standards learned in other cultural settings. Studies of community 
literacy have often picked up on this stream, with increased attention to providing 
better educational opportunities for marginalized groups in school. 
 Family and community literacy studies have also viewed home literacies inde-
pendent from their impact on schooling. Increasingly, researchers are interested in 
understanding the ways in which community members engage in situated literacy 
practice as a way of understanding broader social structures, considering such 
questions as: To what authentic purposes do people put writing in their lives? How 
does writing position them socially and politically? How does writing work in con-
junction with other funds of knowledge (Moll, 2000)—those shared resources that 
enable members of marginalized communities to pool knowledge and material 
advantages for collective benefit—to enable people to function in society? How are 
social relationships, including those that are inequitable, sustained by access to 
literacy practices? These questions and many others have been investigated as 
composition researchers have moved the scope of their work into the lives of peo-
ple who write as a means of social action, from producing shopping lists (Witte, 
1992) to expressing themselves in online environments (Kirkland, 2010).  
 Another site outside school that writing researchers took an interest in was the 
workplace. In 1984 John Daly and Stephen P. Witte, from the disciplines of  
Communication and Composition and Rhetoric, instituted the journal Written 
Communication to provide a forum for writing research that departed from NCTE's 
emphasis on classroom writing instruction. A year later Odell and Goswami (1985) 
published an edited collection called Writing in Nonacademic Settings that further 
helped to establish the workplace as a legitimate site for writing research. Research 
on writing instruction had often claimed implications for preparing students for 
"real world" writing; researchers now began to investigate what that world required 
and what that writing involved. 
 Studies of workplace and professional writing took on importance because of 
their fit with the theories that were becoming central to composition researchers 
(Beaufort, 2006). The social nature of workplace and professional writing fit well 
with developing interests in intertextuality, writing genres, socially situated cogni-
tion, and other theoretical streams that have flowed through composition studies in 
the past twenty years. Bakhtin's The Dialogic Imagination was translated into Eng-
lish in 1981, introducing the key constructs of dialogism and heteroglossia to  
diverse fields of scholarship; Miller's "Genre as Social Action" was published in 
1984, bringing to the field of composition the Bakhtinian notion that writing genres 
are socially constructed. Barthes “Theory of the Text” appeared in 1981 and 
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Kristeva's Revolution in Poetic Language was translated in 1984, introducing the 
construct of intertextuality. During this time, translations of Derrida's Of Gramma-
tology (1974), Vygotsky's Mind in Society (1978), and other key texts were gaining 
a wider audience and beginning to influence composition theory. The field's new 
thinking was realized in publications such as Nystrand's The Structure of Written 
Communication (1986) in which writing was viewed as a social-interactive process 
conducted in relationship with socially situated others.  
 These developments helped to establish the importance of studying how people 
write at work, where specific genres such as the business memo distill the cultural 
values of the workplace, require knowledge of discourse, are intended to commu-
nicate high-stakes information, and otherwise bring into play extensive social  
networks of knowledge and relationships that are played out through the produc-
tion of texts. Significantly, the knowledge required to write successfully in an  
office environment departs radically from the kinds of writing taught and valued in 
college, further contributing to writing theories that challenge the notion of generic 
properties of good writing and beliefs about best instructional practice (Anson &  
Forsberg, 1990). 
 Workplace writing also requires particular attention to the technologies that  
mediate writing. In 1983, personal computers were scarce, electronic mail was 
primitive, and the world wide web was a dozen or so years from widespread acces-
sibility and usage. The exponential proliferation of computer-related technologies 
has dramatically changed the ways in which people read, write, and transmit texts 
to others. Increasingly, computer-based text combines written communication with 
other media: graphics, sound, and other images that the technology allows. The 
study of workplace writing, then, has further complicated composition studies that 
were limited to speech-based communication, given the myriad ways in which a 
text can now be produced and read. 
 Finally, writing in foreign, second, additional, or otherwise new languages has 
become a focus of researchers since the early 1980s (Leki, Cumming, & Silva, 
2006). Bilingual, English as a Second Language (ESL), English as a Foreign  
Language (EFL), and related kinds of writing have become a focus of intensive  
research in response to immigration waves from Asian and Latin@ diasporas that 
have required communities and school systems to absorb new populations of  
non-native speakers. From a Vygotskian perspective, teaching these populations 
effectively requires more than finding one-to-one correspondences between native  
alphabets and words and their counterparts in English. It involves a cultural under-
standing of the practices and routines that provide the behavioral norms, orienta-
tions to social institutions, notions of appropriate behavior in academic settings, 
religious beliefs, and other factors that these new demographics bring to school 
settings. Treating cultural newcomers with respect and dignity, from a sociocul-
tural standpoint, suggests the importance of responses such as Ballenger’s (1999), 
in which she viewed her role as teacher as one of learner about the unfamiliar  
cultural practices of her immigrant students and how to situate their learning in the 
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context of the frameworks for learning and acting that they brought with them to 
the school setting (cf. Fu & Graff, 2009). 
 Studying writing as a literacy practice from a Vygotskian perspective thus re-
quires attention to the context of composing. This context is not simply the imme-
diate environment in which a writer writes, but, most significantly, the cultural and 
historical elements of that setting that suggest the appropriateness of particular 
conventions, syntax, vocabulary, diction, and other aspects of composing a text. 
Recall the precept that Vygotsky’s unit of analysis, word meaning, has been broad-
ened by Wertsch (1991) to include goal-directed, tool-mediated action; to which I 
would add that this action must be volitional if it is to serve the developmental 
needs so central to Vygotsky’s formulation. Wertsch’s adaptation further implies 
that this action involves a social, cultural, and historical context, requiring one to 
account for the social languages and speech genres invoked, the values of the set-
ting that suggest their appropriateness, the relationships that provide the social 
grounds within the setting, and other factors that contribute to what Nystrand 
(1986) calls the degree to which a writer is “in tune” with the expectations of a 
community of readers. 

BEYOND READING AND WRITING 

Since Kintgen et al. (1988) produced their collection of essential readings in liter-
acy studies, another major shift has occurred in literacy research, that correspond-
ing to the definition of “having knowledge or competence” in relation to a field, 
technology, or other mediator. The abundant scholarship in semiotics (e.g., New 
London Group, 1996; Smagorinsky, 2001; Witte, 1992; and many others) has 
helped to expand the notion of text to account for all manner of sign configurations 
beyond verbal representation and expression. Research journals that focus on read-
ing and writing are currently publishing articles on such representational and  
constructive acts as the composition and interpretation of drawings and other sorts 
of designs that represent plans to be enacted in such diverse fields as architecture 
(e.g., Smagorinsky, Cook, & Reed, 2005), equine management and production 
(Smagorinsky, Pettis, & Reed, 2004), and interior design (Smagorinsky, Zoss, & 
Reed, 2006). This well-documented expansion of what comprise literacies (Street, 
1984)—ranging from ancient media such as choreography (Smagorinsky &  
Coppock, , 2005a) and drawing (Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994) to newer digital 
multimodal forms (Hull & Nelson, 2005)—has caused a reconsideration of textual-
ity in the context of literacy research.  
 Although attention to nonverbal composing is often thought to be a new devel-
opment, it actually precedes widespread acquisition of reading and writing abilities 
by a good many centuries. In the 6th Century, for example, Pope Gregory the Great 
proposed that the scriptures be depicted artistically on the walls of churches for the 
education of the largely unlettered Christian masses (Smagorinsky, 2009c). In the 
French city of Arras in 1025, religious leaders revived this idea, believing that it 
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might enable “illiterate people to learn what books cannot teach them" (Gies & 
Gies, 1994, p. 130). During the Middle Ages sculpture was the most esteemed  
artistic medium because it could be appreciated and understood by everyone from 
lettered aristocrats to uneducated peasants. Because the Cathedral of Notre-Dame 
depicted the Biblical narrative in sculpture and other art forms so that it could be 
“read” by the masses, the church was known as the Sermon in Stone and the Bible 
of the Poor. 
 Many centuries later, this belief in the representational and communicative  
potential of nonverbal texts was revived. This movement is evident in the work of 
Lotman (1974, 1977), founder of the Tartu-Moscow Semiotic School in Estonia, 
and subsequently in the work of Suhor (1983), Harste, Woodward, and Burke 
(1984), Street (1984), Blonsky (1985), Witte (1991), Smagorinsky (1995b), and 
many others as “multimodality” has become a popular catch-phrase among literacy 
educators. A semiotic perspective on literacy is based on the notion that every hu-
man construction is a text that is composed of signs, and therefore has a potential 
for providing a meaning to be constructed by its readers. Semiotics has influenced 
researchers interested in textuality, reading, writing, digital expression, educational 
achievement, and other facets of learning that are oriented to understanding how 
people communicate through texts, written or not (Gallas, 1994; Whitin, 1996). 
This body of work has spawned such terms as multiliteracies (Cope & Kalanstzis, 
2000) and multimodality (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001), which people produce 
through such processes as design (New London Group, 1996) and composition 
(Smagorinsky, 1995b), terms that suggest a broader set of practices than simply 
writing (see Chapter 8). 
 In 1983, concurrent with the developments that I have reviewed that greatly 
expanded the scope of writing research, Howard Gardner introduced his theory of 
multiple intelligences in Frames of Mind. Almost simultaneous with Gardner's 
publication, Harste et al. (1984) included the drawings of children among their 
literacy efforts, and Suhor (1984)—a musician as well as English educator—
proposed a semiotic curriculum that stressed multiple sign systems. The introduc-
tion of semiotics into composition studies began to alter scholarly thinking about 
what it meant to "write." If the children observed by Harste et al. and by Graves 
(1983) and his colleagues alternated between writing and drawing in the same ef-
fort to communicate, what distinguished writing as a distinct mode of expression? 
The field of semiotics, with its attention to sign systems, provided a conceptual 
vocabulary for conceiving of "composition" as including more than just writing 
such that composing could include any process that produced a set of signs that 
could be "read": a musical score, a drawing, a performance, a sculpture, and so on. 
 At around the same time, cultural psychologists such as Wertsch (1985) were 
reaching broader audiences with their interpretations of Vygotsky (1978, 
1934/1987), Bakhtin (1981), and others who viewed language as, in Lotman's 
words, "any communication system employing signs that are ordered in a particu-
lar manner" (cited in Holquist, 1981, p. 430). This formulation entered composition 
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studies through Witte's (1992) notion of a "constructivist semiotic" of writing that 
was employed in later studies by Smagorinsky (1995b), the New London Group 
(1996), and others. This new conception enabled researchers to include both tradi-
tional arts (dance, drawing) and emerging capabilities (computer graphics) to be 
considered along with writing as mediational means for developing and represent-
ing meaning. 
 In addition to expanding the cultural tool kit (Wertsch, 1991) available for con-
structing texts, this work has taken on an ideological, cultural, and economic per-
spective that is absent from autonomous conceptions of literacy. Gee (1990) argues 
that literacy is not limited to words but involves the full disposition that one brings 
to a social interaction, thus being ideological in that it represents a stance in rela-
tion to the world. The New London Group (1996) argues that educators must view 
literacy in the context of global change, particularly that involving technology that 
produces images, sounds, icons with particular spatial relations, and other sign 
systems along with language to produce texts with meaning potential. Producing 
and making sense of these signs requires a sophisticated approach to “reading” that 
is typically overlooked in school. This chasm between school assessment and real 
human interaction, these scholars argue, alienates students from their studies, thus 
making school even more irrelevant than in the past (and school irrelevancy was a 
big issue during my own high school education in the 1960s). Each of these con-
siderations requires attention to the ways in which different cultures organize so-
cial practices and the means through which social practices involve communica-
tion, central concerns of a Vygotskian conception. 
 Unlike the fields of reading and writing, this new semiotic conception of liter-
acy, at least as a focus of scholarly inquiry, does not have a long history to cri-
tique and consider. The work of many of multiliteracies’ most celebrated advo-
cates (e.g., the contributors to Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) is more theoretical than 
data-driven. This area is still under development and, while compelling in many 
ways, needs substantially more documentation in order for its claims to have 
empirical support. There is also a distinction between those who emphasize the 
value of “hand-made” nonverbal texts such as art, and the digital competencies 
that have become the darling of the multiliteracies movement, even as digital tech-
nologies are available primarily to the affluent end of the “digital divide” (Com-
paine, 2001) that advantages those able to afford the devices that provide access to 
these new worlds. There are thus several prongs of inquiry available in the field of 
semiotic conceptions of literacy that the field needs to take on if the advocates of 
multimodal composing are to translate their enthusiasm into robustly documented 
scholarship. 
 Vygotsky’s logocentric orientation complicates the effort to ground a semiotic 
conception in his tradition. In his first work of scholarship, The Psychology of Art, 
while he does attend to theater and occasionally to sculpture, painting, dance, and 
song, he focuses largely on works of literature, particularly Shakespeare’s The 
Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark and fables by Russian authors  
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(Smagorinsky, 2011a). What enables this extension from speech to other sign sys-
tems is Wertsch’s (1991) extrapolation from Vygotsky’s attention to word meaning 
to tool-mediated action, which positions words as among the many psychological 
tools—albeit the “tool of tools”—in one’s cultural tool kit for mediating thinking 
and experience. What makes this extension problematic is the question, If every 
psychological tool that leads to a social competency produces a form of literacy, 
what, then, is not a literacy tool? Again, there is much to be explored in this rich 
new vein of inquiry. 

WHAT, THEN, IS LITERACY? 

Ultimately, I find myself returning to Scribner and Cole’s (1981) insights on the 
nature of literacy development, which they produced through their situated studies 
of comparative human cognition in Liberia. Cole (1996) historicizes his interest in 
cultural psychology by tracing this orientation to Greek historian Herodotus, who 
attempted to understand wars by traveling to societies in conflict and detailing their 
unique cultures and histories and thus their reasons for attempting to destroy one 
another’s societies. (The conflicts between Christian and Muslim cultures in the 
21st century would benefit from a similar undertaking.) Referencing antecedents 
who took up Herodotus’s focus from ancient times through the present, Cole  
situates his work in the tradition of comparing the cognitive processes of people 
originating in different societies by examining the cultural practices through which 
they appropriate ways of thinking and being in the world. 
 Following his apprenticeship with Vygotsky’s student and colleague A. R. Luria 
(see, e.g., Cole, Levitin, & Luria, 2006; Luria, 1979) in Moscow, Cole and his  
colleague Sylvia Scribner embarked on an expedition to study cultures that were 
relatively isolated from Western thought and traditions to understand how their 
experiences with literacy practices contributed to their patterns of cognition. In 
Liberia they found an opportunity to study the effects of literacy and formal 
schooling on the Vai people’s thinking. This opportunity was available in the Vai’s 
development of a culture-specific writing system used at home but not taught in 
school, enabling a study of literacy both in and out of school and, to a sufficient 
degree, in settings that were mutually independent of one another.  
 In their five-year ethnography, Scribner and Cole found that the Vai’s different 
settings of literacy learning produced different ways of thinking, leading them to 
infer that literacy is primarily a cultural phenomenon rather than a cognitive one. 
School literacy enabled the sort of abstraction that served as Vygotsky’s (1987) 
focus in distinguishing “scientific” or academic concepts from “spontaneous” or 
everyday concepts, while the Vai script served more local purposes less amenable 
to repurposing and reapplication in new situations. Their findings suggest the  
importance of not considering literacy to be a technical skill independent of the 
context of use, but rather a cultural tool imbued with ideology and employed to-
ward particular social ends. 
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 As Frake (1983) notes, one of the investigative qualities that enabled Scribner 
and Cole to study people so different from themselves is that they “know how to 
listen to what the natives have to say” (p. 368) in a careful and sympathetic man-
ner, one that allows them to approximate an emic stance in learning about cultural 
others. This quality reinforces the point I have been pursuing thus far: that studies 
that claim a dispassionate stance tend to be insensitive to cultural variation and are 
susceptible to taking deficit perspectives on those whose worldviews are not solic-
ited for the appropriateness of the measurements given their cultural patterns of 
thinking. 
 Scribner and Cole (1981) conclude their study of the Vai people and their dif-
ferential experiences with literacy in local and formal academic contexts by defin-
ing literacy as  

a recurrent, goal-directed sequence of activities using a particular technology 
and particular systems of knowledge . . . . [It involves] socially developed 
and patterned ways of using technology and knowledge to accomplish  
tasks. . . . [Literacy consists of] a set of socially organized practices which 
make use of a symbol system and a technology for producing and disseminat-
ing it. Literacy is not simply knowing how to read and write a particular 
script but applying this knowledge for specific purposes in specific contexts 
of use. The nature of these practices, including, of course, their technological 
aspects, will determine the kinds of skills (“consequences”) associated with 
literacy. (p. 236) 

Scribner and Cole’s (1981) definition orchestrates many of the ideas I have  
reviewed into a useful conception of literacy. The meaning of literacy is local and 
situated; as Kintgen et al. (1988) argue, “literacy must be defined in relation to a 
particular society or culture” (p. xiv). To Heath (1983), a culture’s organization of 
its social life suggests different purposes for literacy and different stances toward 
literate practices. The fundamentalist Christians in her study, for instance, came to 
regard the written word of the Bible as literal and unquestionable, resulting in dif-
ficulties in school when children were given ambiguous texts to read and discuss.  
 Scribner and Cole (1981) further show the importance of studying literacy prac-
tices outside the setting of school in order to capture the broad range of literacy 
practices available and how different sets of practices mediate consciousness  
toward socially serviceable ends. Just as the Vai developed a unique way of speak-
ing and writing amongst themselves, people of all sorts—lawyers, ideological 
bloggers, academics, hip-hop practitioners—have specialized ways of talking and 
writing about their shared community-based issues.  
 Young people do as well. Understanding how they learn to think in their self-
chosen literacy worlds seems central to teaching in ways that both attend to the 
frameworks they have developed outside school and in turn help bridge such litera-
cies to the sorts of reading, writing, thinking, and engaging in other forms of  
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composition expected of them in school. Such relationships have been studied 
among a variety of youth cultures, including those based on race (e.g., for Latin@, 
see Moll, 2000; for African American, see Lee, 2007), gender (e.g., for girls, see 
Black, 2008; for boys, see Smith & Wilhelm, 2009), interests (e.g., see Gee, 2003, 
on video game communities), and other demographic profiles. The authors of these 
studies tend to support Scribner and Cole’s (1981) conclusion that school and eve-
ryday thinking are different and that relying on school performance to assess one’s 
cognitive development provides only a partial picture of literacy achievement,  
one that is often out of tune with students’ most fluent and competent ways of  
transacting with texts. 
 Remarkably, Scribner and Cole’s (1981) and Heath’s (1983) ethnographic stud-
ies were conducted simultaneously without the authors’ mutual knowledge of one 
another or their work. Both studies pioneered the movement toward understanding 
literacy in community settings, in both cases focusing on highly isolated cultures 
before technology enabled easy cross-cultural communication. Both have helped to 
shape studies that focus on literacy as multifaceted and not necessarily driven by 
formal academic priorities or practices. In spite of their enormous influence on 
cultural-historical approaches to understanding literacy, neither has made any 
headway in influencing the policy world and its emphasis on uniformity, standardi-
zation, and testing designed to make cross-cultural comparisons by using White 
middle-class norms as the means of measurement by which other groups inevitably 
appear to be in deficit.  
 While signing an “X” to represent a signature might have been acceptable for 
adults a century ago, in today’s U. S. schools this ability would not suffice for a 
first grade student in ordinary school lessons. The degree to which a person is con-
sidered literate, then, is not static, but is a judgment based on the local standards 
that follow from the ways in which particular cultures construe the purpose of us-
ing texts for communication and expression. These local standards may thus in-
clude a value on nonverbal expression from sermons in stone to video games. In 
the remaining three chapters in this section, I go into greater detail on methodo-
logical matters that I see implicated in adopting a Vygotskian framework for liter-
acy research, in the process continuing to outline what I understand Vygotsky’s 
project to be and seeking for my own perspective to cohere in the process. 

NOTES 
1 I use “images” as it is employed in considerations of literary elements: as referring to any or all of the 
five senses. 
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CHAPTER 6 

READING AS CULTURALLY MEDIATED,  
MEDIATING, AND  

MEANINGFUL ACTION 

In discussions of readers and texts, it is common to refer to the importance of the 
text’s meaning to the reader. Yet the idea that texts should be meaningful is rarely 
defined. Rather, it is assumed to be not only a property of a worthwhile reading 
experience, but a concept that all reading theorists and practitioners understand in 
more or less the same way. In this chapter, I would like to focus on the axiom  
itself; that is, my goal is to consider what it means to mean, using Vygotsky’s in-
sights in conjunction with more recent work to formulate my understanding of the 
act of reading as a mediated, mediating, and meaningful activity. 
 Defining meaningful turns out to be a precarious and often circular proposition. 
Merriam-Webster (1994-1996) defines meaningful as “full of meaning.” Meaning 
is defined variously as “something that is meant,” “the thing that is conveyed,” and 
“a significant quality.” Mean means “to serve or intend to convey, show, or indi-
cate: signify.” The best I can gather from these everyday definitions of meaning-
fulness is that when something has meaning, it stands for something else.  
 This notion of meaning does not quite get at the depths of consciousness sug-
gested by references to meaningfulness by those who write about textual meaning. 
Bruner (1986), for instance—among the pioneering U. S. interpreters of Vygotsky 
and coiner of the term scaffolding in an early effort to make the notion of the ZPD 
tangible for readers of English—states that in a meaningful reading of literature, 
one engages in “world making” that is  

constrained by the nature of the world version with which we begin the re-
making. It is not a relativistic picnic. . . .  In the end, it is the transaction of 
meaning by human beings, human beings armed with reason and buttressed 
by the faith that sense can be made and remade, that makes human culture. . . 
. Literature subjunctivizes, makes strange, renders the obvious less so, the 
unknowable less so as well, matters of value more open to reason and intui-
tion. Literature, in this spirit, is an instrument of freedom, lightness, imagina-
tion, and yes, reason. It is our only hope against the long gray night.  
(pp. 158–159) 

This endeavor is considerably more elaborate than is simply standing for some-
thing else. In this chapter I aim to propose what is involved when readers engage 
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with texts in such a way as to produce these transactions and transformations.  
Fundamental to this process, I argue, is the reader’s creation of new texts during 
the process of reading, which I referred to in Chapter 5 as a process of interevoca-
tion. This process of text production conceivably involves additional reflection 
through which the reader potentially produces further texts. The reader’s construc-
tion of these new texts is the source of meaning in reading. These constructions, 
while idiosyncratic, are culturally mediated, locating meaning not only in the 
reader and text but in the cultural history that has preceded and conditioned both, 
in the social practices that provide the immediate environment of reading, in the 
power relationships inherent to social participation, and in the relational experi-
ences that make up the reader’s life narrative. I next detail the processes I am  
describing and illustrate them with examples from studies I have conducted on the 
meaning-making experiences of high school students in relation to their literary 
reading. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CONSIDERING MEANING 

To help frame my inquiry, I draw primarily on the concepts and terminology of 
Vygotsky’s semiotic conception of words as signs and tools. I use this notion to 
describe what a text is and how a reader constructs meaning through joint activity 
with the text and a host of contextual and experiential mediators. I rely further on 
the notion of culture as both the primogenitor of signs and tools and the product of 
sign and tool use. Culture, from this perspective, provides the basis for meaning, 
serving to mediate the development of what Vygotsky (1978) called higher mental 
processes. Higher mental processes are paradigmatic rather than universal; that is, 
they represent ways of comprehending and acting on the world that are appropri-
ated through cultural practice, and they therefore embody cultural concepts of what 
and how things signify (Kress, 2000a). 
 Although I treat each of them separately in the sections that follow, it is impos-
sible for any to exist independent of the others. Some of what follows may be re-
dundant with explications from previous chapters. I have learned, however, that a 
degree of redundancy is helpful in grasping Vygotsky’s complex theory of human 
development, and so reiterate and reillustrate some of his recurring themes and 
attendant terminology as a way to reinforce constructs introduced in other contexts. 

Sign 

I borrow Eco’s (1985b) paraphrase of Peirce (1931-1958) as the basis for my un-
derstanding of a sign. To Eco, a sign is a “relation or referring back, where . . . 
something stands to somebody for something else in some respect or capacity”  
(p. 176). This notion appears quite simple, yet as the abundant field of semiotics 
suggests, it is instead quite complex. What the sign, or configuration of signs—
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what I call a text—stands for resides at the heart of the notion of meaning, since a 
sign has different meanings for different readers. At the same time, a sign can 
mean nothing to a reader for whom the configuration has no codified cultural sig-
nificance, in which case it is not a sign. Signs, in this conception, are not restricted 
to language but are, in Kress’s (2000b) terms, multimodal; that is, they include “the 
full range of semiotic modes in use in a particular society” (p. 183; cf. Harste et al., 
1984; Suhor, 1984; Whitin, 1996). I elaborate on this perspective in Chapter 8. 
 To give an example from an ongoing debate in the United States: The Confeder-
ate army battle flag flew for many years above the state capitol building of South 
Carolina and, following a protest movement and economic boycott, was moved to 
the capitol building grounds. The flag’s arrangement of the St. Andrews cross and 
stars, in the view of many White natives of these states, is a symbol of veneration 
for Confederate Civil War veterans, as South Carolina Senator Glen McConnell 
explained in a July 26, 1999, Nightline television feature:  

I see honor, courage, valor. I see the red, white, and blue and the blood of sa-
crifice that ran through that battle and the people that carried that flag. I don’t 
see black and white. . . . People say it’s an emblem of racism, it’s an emblem 
of hate, it’s shameful and all of this. How do they think we feel when it’s the 
emblem of our ancestors? They hurt our feelings. 

(http://www.jessejacksonjr.org/issues/i07269968.html) 

This same flag was viewed quite differently by an unidentified Black South Caro-
linian interviewed for the Nightline program, who said, “When I see the flag I see 
oppression. I see segregation. I see slavery and all of the things that are a disadvan-
tage to the Afro-American people.” A second Black citizen echoed these remarks, 
saying, “It represented the worst in America. And most decent Americans don’t 
want to see as a symbol the worst in America. We want to see the best in  
America.” 
 For the purpose of contrast, I will add some hypothetical readers of the Confed-
erate battle flag. One would be a resident of a remote Indonesian island who has no 
knowledge of the flag’s significance in American history. This person might not 
read the flag as meaningful at all, might assign a purely astronomical meaning to 
its arrangement of stars, or might see it as a possible sail for a fishing boat. Other 
hypothetical readers would be the meteorologist or kite flier for whom the flag 
flying atop the state capitol might take on at least a temporary alternative meaning, 
that being as evidence of which way the wind is blowing. 
 When considering the meaning that any individual attributes to a text, it is im-
portant to note that the text is not interpreted alone, but in terms of the context in 
which it appears. My notion of context is necessarily relational, following from its 
Latin root. As I have reviewed in previous chapters, the word text derives from 
texere, meaning to weave; context comes from the Latin terms contextus, meaning 
connection of words or coherence, and contextere, meaning to weave together.  
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In this sense, context is viewed as a relationship among people, artifacts, and their 
environments, which typically include multiple sets of overlapping goals, values, 
discourses, tools, and other residue of social life (Cole, 1996; Lave et al., 1984). 
 To some readers, the Confederate battle flag loses a degree of its emotional im-
pact when removed from atop the capitol dome and placed in a new context, such 
as behind glass in a museum. The relational view of context is critical here, sug-
gesting the importance of the kinds of relationships a person establishes both  
historically and immediately and how they affect the person’s understanding of 
signs and texts. Senator McConnell and those for whom he speaks undoubtedly 
have ancestors to whom the flag indeed represented valor; some (e.g., Gee, 1990) 
would surely argue that McConnell is also attempting to authorize, conserve, and 
perpetuate the societal and political power that the flag has historically provided 
for him and his constituents. 
 On the other hand, other South Carolinians who shared McConnell’s general 
cultural background supported the removal of the flag from the state capitol, some 
arguing for the more radical complete removal from the capitol grounds and others 
for the compromise position of relocating it to a ground-level display behind glass 
in order to indicate that it serves a historical rather than contemporary purpose. The 
presence of these multiple perspectives suggests both the likelihood that individu-
als participate in multiple sets of cultural practices, and the presence of idiocultures 
(Fine, 1987), the cultures-within-cultures in which practices, values, and goals dif-
fer in some degree from those that govern the cultural motive as a whole. 
 A written text too can take on different meanings depending on the context, as 
Fish (1980) revealed when a class of college students, upon entering a literature 
class and seeing a list of words left on the chalkboard from a previous class, as-
sumed it must be a poem and interpreted it as such. I have chosen the example of 
the Confederate battle flag for my opening illustration because of its familiarity 
and clear diversion of interpretation. My purpose is not to assign a correct meaning 
to the flag1 but to illustrate the ambiguity and indeterminacy of signs to readers, if 
not necessarily to authors. It is notable that each of the first two real readers of the 
Confederate battle flag I quoted believes that he has an authoritative interpretation 
of the sign of the flag. In 1999, however, the interpretation of the flag as a symbol 
of honor was the official meaning, at least as sanctioned by the government of 
South Carolina. That one group can institute a particular meaning for the flag illus-
trates the way in which dominant cultures have the power to define their version of 
reality as reality, thus establishing their values as authoritative and sovereign  
(Apple, 1979; Gee, 1990; Taxel, 1981; Williams, 1977) and as the framework for 
future relationships.  
 This notion that meaning can be sanctioned by those with the greatest cultural 
capital (Bourdieu, 1994) has implications for the ways in which I will eventually 
talk about the meaning of texts. In addition to being subjective, constructed, vari-
able, and idiosyncratic, different readings and reading positions have material and 
discursive, social and cultural consequences for readers. Different kinds of  
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readings in specific settings provide a reader with kinds of capital that can be used 
along with other kinds of resources for political leverage and power over less 
knowledgeable readers, as well as speakers and other text users in the different 
social and institutional fields where readings are made to count. That is, different 
readings count differently with differential kinds of force and power for individual 
readers and for interpretive communities. This capital is not simply an acquisition 
or means of entrée but a protean aspect of social positioning and relationships, one 
that readers can bring to bear to produce a reading, itself invested with capital  
and contributing to people’s power in ongoing relationships across the fields of 
schools, workplaces, civic life, and other settings in which reading provides  
advantage.  
 How a sign comes to mean is a function of how a reader is acculturated to read. 
This fact of acculturation is characteristic of all reading, whether of flags, words, or 
other texts. Indeed, the idea that characters on a page constitute words to be read is 
something that one is acculturated to realize and act upon. One belief that I will 
challenge is the notion that a text has a meaning of its own—the meaning incarnate 
referred to by Bruner (1986) or autonomous meaning refuted by Nystrand 
(1986)—independent of what readers as members of cultures and participants in 
relationships bring to it. I will argue that attributing meaning to the text alone sim-
ply assigns to the text an officially sanctioned meaning, often one so deeply pre-
sumed that other interpretations inevitably are dismissed as incorrect or irrelevant.  

Text 

A text is a configuration of signs. As my illustration of the text of the Confederate 
battle flag suggests, I regard reading as an act conducted in conjunction with texts 
of all kinds, regardless of sign system. And as the etymologies of text and context 
suggest, I regard text and context as interwoven, a relationship to which Witte 
(1992) would add intertext, a term identifying the historical connections among 
texts, and to which Floriani (1993) would add intercontext, a term identifying con-
nections among recurring social practices, and to which I add interevocation, the 
association of images that readers make with the signs of the text. The act of read-
ing further involves an act of composition (Smagorinsky, 1995a). My notion of 
composing a meaningful text is similar to the New London Group’s (1996) concept 
of design, which involves any semiotic activity that consists of “a creative applica-
tion and combination of conventions . . . that, in the process of Design, transforms 
at the same time it reproduces these conventions” (p. 74). Reading is thus a  
constructive act done in conjunction with mediating texts and the social-cultural-
historical context in which reading takes place. 
 A text refers to any configuration of signs that provides a potential for meaning. 
A reader, while including those who read written texts, refers more broadly to any-
one who tries to make sense of a configuration of signs. These signs would include 
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both deliberately inscribed efforts to orchestrate signs into a text (e.g., a painting) and 
those that are perceived as being inscribed as a text (e.g., constellations as read by 
ancient people). In this latter example, the text is presumed to have an author (a god) 
whose astronomical text is codified in ways that enabled ancient readers to read a 
meaning into it. Between scientifically observable (constellations) and intentionally 
inscribed (books) texts on the referential continuum are belief systems such as tran-
scendentalism, in which physical world observations are regarded as appearances of 
reflections of the spirit, with “absolute truth” accessible through reason and intuition 
about the spiritual meaning of experience in the material world as revealed through the 
presumably codified arrangement of natural phenomena by a creator. 
 This point brings me to the assertion that texts, like the social-cultural-historical 
contexts in which they are produced and read, are codified and conventional  
(Rabinowitz, 1987; Rabinowitz & Smith, 1997). A text is produced as part of the 
ongoing development of a genre—which includes both text features and social 
practices—and is read by a reader who is acculturated to understand texts in codi-
fied and conventional ways (Bakhtin, 1981; Gee, 1990; Kress, 1990). This reliance 
on historically evolving conventions contributes to a text’s position in an intertext: 
the juxtaposition of texts in ways that allow for connection and continuity across 
readings through a relationship of codes and concepts (e.g., Bloome & Egan-
Robertson, 1993; Fairclough, 2000; Hartman, 1992; Witte, 1992). When authors 
and readers invoke the same codes and thus are in tune with one another’s ways of 
understanding text, they have achieved what Nystrand (1986) calls reciprocity. As 
the illustration of constellations reveals, there can be a kind of reciprocity between 
readers and texts that is based on a false premise about the codification of texts.2  
 This spurious reciprocity can take place with readers of written texts such as 
Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal,”3 a pamphlet he distributed in which he 
argued that British society could solve two problems at once—a proliferation of 
babies born to the poor and a shortage of food—if the wealthy were to eat young 
children born into poverty. As Booth (1974) would argue, there is widespread con-
sensus that the ironic and satiric codes of Swift’s essay should be read to supersede 
the argumentative codes. Readers who overlook the ironic and satiric codes of the 
text would read it as a genuine endorsement of neonatophagia, as did some readers 
at the time of the pamphlet’s publication. 
 The contexts of reading can invoke particular conventions for reading, what 
Durst (1999) calls the “ground rules” for participating appropriately. As I reviewed 
in Chapter 5, Marshall et al. (1995), for instance, have found that, in particular 
classrooms, teachers emphasize specific reading conventions and discourage oth-
ers, invoking a traditional, teacher-directed speech genre (Bakhtin, 1986; Wertsch, 
1991) for discussing literature. The conventions that they impose are grounded in 
particular traditions of understanding and talking about texts, with the conventions 
that accompany those traditions potentially modified as they are instantiated—a 
term that refers to the manner in which one imputes meaning to an abstraction by 
associating it with a familiar concrete example—with particular groups of readers 
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and discussants. The conventions that teachers endorse and reinforce take on the 
kind of official authority that interpretations of flags can achieve. They have offi-
cial sanction and therefore render other ways of reading texts less authoritative and 
thus less likely to be adopted by novice readers or readers without the capital to 
vigorously invoke other conventions that might have authority in other settings 
(Fairclough, 1989, 1992; Gee, 1992).  
 Furthermore, like an ax murderer in a logging camp, some readers do not recog-
nize the preferred or designated use of the tools at hand and can disrupt the official 
language of discussion by using them for different purposes. And so, in class-
rooms, idiosyncratic or unconventional readings and uses of language, such as 
those used for emotional purposes, are often dismissed as irrelevant to understand-
ing a text’s meaning. To those who assume that canonical works are written  
according to an innately superior set of codes, texts produced through other  
conventions—such as works by some minority writers—are viewed as inferior and 
not worthy of serious study (see Stotsky, 1999, for an endorsement of this view and 
Gates, 1988, and Lee, 2000, for a critique). If it is true that there are cultured (Lee, 
1993) and gendered (Cherland, 1994; Luke, 1996; Rabinowitz, 1987; Walkerdine, 
1986) ways of reading and producing texts, and that some of these practices are out 
of step with the established and authoritative ways of conceiving and considering 
texts in school, then school becomes a much more hospitable and rewarding  
experience for some groups than for others. 

Tool 

The next notion I take up is that of a tool. A tool is a means by which one acts on 
one’s environment. In the words of Luria (1928), “instead of applying directly its 
natural function to the solution of a particular task, the child puts between that 
function and the task a certain auxiliary means. . . by the medium of which the 
child manages to perform the task” (p. 495; cited in Cole, 1996, p. 108; emphasis 
in original). Most readers will instantiate, upon hearing the word tool, such imple-
ments of handiwork as hammers and rakes. Vygotsky (1978, 1987) construed tools 
as psychological as well, particularly speech; and others have used Wertsch’s 
(1991) expansion of this emphasis to a cultural tool kit to recognize nonverbal  
mediators such as art (e.g., drawing, dance, and drama) and design (e.g., the design 
of home interiors, whole residences, and horse ranches) as I have done in my own 
work (O’Donnell-Allen & Smagorinsky, 1999; Smagorinsky, 1995a, 1997a, 
1997b, 1999; Smagorinsky, Anglin, & O’Donnell-Allen, in press; Smagorinsky, 
Cameron, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007; Smagorinsky, Cook, & Reed, 2005;  
Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 
1998a, 1998b, 2000; Smagorinsky, Pettis, & Reed, 2004; Smagorinsky, Zoss, & 
O’Donnell-Allen, 2005; Smagorinsky, Zoss, & Reed, 2006; Zoss, Smagorinsky, & 
O’Donnell-Allen, 2007). Just as the same sign may represent different meanings to 
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different readers or no meaning at all to other readers, the same implement may 
serve as a different tool for different users, no tool at all for other users, or a differ-
ent tool for the same user in different situations, depending on how (or if at all) it is 
conceptualized. The manner in which it is conceptualized is a function of culture, 
the next construct I will review in the context of reading. 

Culture 

By culture I refer to the recurring social practices and their artifacts that give order, 
purpose, and continuity to social life. The notion of having a reasonably common 
purpose suggests that culture is teleological (Wertsch, 2000); that is, culture is mo-
tivated by movement toward a shared optimal outcome or ideal destination. This 
ideal embodies the mutual values of the community in question. Movement toward 
that ideal is enabled and constrained by recurring social practices that are facili-
tated by tools that produce the artifacts, including texts, that provide a reasonably 
shared meaning for life within the culture. As the Confederate battle flag issue  
illustrates, societies often consist of people of different and frequently conflicting 
cultures whose experiences and social practices result in cultural icons being inter-
preted in different ways.  
 People are, in this sense, products of culture. I do not use this phrase in a fatal-
istic way that deprives individuals within a culture of agency. Rather, I use it to 
describe general social practices that become deeply ingrained such that they  
channel action toward particular ends, without doing so deterministically. I empha-
size these points because poststructuralists at times link Marxist perspectives to a 
structuralist assumption of determinism, which I do not find available in  
Vygotsky’s work (see Bottomore, Harris, Kiernan, & Miliband, 1983, for a review 
of this issue). At times, a culture’s more experienced members will instruct its nov-
ices in ways that are didactic and deliberate, such as the way in which a community 
of faith provides an explicit account of its beliefs about history and destiny to its 
youngsters and converts. At other times, the means of mediation are subtle to the 
point of becoming invisible through prolepsis.  
 For my purposes as an observer of schools, and especially English classes,  
prolepsis works in service of the traditional culture of school in which canonical 
texts make up the curriculum and the analytical written text is prized as the highest 
form of interpretation (Applebee, 1993). These cultural practices, facilitated by a 
limited tool kit of mediational means used to produce a limited set of textual forms, 
restrict students in terms of the meaning available for them to construct. Further-
more, because the cultural practices drawn on most resemble those found in the 
homes of middle-class students, school success is less likely for those whose home 
cultures provide them with a different tool kit, a different set of goals for learning, 
and different notions of what counts as an appropriate text (Cazden, 1988; Heath, 
1983; Lee, 1993; Moll & Greenberg, 1990). 
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THE TRANSACTIONAL ZONE OF MEANING CONSTRUCTION 

I next employ these semiotic concepts to explore the notion of meaning in reading 
linguistic texts. One caveat to my argument is that the database that supports it is 
drawn from studies of high school students reading the genre known as literature, 
that is, texts codified to imply rather than explicate a meaning. The limitations of 
my research focus might call into question the broad applicability of my concep-
tion of reading to texts designed to explicate a meaning, such as the book I am now 
writing. To clarify my own view of how broadly one could generalize from my 
argument, I would say that it ought to apply to the reading of any text for which a 
reader generates a new text—i.e., the process of interevocation that I have  
described previously—regardless of genre. For some readers, this rule might apply 
primarily to literature; for others, it might include the most perspicuous of techni-
cal reports. 
 I would like to start with the premise that meaning emerges through a reader’s 
joint activity with mediating tools and signs, among them the signs of a text. I am 
not entirely distinguishing readers from texts. In one sense, a human reader and a 
text such as a book are distinct and constituted from quite different elements. It is 
not, however, physical people and physical texts that I am talking about, but rather 
meaning as a function of distributed cognitions in which “people . . . think in con-
junction or partnership with others and with the help of culturally provided tools 
and implements,” including texts (Salomon, 1993, p. xiii; emphasis in original). 
 In this conception, textual signs extend beyond the cover of a book, just as the 
mind extends beyond the skin. During a reading transaction, reader and text  
conjoin in an experiential space (Faust, 2000) that is culturally mediated. I view 
this space not as a sealed area connecting two discrete entities but as a dynamic, 
permeable zone whose instrumentality is a function of culture. The experience that 
takes place in the space I am describing is thus a joint accomplishment, not just of 
readers and texts but of the cultural practices through which both have been  
produced and through which the two become engaged. In this sense, meaning is a 
function of work conducted among readers and texts rather than between reader 
and text. This distinction assumes that no text or reader comes to the experience 
alone; rather, reading is fundamentally relational and dialogic, i.e., in dialogue with 
cultural predecessors whose practices take place within the “great historical  
destinies of genres” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 259). Furthermore, the text becomes  
situated among a host of related mediational means though which its meaning  
potential may be realized: speech genres, social transactions with other readers, 
cultural schemata, and so on. The text is thus the focal but not sole tool through 
which meaning emerges for a reader. 
 Among the critical contexts for readers is their storehouse of prior narratives from 
personal experience, including previous readings. Reading is thus “emplotted”  
(Ricoeur, 1983), that is, situated in dialogue with and in extension of other, previous 
readings and the evocations that readers generate in relation to these readings.  
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Wertsch (1999) has documented how text production is emplotted in terms of its 
hidden dialogicality (Bakhtin, 1984) among narrative texts: Each text is produced 
as a conversational turn in dialogue with prior and anticipated future texts regard-
less of whether or not they are acknowledged. I would argue that readings are  
similarly emplotted, serving as what Ricoeur calls a configurational act enabling 
readers to bring together diverse texts into a complex whole.  
 Different readings of the same text thus vary, not just from reader to reader but 
from reading to reading by the same reader, depending on how each reading is  
emplotted and configured within the reader’s unfolding and accumulating experi-
ences and the images, or evocations, that the reader generates to represent these 
experiences. In this sense, evocations represent the sort of meta-experience, or ex-
perience of experience, that I have associated with Vygotsky’s use of the construct 
of perezhivanie (Smagorinsky, 2011a; Smagorinsky & Daigle, 2011). From a 
pedagogical standpoint, it behooves educators to understand the narratives within 
which students emplot new readings so as to make better sense of their interpreta-
tions and help them gain access to new narratives that will provide them with  
additional mediators through which to experience new texts. 
 The notion of reading I have briefly outlined here departs from conceptions of 
reading in which meaning inheres autonomously in the text itself, with the reader’s 
role being to decipher that embedded meaning. This dubious notion of textual 
autonomy drives assumptions behind standardized reading tests and the idea that 
test items represent problem isomorphs across all readers (see Chapter 5). This is 
not to say that texts are not inscribed with meaning or that they do not preclude 
some readings or suggest relatively narrow possibilities. I am hoping, for instance, 
that readers of the text I am now writing do not conclude that it is about the mating 
habits of the spotted owl or, more topically, about the location of meaning in the 
text itself. Indeed, among my goals as a writer is to preclude such readings by writ-
ing carefully within conventions anticipated by the readers I envision and with 
whom I strive to be in tune (Nystrand, 1986). My choice of words, codes, and  
conventions is designed to inscribe meaning into the text, although it is also possi-
ble that I am inscribing meanings that I am not aware of, as writers do when using 
masculine pronouns and other gendered terms when referring to people generally, 
or specify a gender for their asexual deity of choice.  
 My premise is that, as a writer, I produce a text that provides a meaning  
potential realized by different readers in different ways. Texts are thus not 
autonomous, i.e., inscribed with a single unambiguous meaning, as argued by 
Olson (1977). Rather, they only take on meaning through culturally conditional, 
socially conventionalized interpretive acts by readers (Nystrand, 1986). In addi-
tion to whatever deciphering or decoding might be required to understand what I 
am trying to inscribe in the text I am presently writing, readers bring to the  
experience a host of attributes and conditions that will affect how they engage 
with this inscription as they encode it through constructive, instantiative activity 
in the transactional zone. This engagement with textual codes takes place both 
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with individual words and with the configuration of conventions that make up 
genres (Bakhtin, 1986).  
 The book I am writing at the moment, for instance, is codified in ways that sug-
gest that I am producing an argument and not a work of fiction, a distinction that 
should invoke a particular approach to reading by those who understand these 
codes and know how to adjust their reading appropriately (Rabinowitz, 1987). 
Unlike Jonathan Swift in “A Modest Proposal,” I am not using argumentative con-
ventions satirically to make points diametrically opposed to those that I literally 
state, and I depend on my readers’ conditional responses to direct their reading 
according to my intentions. I use conditional response rather than the incorrectly 
translated conditioned response to account for Pavlov’s finding that people and 
animals—most famously, dogs—respond to stimuli in relation to the conditions 
that have surrounded their prior responses to similar stimuli. According to the  
author of the uncredited forward to Volume 2 of Vygotsky’s Collected Works, 

In the interest of contributing to the formation of a coherent English termi-
nology for Russian psychological texts, this series has joined in the use of the 
term conditional reflex for the older conditioned reflex, both in Volume 1 and 
in the present volume. By the time Watson adopted the Pavlovian formula-
tion as a cornerstone for behaviorist psychology in the 1910s, Pavlov’s  
uslovnyi had been mis-translated “conditioned” (as a Russian passive past 
participle), and the whole process was designated as “conditioning” (see  
Boring, 1950). At mid-century, however, Osgood (1953) suggested that 
“Pavlov meant that the occurrence of the reflex to a novel cue was literally 
conditional [sic] upon certain operations” and observed that “in  
contemporary American psychology [‘conditioned’ had] become practically 
synonymous with ‘learned.’” (in the unattributed Foreword to Vygotsky, 
1993, pp. vii–viii; emphasis in original; [sic] in original) 

My use of readers’ conditional responses is a play on two phrases. First, it draws on 
this more accurate account of Pavlov’s formulation, one in which the response is less 
determined (as suggested by the mistranslation of “conditioned response”) and more 
channeled by historical, cultural, and social conditions over time. Second, it draws on 
the 20th century U. S. term reader response, which in accounts such as that by Probst 
(1988) are highly personal, even to the point of driving out any external influences, a 
questionable claim to which I will return later. My use of this term attempts to make 
the common notion of reader response more grounded in social-cultural-historical 
theory while also allowing for the idiosyncratic potential of its more widespread, if 
acultural, meaning for teachers of literature. 
 To return to my previous statement that readers and texts are products of  
culture: Argumentation is a cultural construct that is deliberately codified and 
conventional, requiring my text to work within those codes if it is to be recog-
nized and read as such. Readers whose life experiences have exposed them to 
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argumentation or whose schooling has given them formal knowledge of argu-
mentative conventions will use their knowledge to inform their reading, to  
engage in the social practice of argumentation during their transaction with the 
text. This is not to say that they will agree with my argument, only to recognize 
that I am arguing and not producing a satire. It is also important to note that 
multiple codes may coexist in the same text. Swift’s “A Modest Proposal,” for 
instance, employs the codes of argumentation but also those of irony. Readers who 
recognize the argumentative codes but not the ironic will see a single rather than 
double entendre in the essay.  
 At times, the use of double coding is deliberately embedded so that only 
knowledgeable readers can see both meanings. For instance, American slaves 
employed multiple coding systems in spirituals, quilts, and other seemingly 
mundane texts for conveying messages and instructions on escape tactics and 
routes along the Underground Railroad, the unmarked route by which they es-
caped their Southern bondage and travelled to freedom in the North. One quilt 
pattern known as the “trip around the world [was] used to indicate a path around 
a mountain instead of over it. . . . if anyone—overseer, master, or mistress—
overheard the slaves talking about taking a trip around the world, they would 
have dismissed it as gibberish” (Tobin & Dobard, 1999, p. 84). Unlike Jonathan 
Swift, who (I assume) assumed the ability of his readers to recognize the double 
entendre, the slaves designed their quilts to exclude particular readings and 
readers through the embedding of codes grounded in the African cultures 
brought to the continent by their ancestors and not known to the slaveholders 
they planned to escape.  
 The shared invocation of textual conventions enables readers and texts to 
meet in the transactional zone of meaning construction. As the examples of “A 
Modest Proposal” and the Underground Railroad signs reveal, readers who lack 
acculturation to reading codes will not have access to the meaning potential that 
they are inscribed to suggest. One important point about the construct of a 
transactional zone is that the meaning potential of a text can be read quite dif-
ferently by people who read codes according to the same set of conventions. 
Take, for instance, the illustration of the Confederate battle flag and the differ-
ent readings provided by the Black and White South Carolinians interviewed. 
All are meeting the text in the transactional zone because they are recognizing 
the same sets of codes; all see the flag as a symbol of the Confederate cause in 
the Civil War. The fact that some see this cause as glorious and others as 
shameful is due to factors of perspective, evocation, and emplotment rather than 
the recognition of different codes.  
 The transactional zone would not be in effect for readers of “A Modest Pro-
posal” who either purchase and devour a baby born into poverty or believe that 
Swift thinks they ought to do so. Such readers only recognize the argumentative 
codes and thus accept Swift’s claim that “a young healthy child well nursed is at a 
year old a most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, 
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roasted, baked, or boiled; and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricas-
see or a ragout.” 
 The transactional zone is also available through the kind of reading known as 
deconstruction, whose purpose is to reveal the assumptions behind a text, often for 
critical purposes. Cherryholmes (1988) describes the practice as follows:  

In a Foucauldian genre, criticism produces histories and politics of the 
present, wherein texts and discourse-practices are the effects of the exercise 
of power. In a Derridean deconstruction, criticism exposes silences and gaps 
between that which is valued and disvalued, traces the sedimentation of 
meanings, and documents contradictions and ambiguities within texts and 
discourse-practices. (p. 160) 

The reader’s situation within networks of power—and his or her experiences in the 
midst of competing centers of gravity that bring to bear different forms of capital 
on a text—produces a reading (which itself is a form of capital), even if that read-
ing might suggest meanings unanticipated and unintended by the author (see, e.g., 
Tyson, 1999). During his presidential campaign in 2008, for example, Barack 
Obama responded to a question posed by female reporter Peggy Agar about the 
plight of American autoworkers by saying, “Hold on a second, sweetie. We'll hold 
a press avail,” a reference to a structured media question and answer session. His 
use of “sweetie” was taken by critics, particularly supporters of his opponent 
Hilary Rodham Clinton, to indicate a patronizing and sexist orientation toward 
women, an impression he surely did not intend during an election campaign. 
 There are consequences for unschooled readers who do not recognize textual 
codes. This lack of recognition and understanding can occur with both words (i.e., 
sound-letter correspondence) and genres (i.e., whole-text conventions). I would 
argue that, without knowledge of conventions governing both, meeting a text in the 
transactional zone is not likely. Some (e.g., Delpit, 1995; Lee, 1993) have argued 
that explicit instruction in textual codes is necessary in order for readers from  
outside society’s mainstream to succeed in school. Whether one believes in this  
approach or the immersion methods of whole language that eschew explicit  
instruction in how to read (e.g., Goodman & Goodman, 1990), I would argue that 
codified resonance between readers and texts is essential to the potential for estab-
lishing a transactional zone. 

ACULTURAL ACCOUNTS OF MEANING 

My view of reading as inherently cultural is at odds with conceptions of reading 
that guide much current research, practice, and policy (see my critique of articles pub-
lished in Educational Researcher in Chapter 5). Many views of reading focus primar-
ily on readers and texts, irrespective of the cultural and contextual factors that I argue 
are central to a view of reading grounded in Vygotskian cultural semiotics.  
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Much of the highly influential reading research of the 1980s (see, e.g., Anderson, 
Hiebert, Wilkinson, & Scott, 1985) was based on time-constrained readings of  
abbreviated passages, with the setting and task ruling out the kinds of discussion-
mediated, recursive, deliberative, constructive readings that more typically take 
place among people whose reading does not serve the purpose of measuring  
comprehension. Such assessments, like those applied to children in ways that now 
purportedly measure both their own and their teachers’ ability, assume that the 
problems used in the measurements are isomorphic across populations, a belief that 
as I reviewed in Chapter 5 has been debunked by Newman et al. (1989). 
 More recently, the conceptions of reading claimed as having scientific validity 
in the “reading wars” (see Allington & Woodside-Jiron, 1999) are based on re-
search that similarly is conducted in isolated settings under the assumption that the 
test items are isomorphic. In these conceptions of reading, the text is presumed to 
have a particular meaning that the reader must decipher. Failure to determine the 
text’s official meaning results in an assessment of poor reading skills. As I  
reviewed in Chapter 4 when relating Andrea Lakly’s decision to emphasize what 
she believed to be incorrect answers because the test certified them as correct, even 
skillful readers—and perhaps especially skillful readers—see greater ambiguity in 
what constitutes a correct response than is often assumed by testmakers.  
 The text, regardless of its codification or interest to the reader, is believed to 
serve as a sample of all texts in measuring comprehension in such forms of  
assessment. The reading is presumed to be representative of all of the reader’s 
readings, including further readings of the same text perhaps mediated by discus-
sion, reflection, research, inquiry, and other efforts at engaging with the signs of 
the text—all surely actions that successful readers take when reading difficult texts 
for their own purposes. Finally, the text is assumed to have static properties and 
meaning, and that student readers of the texts as test items will read them in the 
same manner as the test developers such that the “correct” answers will be avail-
able for assessment. As the illustration of Rakmat in Luria’s (1976) research that I 
critique in Chapter 3 suggests, however, test developers and test takers do not  
necessarily read test items in identical ways or see the same answers as unambigu-
ously correct. 
 The notion that a text has an authoritative, official meaning underlies standard-
ized tests of verbal aptitude and reading comprehension, which assume that there 
are questions most worth asking and answers most worth providing, all of which 
serve to measure a reader’s ability. This assumption prevails in the commercial 
literature anthologies that are ubiquitous in secondary schools, which Applebee 
(1993) has found to discourage open-ended and divergent thinking about how 
meaning might emerge through reading literature and instead to position particular 
critical readings as authoritative, often providing such readings in the margins of 
the teacher’s manual to guide instruction.  
 Even those who take a more constructivist perspective have argued that reading, 
including the reading of literature, is solely a function of a reader’s transaction with a 
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text. In such approaches, culture is not viewed as a factor in the way a reader reads. 
Rather, in “reader response” approaches I reviewed when offering the alternative of a 
conditional reader’s response, the notion of a reading transaction is reduced to what 
takes place when a text comes alive in the mind of an active reader, primarily through 
the reader’s instantiation of personal experience in response to the words of the text. 
Probst (1988) goes so far as to argue that readers should resist culture in order to pro-
vide the most personal reading possible. I will argue, in contrast, that it is impossible 
to become acultural as a reader or producer of texts, even as the belief that texts are 
autonomous and readers are acultural persists in dominant approaches to assessing 
reading, in which problem isomorphs are presumed to be equally available to all read-
ers. Rather, one’s notion of meaning emerges through participation in cultural prac-
tices. As Moll (2000) has argued, it is inevitable that we live culturally, to which I 
would add that it is inevitable that we read culturally.  

A CULTURAL ACCOUNT OF MEANING 

I next outline what I mean by meaning as necessarily situated in and mediated by 
culture, particularly in terms of constructing meaning with texts. I include attention 
to the different zones of meaning, the dialogic role of composing during a reading 
transaction, the necessity of culturally constructed subjectivity in meaning con-
struction, the role of intertextuality and intercontextuality in the construction of 
meaning, and the depths and dynamics of context in readers’ engagement with 
texts. These factors, while treated separately, are deeply interwoven. My presenta-
tion is therefore deliberately recursive and redundant, cycling back frequently to 
discuss how the constructs are related.  

Zones of Meaning 

In this section, I discuss what Vygotsky refers to as zones of meaning. The discus-
sion is potentially confusing because of the ways in which Vygotsky’s Russian 
terms have been translated. Vygotsky’s (1934) Myshlenie i rech’: Psikhologiches-
kie issledovaniya has been translated three times, twice as Thought and Language 
(1962, 1986) and once as Thinking and Speech (1987). All three versions have 
problematically translated two of Vygotsky’s key terms. The Russian term smysl 
has been translated as sense (i.e., unarticulated inner speech), while the term 
znachenie has been translated as meaning (i.e., the articulation of thought through a 
sign system such as words). Vygotsky, however, viewed both smysl and znachenie 
as constituents of the meaningful whole. I next explain each of these two zones of 
meaning in greater detail. 
 Smysl is the set of images and other sorts of associations that one makes with a sign 
such as a word in the area of consciousness Vygotsky (1987) called inner speech: the 
abbreviated syntax and stream-of-consciousness properties of unarticulated, inchoate 
thought. Smysl corresponds to what Rosenblatt (1978) refers to as the initial zone of 
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meaning in a reader’s evocation, or what Gallas (2001) refers to as imagination. 
Rosenblatt describes this experience as 

a penumbra of “memories” of what has preceded, ready to be activated by 
what follows, and providing the context from which further meaning will be 
derived. Awareness—more or less explicit—of repetitions, echoes, reson-
ances, repercussions, linkages, cumulative effects, contrasts, or surprises is 
the mnemonic matrix for the structuring of emotion, idea, situation, charac-
ter, plot—in short, for the evocation of a work of art. (pp. 57–58) 

Smysl is the thinking that takes place prior to or concurrent with articulation into 
coherence. It is, to use Vygotsky’s (1987) metaphor, the storm cloud of thought 
that produces the shower of words. One great limitation of the concept of smysl is 
that it cannot be empirically demonstrated, only inferred. Vygotsky’s formulation 
of inner speech came from his observations of egocentric speech in young children, 
which he theorized became appropriated from cultural exchanges by individuals to 
provide not only a vocabulary but a way of orchestrating speech into a worldview, 
a framework for understanding experience. Once speech (or another tool) is articu-
lated and thus observable, it appears in the zone of meaning that is the shower of 
words (or other signs) that Vygotsky calls znachenie. Znachenie, then, is the zone 
of meaning available in represented form, corresponding to the notion of a sign, 
regardless of modality. 
 Because these two zones compose a meaningful whole, referring to znachenie as 
“meaning” can be misleading. I retain the translation of sense for smysl: “the ag-
gregate of all the psychological facts that arise in our consciousness as the result of 
the word. Sense is a dynamic, fluid, and complex formation which has several 
zones that vary in their stability” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 275). For znachenie, I use 
articulation:  

It is the most stable, unified, and precise of these zones. In different contexts, a 
word’s sense changes. In contrast, [articulation] is a comparatively fixed and 
stable point, one that remains constant with all the exchanges of the word’s 
sense that are associated with its use in various contexts. (p. 275) 

A reader’s association of meaning with a text—and here I refer to the whole of mean-
ing comprising all of its zones—reveals something about the text itself but also serves 
as residue of the cultural constructs that are appropriated to provide the reader’s 
frameworks for thinking (Tulviste, 1991). Any concept—and, consequently, any  
construction of meaning—is thus necessarily located first in culture and second as 
appropriated by the individual. And because the mind extends beyond the skin 
(Wertsch, 1991) to include the tools of mediation through which the individual then 
acts on the environment, the mind of the individual, however distributed, in turn con-
tributes to the evolving culture of the setting (Smagorinsky, 1995b). Among these 
mediators are texts themselves, transactions with which can contribute to the world-
views of members of a culture. When these texts presume particular relationships, 
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social hierarchies, and competence levels—such as the masculine orientation of many 
sacred religious texts—they can inscribe in a society assumptions about the location of 
authority and power (Luke, 1988; Rabinowitz, 1987).  
 Concepts and meaning thus have cultural origins. It is quite possible for indi-
viduals to resist these cultural conceptions. I would argue, however, that resisting 
one set of cultural constructs relies on precepts that are appropriated from other 
cultural constructs. And so, while any individual has the capacity to resist and defy 
the worldview of any culture, it is not possible to think and act independent of cul-
ture; it is not possible to live aculturally (Cole, 1996). From this perspective, texts 
are composed of signs that themselves are inscribed and codified as cultural arti-
facts and are read by people whose ways of encoding are conditioned by participa-
tion in cultural practice. The transactional zone is available when readers have 
been acculturated to recognize the codes by which the texts are produced. This is 
not to say that all readings will subsequently be the same or that texts may signify 
in only one way, only to say that readers and texts share a cultural cognizance.  

The Mediation of Sense into Articulation 

Sense is mediated into an articulation through the use of a psychological tool, often 
speech, which can serve “as a tool for exploring a subject” and help “generate new 
ideas ‘at the point of utterance’” (Applebee, 1981, p. 100; cf. Langer & Applebee, 
1987). I next illustrate this process with research conducted in an alternative school 
for recovering substance abusers (for details of the research, see Smagorinsky, 
1995a, 1997a, 1999; Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b). We studied 
the composing processes of students who produced artistic interpretations of Wil-
liam Carlos Williams’s short story “The Use of Force.”4 
 The story concerns a doctor who narrates an account of a house call he makes 
during a diphtheria epidemic in order to extract a throat culture from a young girl 
who has displayed symptoms of the illness. The girl battles him savagely and hys-
terically to prevent him from examining her throat, and her parents try to help the 
doctor by holding her down and shaming her into complying. During the course of 
the struggle, the doctor develops contempt for the parents and passion toward the 
girl. Against his rational judgment, the doctor becomes lost in “a blind fury” to 
attack and subdue the girl. In “a final unreasoning assault” he overpowers her and 
discovers her “secret” of “tonsils covered with membrane.” The story ends with a 
final act of fury in which the girl attacks the doctor “while tears of defeat [blind] 
her eyes.” 
 One of the students we studied, Dexter, drew a picture representing the relation-
ship between the doctor and the girl (see Figure 2). Through a stimulated recall 
interview that followed his drawing—i.e., an interview based on a video recorded 
of him as he drew his interpretation that sought to reconstruct his process of com-
position—he revealed the transformative effect of his process of composing on the 
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way he thought about the story. Rather than having a fully formed picture of the 
characters in his head prior to drawing, Dexter said that “at the end, I understood 
what I was doing more than I did when I began the drawing. . . .  I got more in-
volved in the picture as I did it.” In his initial reading, Dexter simply tried to  
follow the action and then eventually began “thinking about something during the 
story . . . something difficult” that helped get him involved in his reading. These 
“difficult” yet unarticulated problems that he thought about suggest that they oc-
curred at the level of sense, which he then had the opportunity to develop into an 
articulation through the psychological tool of drawing. 
 

 

Figure 2: Dexter's interpretive drawing 

 
 When he began drawing, he was uncertain about how he would depict the char-
acters, knowing only that the relationship between the girl and the doctor would 
involve shame and control. Dexter related that the meaning of the drawing changed 
as the picture developed. For instance, when he started his drawing, Dexter had not 
been certain what the threatening figure would represent. 

Dexter: I wasn’t really sure if it was him going to be the doctor or not until 
the end of the story, I mean, until the end of the drawing, because I was 
thinking, well, it could be this person that she, that she has imaged in her 
mind and uh—or this could be an analogy of diphtheria, but then I said it 
doesn’t matter. It’s just a doctor. It was going through her mind, [inaudible] 
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but I liked to read. The first time I’d read the doctor; the second, the analogy. 
It’s just through that one story. 

Q: So you mean, even after you drew the face and everything, it wasn’t the 
doctor yet? 

Dexter: Uh-huh. I mean, it could have been a lot of things. It depends on 
your viewpoint of the picture, but what I was thinking is—it was the doctor, 
and then it was an analogy of the whole attitude of the story, and then it was 
the, her parents’ attitude, or the parents, especially her parents. 

For Dexter, the story took on meaning as he developed his articulation. Moreover, 
he continually produced provisional images—that is, articulations of his sense of 
the characters’ relationships and their signification to him—on his drawing, which 
in turn enabled him to reflect and compose further. His process of meaning mak-
ing, then, involved exploratory efforts to represent his sense of the story that re-
sulted in a tentative evocational articulation, to which he assigned different mean-
ings as his thinking about the story progressed during his continued efforts to 
depict it and reflect on the provisional texts he produced.  
 I previously made the point that psychological tools are themselves subject to 
concentrically nested tool mediation. The various interpretations produced by the 
alternative school students illustrate this point well. The alternative school facility 
provided a local culture in which therapy for recovery was of primary importance. 
A successful student was one who advanced through a modified 12-step rehabilita-
tion program while succeeding in course work and abiding by the institution’s 
rules. The emphasis on therapy opened up the students’ available tools for succeed-
ing in course work. In addition, the school had only two classroom teachers,  
resulting in opportunities for cross-genre, cross-disciplinary, multimedia perform-
ance. Interpreting literature through art was thus legitimized in ways not typically  
allowed in mainstream schools.  
 The alternative school setting illustrates the ways in which the historical ground-
ing for reading provides a sense of what constitutes an appropriate reading of a 
particular text in a specific context. Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1993) stressed 
that “the social construction of intertextuality occurs within a cultural ideology that 
influences which texts may be juxtaposed and how those texts might be juxta-
posed, by whom, where, and when” (p. 330). In other words, cultural values sanc-
tion the juxtaposition of some texts but not others. Schools, for instance, do not 
typically value an artistic text as an appropriate interpretive representation to 
emerge from a student’s engagement with literature (Applebee, 1993). The orders 
of discourse described by the New London Group (1996; Fairclough, 2000) are not 
automatically importable to new situations but depend on socially situated values 
and constraints. 
 Furthermore, the students themselves participated in a youth and drug culture in 
which rock music played an important role, a value that was appreciated by the 
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teacher, John Coppock, who came from an artistic family that included musicians 
and dancers. John was also theoretically aligned with Gardner’s (1983) theory of 
multiple intelligences (see Coppock, 1999). The mediational avenues through 
which students produced their interpretations of “The Use of Force,” then, were 
channeled by the cultural constraints and affordances provided by the alternative 
school and this classroom, particularly with regard to the teacher’s decision to  
allow the students to contribute to the classroom culture. None of this channeling 
or constraining is at all fatalistic; rather, it provides contours that guide action 
without determining it. 
 Moreover, each student brought a vast and complex history of tool use that af-
fected individual choices of which interpretive mode to use. Dexter, for instance, 
had had a severe hearing problem as a child, causing him to communicate fre-
quently through drawing (e.g., drawing a cereal box to say what he wanted for 
breakfast). While biological in origin, his hearing problem created a culture within 
his home that legitimized drawing as a mode of expression. Vygotsky’s (1993) 
work in “defectology” suggests the importance of adaptation by creating new 
pathways for development when one’s body does not provide the channels that 
evolution has biologically produced in humans. Rather, then, than deaf people  
being provided with amplified hearing, he argues that alternative means, such as 
Dexter’s use of drawing, be encouraged and appreciated. Tool use, then, while me-
diational, is also culturally mediated and adapted to specific biological and cultural 
conditions.  
 As illustrated by Dexter’s encoding of the story with personal meaning and 
composition of an idiosyncratic interpretive text, a part of his own history of rela-
tionships was played out in his drawing process and product. Indeed, his inscrip-
tion of the threatening figure with several different associations in different itera-
tions shows the ways in which these personal relationships contribute to the 
relationship he develops with the text when he engaged with it in the transactional 
zone as he represented his meta-experiences graphically through his evocational 
representation of the figure.  

THE COMPOSING PROCESS OF READERS 

Dexter’s process of composition illustrates the ways in which sense is mediated 
into an articulation through a psychological tool, with the resulting text serving as a 
sign from which further sense is generated. I next develop this idea with a second 
set of readers from the same classroom, returning to Rosenblatt’s (1978) construct 
of the evocation to elaborate on the process. Rosenblatt distinguishes her notion of 
an evocation from conceptions of reading that locate meaning primarily in texts 
presumed to be autonomous and isomorphic to readers. She stresses instead “the 
lived-through process of building up the work under the guidance of the text.” She 
continues, 
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The tendency is to speak of interpretation as the construing of the meaning of 
a text. This [tendency] conceals the nature of the reader’s activity in relation 
to the text: he responds to the verbal signs and construes or organizes his res-
ponses[,] which is for him “the work.” This, we have seen, is a process in 
time. The reader ultimately crystallizes his sense of the work; he may seek to 
recall it or to relive different parts of it. . . .  All of this [constructive work] 
can be designated as the evocation, and this is what the reader interprets.  
Interpretation involves primarily an effort to describe in some way the nature 
of the lived-through evocation of the work. (pp. 69–70; emphasis in original)  

To Rosenblatt (1978), what readers interpret—what serve as the basis for mean-
ing—are their associations with the text, rather than the text itself (cf. Enciso, 
1992). As described here, her notion of the evocation includes both zones of mean-
ing elaborated by Vygotsky (1987): the lived-through process of association 
(sense) and the crystallization of those associations into a response (articulation), 
which I regard as a provisional text. The evocation as a codified, intertextual  
experience is a critical event in the transactional zone I have described. 
 In this conception, what readers do is compose a text of their own in the transac-
tional zone. This composition, this new text, is what becomes meaningful. This 
new text is always provisional and subject to change. To return to the example of 
the Confederate battle flag: The White South Carolinians quoted were describing 
their evocations of the flag (honor and valor, oppression and slavery) rather than 
the flag itself. I have already illustrated this phenomenon in Dexter’s evolving in-
terpretation of the graphic image that he produced in response to the events of “The 
Use of Force,” in which the figure was “the doctor and then it was an analogy of 
the whole attitude of the story, and then it was the, her parents’ attitude, or the par-
ents, especially her parents.”  
 The student texts I describe throughout this chapter are deliberate, formal texts 
that solidify their sense into a fixed representation, their articulated meaning for the 
story in relation to their experiences as enabled through the social context of their 
classrooms. The completion of the image for school purposes, however, does not 
ossify the text’s meaning. Rather, the material texts produced serve as signs from 
which new sense may emerge with further reflection; their materiality only implies 
finality. Instead, they are provisional texts that may be further revised, if not tangi-
bly then psychologically. The infinite potential of this process is related to the no-
tion of unlimited semiosis described by Peirce (1931-1958) in his triadic formula-
tion of signification (cf. Witte, 1992). The same process, I argue, is available for 
readers who generate sense in response to reading that is articulated into a text, 
whether mental or material. The richness of textual meaning, therefore, results 
from the generative quality of a transaction in producing new associations that, 
once provisionally articulated as a text, produce new iterations of sense and articu-
lation.  
 



CHAPTER 6 

144 

 I illustrate this process with the artistic interpretation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
produced by a small group of students in the high school English class of Cindy 
O’Donnell-Allen (for details of this research, see O’Donnell-Allen & Smagorin-
sky, 1999; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998a, 1998b, 2000. Students were 
assigned the task of collaboratively constructing a body biography, which is a life-
sized human outline that the students fill with images and words that represent 
their understanding of a particular character. Like other groups we studied who 
interpreted other characters, the group that interpreted Laertes (see Figure 3) dis-
cussed and interpreted their character through a process that included the following 
sequence: 

 

Figure 3: Body biography of Laertes 

1. The group worked out a way of functioning socially (which was not harmonious 
in all groups). 

2. In relation to their sense of the action, students constructed images of the play—
that is, new texts or articulations—that they pictured mentally; they then tried 
to describe these images to the other students.  

3. Other students then responded to these proposed images and compared them 
with their own images of the same character, scene, or relationship. This re-
sponse usually required students to clarify both their image and their reasons 
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for believing it was fitting, as well as discuss which images best suited the 
play as they understood it and wanted to depict it in their body biography text. 

4. Individual group members then explained to one another the image that they 
thought should go into the body biography. In doing so, the students needed to 
discuss why they thought that particular images were apt. This discussion 
typically involved a rereading of the text they were interpreting (Hamlet) so 
that they could explain their images in terms of their reading of the text. 

5. When they reached agreement through discussion, a student drew the image into 
the body biography.  

6. Once inscribed on the body biography, each word and image then became part 
of a text that students could use as a source of further reflection, discussion, 
interpretation, and image-generation; and at times revision. 

 In the following excerpt, a group consisting of June, Lisa, Troy, Venus, and 
Courtney discuss how to depict Laertes’s relationship with Ophelia. 

June: Would y’all like a tree— 

Lisa: Okay, I have an idea— 

Troy: You have to draw a tree with Ophelia dangling from it, and there is 
water below. This old girl is fixin’ to go in it. Look she—no, no—make her 
float more and say, “I’m drowning—I’m drowning, and I don’t care.” That’s 
what she said.  

Courtney: She’s under water—  

June: Yeah, we have to draw her and then draw like the things like flowers 
and things like that.  

Lisa: She does not know that she is drowning, really. Just have her saying, “I 
am going to stay up here.”    

Troy: Have her say, “That’s bad, man.”  

Lisa: Something about how she is at one with the river. 

June: Does she say that?  

Lisa: No, but she is like—that is what they portray her to be thinking. 

Troy: What?  

Lisa: She is like at one with the river.  

June: Oh yeah. Hey, Venus, what do you think? What should we do about 
her?  

Lisa: What, we should have more lines on this thing?  
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June: Okay, let’s do this and have like flowers. And then she can be down 
here. Yeah, whatever, see I can’t draw at all. She can like be in the water and 
she is like gulp, gulp, gulp.  

 This portion of the discussion reveals the ways in which these students’ efforts 
to represent the character’s emotional state caused them to generate images for the 
play and then discuss how to interpret those images. The exploratory quality of 
their discussion reveals the ways in which the discussion allowed for and built on 
tentative efforts to construct meaning. 
 They developed their understanding of Laertes through their efforts to depict 
him and his relationships in the body biography, a medium that not only repre-
sented their view of the character but enabled the discussion that led to their under-
standing. During their process of association, representation, and reflection, the 
students discussed possible ways to depict Laertes and his relationships, developed 
and shared mental images of how to represent him, agreed on and produced the 
artifact that depicted their collective thinking, and then used that artifact to further 
mediate their consideration of the character and his role in the play. The ultimate 
representation they produced in their body biography served as a text whose con-
figuration of signs enabled them to reflect further on the meaning of the images 
that the play evoked for them. Through this further reflection, they generated yet 
newer cycles of sense and articulation for Laertes and his relationships in the play. 

THE DIALOGIC ROLE OF COMPOSING 

As illustrated, the process of reading is a mediating act with a dialogic function: 
The students’ thoughts both shaped and were shaped by the articulated texts they 
composed. In other words, two simultaneous processes took place. On the one 
hand, as most reading theorists would assume, the text mediated the associations 
through which the students developed their interpretations. On the other hand, the 
process of composing their texts mediated the way they thought about the story. 
 The next transcript illustrates how this process worked for a small group of girls 
who interpreted the character of Ophelia through a body biography (see Figure 4). 
The girls offered a series of tentative depictions that served as the basis for discus-
sion yet did not necessarily end up in the drawing itself. Even when entered into 
the body biography, an image would not necessarily be a final interpretation but 
would serve as the basis for continued thinking and discussion of the play. The 
girls engaged in the following exchange during their discussion. 

Carly5: Okay, good deal, her bare feet could symbolize her like—not her in-
nocence but her, oh— 

Ann: Purity? Her naïve, how naïve she is?  
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Carly: Yeah, it’s the world, but her nakedness is like her—you know how 
she is just kind of out there, she’s just sort of—  

Ann: Third field, left field.  

Carly: Yeah, because she is just kind of, you know, just pretty much every-
one’s looking at her and going, “Oh, you poor thing!”  

Ann: I guess she’s having a good time.  

Carly: Yeah. Crazy as the dickens.  

Ann: Ignorance is bliss.  

Carly: True.  

Ann: I say we should have left the legs there so that she would have some 
kind of body because those dresses were really transparent, you know. I 
mean we could have at least told what it is. Oh, I don’t know, she looks fine.  

Carly: Is it okay?  

Ann: Yeah. 

Carly: I can draw them back on if you want me to. 

Ann: No.  

Sherri: So do we all have to like say something [during their presentation to 
the class]?  

Ann: I think so. 

Carly: Okay, that’s done.  

Ann: That’s right, we don’t have school Monday—I can’t figure out why 
everybody was saying Tuesday, yeah, we don’t have to be back Monday.  

Carly: Yeah. Okay, so do we want to do a spine? And if so what’s the spine? 
I think being in love for her because—  

Ann: But she had no love.  

Carly: Right, that’s why she died.  

Ann: That’s why she went crazy.  

Carly: Right, right, I’m just going to— 

Ann: That’s what we should do for the spine.  

Carly: There’s the spine! Shall I put “love” or “being loved”?   

Ann: Being loved. And a heart, a broken heart.  
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raphy required them to take their individual mental representations and articulate 
them in a material form that required agreement, a process that necessitated clearer 
explanation as they discussed how to convert their separately idealized mental rep-
resentations into an agreed-upon corporeal image. Once included on the body biog-
raphy, each word and image then served as a sign that potentially mediated new 
thinking about the play. The students thus composed a shared meaning for the play 
as they produced a collaborative representation of Ophelia and used each articula-
tion as the basis for further development of their thinking about the play.  
 This example illustrates a process that is a key aspect of composing a meaning-
ful text. Enciso (1992) reports that, in her research with young readers’ evocations 
of stories, “the readers who were most involved in the stories they read were also 
more able to describe and discuss the events and implications of the story in greater 
depth and detail” (p. 99). The experience of the students I have described suggests 
that a reciprocal process can also take place: A reader’s exploration of events and 
implications of a story may cause greater involvement in the reading transaction. 

CULTURALLY CONSTRAINED SUBJECTIVITY IN READING 

The construct of the evocation suggests that intertextuality, typically described as 
the juxtaposition of texts, more precisely concerns the ways in which readers jux-
tapose and connect their associations with those texts. In this sense, intertextuality 
describes the initial act of juxtaposing texts, while interevocation would account 
for the richness available to readers through their juxtaposition of associations. 
Whether they are inchoate (sense) or represented (articulation), these associations 
in turn potentially generate new evocations and texts. Because meaning emerges 
from these newly generated associations and texts, and because evocations differ 
from reader to reader depending on the kinds of relationships they have had in life 
and the kinds of conventions they invoke while reading, and because experiences 
of experiences are inherently subjective and fluid (i.e., subject to change over time 
and in relation to new experiences), the meaning that emerges for readers is inher-
ently idiosyncratic rather than isomorphic. As I have argued previously, readings 
have a codified and cultural basis in what I have called the transactional zone. If 
subjectivity is construed as having a codified and cultural basis, then unbridled 
subjectivity is possible in this zone within the confines of what is available through 
the textual codes.  
 I next describe a highly idiosyncratic reading of “The Use of Force” that illus-
trates the way in which an interpretation that departs from the story line takes place 
within the transactional zone and illustrates how interevocations contribute to the 
construction of textual meaning. Jane and Martha, who were in the same alterna-
tive school class as Dexter, choreographed an interpretation of the story in which 
they described how their image of the doctor’s emotional state caused them to de-
sign a different ending in their dance from the one provided literally in Williams’s 
text. According to Jane: 
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We did another dance at the very end and we were practicing on it and like she’s 
sheltered like the little girl is hidden. She won’t let anybody find out what her 
secret is and that’s what she is doing. She is hiding and the doctor is trying to 
follow in her footsteps to try to figure out what is going on. And at the very end 
when it says that she did have [diphtheria], in the dance we made her die. She 
just fell and the doctor picked her up and carried her. Because like we were 
going to have the doctor die with her because it was like the third patient he had 
died and he was dying inside, but [our teacher] didn’t really like that. And after 
we started thinking you know how he gets underneath the skin real hard, it is 
like we started thinking about it too and he doesn’t really die. He tries to help 
her and stuff. We went further than the story went. 

Jane and Martha’s reconsideration of their representation following their teacher’s 
intervention resulted in a final effort to choreograph the story’s climax, as  
described by Jane: 

That is when they finally figured it out. It is like at the very end they walked 
together. It’s like they walk two steps and when you do a little pause, the 
doctor shelters her and just looks at her because he’s died with her. His whole 
life has just gone down the drain because it’s another kid, he feels it’s all his 
fault this time. And that is how I really felt when I was doing the dance.  

This representation of the story’s ending departs radically from the literal action of 
the story, where the girl attacks the doctor in a rage. Jane and Martha’s decision to 
represent the feelings of the doctor in their dance, however, focused their interpre-
tation on his experience of loss. Rather than strictly depicting the story line, they 
constructed a new text that represented their emotional resonance with the doctor, 
who emerged as a threatening figure in the image constructed by Dexter. These 
texts represent different reconstructions of the story, each highly subjective yet 
responsive to the codes of the original text. As such, they have been produced in 
the transactional zone of meaning construction available in John Coppock’s alter-
native school classroom. 

INTERTEXTUALITY AND EMPLOTMENT IN THE CULTURAL  
CONSTRUCTION OF MEANING 

I have already referred to the role of intertextuality and interevocation—the juxta-
position of both texts and the evocations they generate in readers—in the construc-
tion of meaning. I next elaborate the ways in which the texts that readers compose 
as a consequence of their evocations are related to prior texts of their knowledge. I 
illustrate two types of interevocational connections I have found that readers make 
in their engagement with literature in classroom settings. The first comes from a 
text evoked from personal experience; the second comes from artistic texts recalled 
by students that informed their composition of a newly constructed text. 
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Text Evoked from Personal Experience 

I illustrate this process with stimulated recall interview data from Martha, one of 
the girls who choreographed a dance to interpret “The Use of Force.” Martha, who 
danced the role of the girl, said that she identified strongly with the experience of 
the character because she shared her reluctance to open up to other people. Like the 
girl in the story, she felt “scared”: “I felt like the little girl because we live in two 
different worlds. . . .  I felt like the little girl because she was always trying to hide 
from the doctor, and I was like hiding myself from the doctor” in the dance. Mar-
tha’s feeling that she needed to hide from the doctor was based on her own fears of 
being examined and pried into. Her emotional response to the story illustrates the 
ways in which her reading was emplotted in the broader narrative of her life’s ex-
periences. At one point, she was asked “When you dance a role, is there any real 
part of you that gets played out in the dancer?”  

Martha: It’s tough for me. When I was hiding from [Jane in the dance], she 
was the doctor and I was the daughter, the little girl, and it was just like me. I 
hate people trying to find out who I am so I was basically hiding the way I 
always hide but I was hiding to be somebody else. I felt like I was hiding in 
the little girl, but it was me that was hiding, because I do that all the time. I 
hide from everybody. 

Q: Did you feel for the character then? 

Martha: Oh yeah, I felt for the character. When I was dancing I was thinking 
about what I would do. I hated what the doctor did to her. I wanted to kill 
him. 

Later in the interview, Martha returned to her feelings about her character. 

Martha: My feelings for the kid started when I was reading the story because 
there have been many times when I have had some problems. I’m like, I’m 
okay, get away. In a way I kind of knew how this girl was feeling whenever 
the doctor was trying to get into her mouth. I am like that with dentists. I hate 
dentists. I won’t let them get into my mouth. I’m afraid they’re going to pull 
out my teeth. It scares me. I try to keep my mouth shut too. I put myself in 
her position through the whole story knowing she was scared and very inse-
cure because she knows she is going to die. She knows through the whole 
story she’s going to die. She doesn’t want her parents to know about it. 

Q: Is it just dentists? Earlier you were talking about how you don’t like 
people in general getting inside you. So was it just a dentist or was it— 

Martha: Well, for people to know me, I don’t like for anyone to know me, it 
is really scary for people to know me. Who I am or anything like doctors, and 
stuff like that. I don’t like them to look inside my mouth. With her I feel like 
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she doesn’t want the doctor to know she is dying because I am pretty sure be-
cause she could feel her tonsils. She knows she is dying. She knew it, she 
knew it was there and she knew she was going to die and she didn’t want her 
mom to know. She didn’t want her parents to know. 

 Martha’s description of her portrayal of the character reveals the emotional 
quality of her response to the story, an aspect of Vygotsky’s work that I think is 
unfortunately overlooked. Yaroshevsky (1989), discussing Vygotsky’s doctoral 
dissertation on Hamlet, states that Vygotsky  

was inspired by the idea of an inner link between spiritual assimilation of the 
world and its practical transformation. Revealing the mechanism of art’s impact 
on the real behavior of a concrete individual, without restricting oneself to  
determining its sociological roots and aesthetic specificity—that was Vy-
gotsky’s purpose. He endeavoured to prove that art is a means of transforming 
the individual, an instrument which calls to life the individual’s “vast potential, 
so far suppressed and constrained.” The view of art as ornamentation of life 
“fundamentally contradicts the laws of art discovered by psychological research. 
It shows that art is the highest concentration of all the biological and social 
processes in which the individual is involved in society, that it is a mode of find-
ing a balance between man and the world in the most critical and responsible 
moments of life.” (Yaroshevsky, 1989, pp. 148–149; Vygotsky quoted in Psik-
hologiy a iskusstra6 [The Psychology of Art], pp. 320, 330–331) 

This perspective resonates with Rosenblatt’s (1978) view that evocations are the 
source of meaning, with my view that readers compose new texts through their 
engagement with texts, and with Bruner’s (1986) idea that literature subjunctivizes. 
If literature, as Bruner claims, is our only hope against the long gray night, then I 
would define literature rather broadly to include any text that allows for the genera-
tion of new texts through acts of interevocation. Yaroshevsky argues that Vygotsky 
assumed that the principal focus of psychology should be personality, “a character 
of the drama of life on the social state” (p. 219). This drama of life contributes  
vitally to the development of personality through the composition of meaning from 
engagement with the texts afforded by culturally channeled experiences.  
 I would conclude, then, that from a pedagogical standpoint it is critical for 
teachers to make strong efforts to understand how students emplot their literary 
readings in their life narratives as dramatic occasions in their development of per-
sonality. Doing so would require a move toward not just allowing but encouraging 
the kinds of idiosyncratic and imaginative representations provided by the students 
in John Coppock’s and Cindy O’Donnell-Allen’s classes, a move that would need 
to take textual conventions into account but would also require teachers to appreci-
ate the kinds of relationships and experiences that students bring to their reading 
and the constructive ways in which their life narratives can help to produce new 
texts in transaction with literary texts. 
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Intertextual Associations with Formal Texts 

In addition to evocations from experiential texts, the students I observed drew on 
formally produced texts during their transactions with literature. Another group 
interpreting “The Use of Force,” for instance, acted out their interpretation of the 
story. They drew on images from films they had seen, including The Exorcist, as 
part of their composition of their dramatic interpretation of the story. In the follow-
ing excerpt, they discuss the images they drew on and produced. 

Wes: I tried to play the doctor. The story reminded me of The Exorcist, with 
the girl and the devil. . . . The way she was resisting him and not opening her 
mouth and stuff. . . .   

Bart: They were trying to help her. 

Wes: Yeah, and they were trying to help her, and she was like spit coming 
out her mouth, that made me think even more about [The Exorcist]. 

 As their interpretation suggests, intertextuality and interevocations often coin-
cide. First, the students juxtaposed the texts of The Exorcist and “The Use of 
Force” because of the parallels between the young girls and their fierce behavior. 
Second, the students juxtaposed the evocations they generated from each: the evil 
image they generated from the girl in The Exorcist and the rage and resistance they 
perceived in the girl from “The Use of Force.” Dyson (1999), Alvermann (2010), 
and others have argued that the role of popular culture in students’ lives should 
receive greater recognition in schools. The students in this group illustrate the ways 
in which a film from popular culture provided them with both the images and the 
emotional content of the character of the girl as they represented her in their dra-
matic interpretation. 

THE DEPTH AND DYNAMICS OF CONTEXT 

Previously, I argued that reading can be a mediating process; that is, it contributes 
to the construction of meaning. Here I describe how reading is a mediated process, 
one channeled by reliance on cultural practice (see Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-
Allen, 1998a). Much of my argument has been predicated on the idea that one’s 
evocations are grounded in cultural practice. While personal and idiosyncratic, they 
rely on the codification embedded in texts, including those read (intertextuality) 
and those generated (interevocation), and the conventions embedded in recurring 
social practices (intercontextuality) (Floriani, 1993). These signs and tools are 
grounded in culture writ large, such as the Enlightenment and Romantic traditions 
of Western thought described by Taylor (1985a, 1995b) and Wertsch (2000) 
(elaborated in Chapter 7). Culture is also writ small, often highly localized in  
settings such as idiocultures (cf. Cole, 1996; Fine, 1987; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-
Allen, 2000) such as that available in the alternative school for recovering substance 
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 There were nonetheless students who resisted the idea that school should be a 
site for personal development. I attribute this opposition to culture writ semi-large. 
The school as a whole had a college preparatory emphasis in which meaning was 
generally located in texts and explained through lectures, thus making her mean-
ing-centered approach unique to many students. Furthermore, the school lacked the 
emotional intensity that was central to the therapeutic mission of the alternative 
school, thus making introspection less urgent in the lives of the students. Finally, 
because the school was large and diverse, there were simply many students whose 
priorities did not include advanced literacy or engagement with literature as a 
means to personality development. These students typically ended up in the 
school’s general track, which categorized the class that I observed. 
 Our analysis of groups that included disengaged students (see, e.g., Smagorin-
sky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998b, 2000) led us to reconsider the depth and dynamics 
of context in engagement. In spite of our hopes that Cindy’s classroom environ-
ment would lead to transformations in all students’ priorities, the continued  
disengagement of some students led us to consider the degree to which certain stu-
dents bring personal histories that create barriers to engagement with schoolwork. 
Among the students who interpreted Hamlet through body biographies was a group 
that interpreted the character of Claudius (see Figure 5). This group included two 
students who were hostile to Cindy throughout the semester and, in general, hostile 
toward school and other students. When in groups, they tended to undermine other 
students’ efforts to work harmoniously on the task. The next excerpt is typical of 
how a boy named Jerry worked against the group and class goals, demonstrating an 
apathetic resistance that showed up in his group’s body biography. The group was 
discussing how they might draw a crown on Claudius’s head as part of their depic-
tion of his character. 

Jay:  The crown can be something that he stands for.  

Cale: Somebody draw the crown.  

Jay:  For incest.  

Cale: Draw the crown, what?  

Jay:  Well—  

Jerry: What are we supposed to do now? Don’t be disappointed if this 
doesn’t look so good.  

Cale: I don’t understand. [inaudible] Jerry! Jerry, why did you do that?  

Jerry: Because it doesn’t matter what it looks like as long as we get our re-
presentation. He told me to draw the crown, and I said, “OK, but don’t get 
mad at me if I draw it badly.” And everybody goes— [makes a grumbling 
noise] 
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Cale: That looks like trash, Jerry. Jerry, that is one rotten crown, dude.  

Jerry: Do you like it? Incest!  

Cale: Actually, incest could be adultery.  

Jerry: Oh, who cares.  

 Jerry’s remarks reveal his eagerness to impress on others his indifference and to 
inscribe it in the group’s body biography. In doing so, he undermined the kinds of 
relationships that can lead to the consonant sorts of discussions we found in other 
groups, particularly the group that interpreted Ophelia through what we have char-
acterized as a constructive relational framework (Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-
Allen, 2000). In this case, Jerry interpreted Cindy’s assignment as a license to pro-
duce a sloppy interpretation. Cindy had told the students that they would be graded 
on the ideas they were representing, rather than on the quality of their artwork. Her 
thinking was that she did not want to reward good artists and punish the artistically 
challenged, since the goal of the activity was to interpret the character rather than 
to demonstrate artistic prowess. Jerry’s view that “it doesn’t matter what it looks 
like” was typical of his cavalier attitude toward school and toward the other stu-
dents in his group. The other students did not appreciate the trashy appearance of 
his drawing or his general conduct during the group activity. And we had to agree 
that he drew one rotten crown. 
 We concluded that a consideration of context must go beyond what happens in 
individual classrooms and take into account the social worlds of the students and 
their prior experiences and relationships within the school culture. The establish-
ment of a predominant motive for a classroom does not preclude other goals from 
surfacing or developing. Within the idioculture of a classroom, then, alternative 
idiocultures may develop that subvert or complicate the overall dynamics of the 
interactions and affect the degree to which students see the potential for construct-
ing meaning.  
 Our study suggests the need to reconceive the notion of engaged reading. The 
classroom can suggest a motive that channels activity but does not necessarily fa-
cilitate it in any one direction. What is needed is a consideration of engagement in 
a much more social sense, including readers and texts but extending to relation-
ships beyond them. Lensmire (1994) argued that notions of engagement require 
“the participation of all children in the community’s important activities” (p. 147; 
emphasis in original) so that each has a voice, contributes to the classroom, and is 
heard by others. Students’ engagement with texts thus requires engagement with 
each other, thereby establishing an environment of mutual care and concern.  
 I would extend this view further to account for students’ prior experiences with 
school and other contexts for literacy development, taking into account learners’ 
cultural and social histories and viewing their relationship with texts in terms of 
this vast web of experiences that they bring to particular classroom episodes.  
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Engagement, like other aspects of activity, is “nested” (Cazden, 1988, p. 198) in 
multiple social contexts that must be acknowledged and accounted for. Gallas 
(2001; cf. Gallas & Smagorinsky, 2002), as a practicing teacher, wonders why 
texts play a mediational role for some students but not others and is vexed by the 
problem of how she can make texts more approachable to students who resist 
them. A major obstacle for elementary students, she argues, is the cultural disso-
nance that some students experience between reading as a conventional school 
activity and reading as they practice it outside school.  
 In terms of both Gallas’s concern for reading as a cultured, conditional practice 
and my concern for large-scale engagement with school and its discourses as cen-
tral to a student’s identity (Gee, 1990), teachers face tremendous challenges in cre-
ating contexts and social practices that can make their classrooms receptive to all 
of their diverse students and the life narratives they bring to their appointed times 
together in school. On the basis of my studies of students’ responses to literature, I 
would conclude that their potential for engagement comes from their volition to 
read in whatever ways are endorsed in the school and classroom, their congruence 
with the goals of the school and classroom, their congruence with the codes and 
conventions that govern both reading and social practices, and their congruence 
with the cultural values and practices that constitute classroom life. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have argued that reading is a constructive act in which meaning 
emerges through the composition of a new text in the transactional zone. Meaning 
is constructed through two related processes. Initially, meaning emerges through 
the process of articulation as sense achieves expression through the medium of a 
psychological tool. This process produces some sort of image, a newly evoked text, 
that provisionally serves as the repository of meaning. This text is protean, chang-
ing with new reflection on its form. Its articulated potential thus makes it available 
as a tool for new transformations. When a sign becomes a tool—when an explora-
tory, tool-mediated process leads to a representation that in turn leads to reflection 
and new evocations that, when articulated, generate further evocations, with the 
process potentially extending indefinitely—a new concept potentially emerges. 
This process of concept development is at the heart of the construction of meaning. 
The richest meaning, then, comes through transactions that are most generative in 
the production of potent new texts. 
 The tool mediation I have described has a cultural basis. As a result, while idio-
syncratic, the evocations are also culturally grounded. The influences of culture 
may come at the very general level, such as when a high-stakes standardized test 
drives a curriculum toward uniform and authoritative rather than idiosyncratic 
readings of texts. Culture may also mediate activity at more local levels, such as 
when advanced placement literature courses teach to the text-centered assumptions 
about reading embedded in advanced placement assessments (Olson, Metzger, & 
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Ashton-Jones, 1989). Resisting culture to construct more personal meaning is, I 
would argue, a futile quest.  
 As the notion of prolepsis suggests, cultural mediation is often invisible, and so 
the effort to escape culture is simply the effort to flee its most visible influences. 
From an educational standpoint, the view of reading that I propose suggests the 
importance of creating contexts and attendant social practices—what Moll (1990) 
describes as zones of proximal development (see Chapter 3)—with the potential to 
enable students to have rich transactions with texts, keeping in mind that even the 
most conducive context can be resisted by students whose goals do not include 
having rich transactions with texts or becoming engaged with school. Within these 
contexts, in contrast to current trends toward standard curricula and assessment, 
schools can provide more opportunities for imaginative responses to reading to 
enable the richest transactions possible for the broadest range of students. 
 Issues of culture inevitably involve issues of power, in that cultures are driven 
by predominant practices and discourses. The culture in which reading takes place, 
then, suggests better and worse ways in which a reading might unfold and advanta-
geous and less advantageous ways in which readers might position themselves 
through the capital provided by their readings. Imaginative transactions with liter-
ary texts might be discouraged in school systems situated in a culture of authorita-
tive relationships and standardized testing; collaborative approaches to learning 
practiced by some cultural groups would be disallowed in schools predicated on 
notions of individual competition (Moll, 2000); and conventions followed by au-
thors outside the traditional school canons might position their work as inferior 
relative to established standards and thus inappropriate for school study (Lee, 
1993). Indeed, all readings of Vygotsky were suppressed by the Soviet leaders of 
the 1930s and 1940s who deemed his theories too bourgeois and anti-Marxist for 
their socialist state (Kozulin, 1986). The context of reading is thus in part consti-
tuted by the power relationships that grant different kinds of readings different 
degrees of capital. 
 The consequences that follow from unevenly distributed capital can be dramatic. 
Bleich (1975) and others have argued that what matters most is the meaning con-
structed by the reader. Perhaps this is true, although it might be hard to persuade 
the many goats and virgins who have been sacrificed to the thunder gods that their 
slayers’ impressions should be paramount. Textual readings can, as this illustration 
shows, potentially do violence to other readers, both afield and in the classroom. 
As educational researchers have found, many classrooms provide little space for 
students who “resist the normative institutional practices of the classroom, or 
whose local and cultural knowledge are often displaced” by the middle-class norms 
and practices followed in schools (Gutiérrez & Stone, 2000, p. 156). An acultural 
and exclusively personal view of reading, then, can overlook the power differen-
tials and social inequities that can ensue when some readings have greater cachet 
than others in a particular setting. 
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 My studies have focused on the material texts that high school students have 
produced as codified designations of their evocations of texts. From my analysis of 
these transactions, I hypothesize that readers reading alone in the solitary confines 
of their dens similarly engage in social, cultural, and historical text construction, if 
more ephemerally. Rather than producing the material texts of body biographies 
and plays, they produce mental representations that, while not tangible, linger yet. 
Though alone, they engage in culturally mediated processes, in dialogue with the 
great history of texts, contexts, intertexts, interevocations, and intercontexts. 
Though alone, they act in relationship with other readers and readings, participat-
ing in communities of practice where social positioning and powerful readings 
have consequences for others. Through their role in this process, and through their 
contributions to it, meaning emerges for the worlds they inhabit and the lives they 
lead within their worlds. The construction of meaning in relation to texts occurs in 
the transactional zone and the kinds of processes and practices that readers engage 
in as they emplot the associations they make with the text with their broader life 
narrative, generating new texts that in turn make that narrative more comprehensi-
ble in terms of the cultural and ideological drama that composes their life story and 
locates that story in a broader social community’s political life. 

NOTES 
1  As a native of the U.S. South and current resident of Georgia, I personally find current displays of 

the Confederate battle flag to be racist and offensive. Fortunately for my sensibilities, the state of 
Georgia has redesigned its flag twice since the controversy in South Carolina, with the current ver-
sion including a reduced replica of all previous designs across the bottom of the new, dominant 
symbols (http://www.sos.georgia.gov/archives/museum/html/georgia_flag_history.html).  

2  At least, I think this is a false premise. 
3  See http://www.worldwideschool.org/library/books/lit/drama/AModestProposal/Chap1.html. 
4  See http://www.bnl.com/shorts/stories/force.html. 
5  In general, I follow the convention of using pseudonyms for research participants, as I do here. 

“Carly” was later identified as Susan Bynum, her married name, when we published the study re-
ported on academic bullshitting in Chapter 7. Given that I worked my way through the data from 
this year-long ethnography systematically while also undertaking the lines of inquiry on character 
education and teachers’ concept development, there is a gap of over a decade between the publica-
tion of the original studies from Cindy O’Donnell-Allen’s classroom and the most recent ones, dur-
ing which time Susan/Carly graduated, attended college, got married, had children, and ultimately 
was contacted for a member check and eventual inclusion as coauthor. 

6  Note that Yaroshevsky draws on a Russian version of The Psychology of Art rather than the M.I.T. 
Press version that I rely on in translation. 



 

161 

CHAPTER 7 

WRITING AS TOOL AND SIGN 

People have been communicating through symbol systems for quite a long time. 
The abilities to speak and use language (distinctions made by anthropologists to 
refer separately to the ability to form sounds audibly and the development of a sys-
tematic organization of sounds and symbols into a patterned scheme of communi-
cation) have characterized both humans and their antecedent primates since early 
in their evolutionary development (Fitch, 2000) as a way to produce auditory  
symbols that represent objects, ideas, actions, and other nonlinguistic referents. 
Researchers dispute the point at which humans began using language, with  
estimates ranging from 10,000-100,000 years ago, depending on the evidence  
consulted (e.g., Atkinson, 2011; Gray & Atkinson, 2003). 
 The first written symbol system was numeric and preceded linguistic symbol 
systems by about four millennia. In about 7500 BCE, members of the early Meso-
potamian society began impressing numeric symbols in clay to represent their  
social and commercial transactions (Schmandt-Besserat, 2011). Before the appear-
ance of the cuneiform and hieroglyphic linguistic texts that first appeared between 
3500 and 3200 BCE, Mesopotamian and Egyptian people used primitive stamp and 
cylinder seals, i.e., round stones that people used to make impressions in clay. Each 
seal was specific to an individual or social group to “brand” their belongings as 
distinctively their property; the seal thus marked an object as residing within a  
particular individual or group’s archival record. Mesopotamians also used clay 
“envelopes” prior to the emergence of a formal script. These devices consisted of 
hollow balls with small tokens sealed inside that served a contractual role, provid-
ing a form of record-keeping that led to the recording of numbers on clay, which 
itself was the immediate precursor for their cuneiform1 script (Woods, 2010a). 
 Subsequently, all known writing systems originated from four independently de-
veloped scripts, a relatively new finding that revises previous theories that saw writing 
originating in the Eastern Mediterranean region and gradually spreading from there 
(Woods, 2010a). The most recent data regarding writing’s origins—a date that is sub-
ject to continual revision as archeology produces new sources of evidence—indicate 
that Egypt and Mesopotamia were indeed the first societies to develop writing sys-
tems, each created separately and without one another’s influence. Independent of 
these developments, and toward different cultural ends using unique symbol systems, 
Chinese (1200 BCE) and Mesoamerican (1200-600 BCE) systems followed to  
produce the prototypes for the remainder of the world to follow.  
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 Unlike today’s writing, the Mesopotamian pictographic text, like all early forms 
of writing, was used exclusively to maintain economic records of transactions 
among those of high status. The curators of the exhibition at the University of  
Chicago’s Oriental Institute that documents this historical record (detailed in 
Woods, 2010a) report that about 90% of texts recovered from Mesopotamia were 
administrative documents that became necessary during a population expansion in 
Uruk in about 3500 BCE. This growth produced a more complex social and trading 
civilization that required a bureaucracy for its organization of goods and how they 
were distributed across the stratified society’s inhabitants.  
 Determining what counted as writing and what served as a precursor requires 
some key distinctions. The contributors to Woods’ (2010a) edited volume  

define writing as a one-to-one correspondence between text and speech. 
When Egyptian hieroglyphics were invented, the creators used the rebus 
principle—in the English alphabet, for example, drawing an eye shape to sig-
nify the I sound—as well as pictograms to represent specific objects. . . . The 
Egyptians eventually moved to full representation, “sound by sound and 
word by word,” so that when one person reads a text, it sounds the same as 
when another reads it. Ancient cave paintings, by contrast, do not count as 
writing—different people viewing a cave painting may use different words to 
tell its story. (Kott, 2011, n. p.) 

Kott (2011) further reports that to Woods (2010b), the written scripts’ use of char-
acters and grammar represents the boundary between prehistory and history be-
cause it enabled people to document the present and past and thus provide a record 
of the evolution of their society. Serving this historical and contemporary purpose, 
writing reveals each culture’s social organization and cultural thrust: its teleologi-
cal ends and the primary tool, a written script, through which its commerce is  
archived and thus used as the template for new transactions.  
  The field of comparative human cognition (Laboratory of Comparative Human 
Cognition, 1978) emphasizes the manner in which tool-mediated thinking serves 
and in turn helps to reproduce a culture’s goals and practices and channel them 
toward its sense of optimal developmental outcome. The use of writing in Indo-
European cultures as a bureaucratic means of record-keeping for goods, labor, and 
production suggests much about this area as the origin of capitalist societies. In 
contrast, in China and in Mesoamerica, scripts most likely developed for religious 
purposes:  

In China, the social component is clearly in evidence as witnessed by the 
emergent Shang state (ca. 1200 BC[E]), but writing is first attested primarily 
within the context of divination—for the purpose of recording royal divina-
tions performed at the Shang court. Written on turtle shells and ox scapulas, 
these inscriptions recorded the answers to queries that were put to the gods 
[see Shaughnessy, 2010]. The Mesoamerican case is even more nebulous. 
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The earliest writing in the Americas—the undeciphered Zapotec and Isth-
mian scripts and the first Maya writing—is essentially commemorative with 
a considerable theological component, many of the glyphs having a basis in 
long-established iconographic traditions and a calendrical system of great 
cultural significance. . . . Further, in the better-understood Maya case, the  
advent of sociopolitical complexity, as witnessed by monumental architecture 
and increased social stratification, predates the first texts by several centuries. 
. . . These are contexts that may suggest religious and cultural motivations for 
writing, rather than administrative or economic necessities [see Palka, 2010]. 
(Woods, 2010b, p. 17) 

If these scripts are indicative of their societies’ sense of telos and the use of writing 
to mediate development toward that end, they reveal profoundly different under-
standings of the purpose of life on earth and how to live it socially and culturally. 
In this chapter I move to a more modern-day conception of the role of writing in 
society, emphasizing its tool function and embedding writing practice in broader 
cultural processes so as to understand its role in current educational practice and in 
the abundant settings in which writing plays a role outside school.  

RESEARCHING WRITING FROM A VYGOTSKIAN PERSPECTIVE 

In Chapter 5 I briefly review the history of writing research from its origins in “al-
chemy” to its establishment as “science” and ultimately to its current state as the 
province of many epistemologies. Writing is now studied from the standpoint of 
sociocultural theories, information processing, poststructuralism, postcolonialism, 
postmodernism, feminism, Marxism, queer theory, critical theory, anthropology, 
archeology, psychology, communication, pedagogy, rhetoric, therapy, and other 
perspectives. It is studied in the contexts of school, university, home, family, 
community, discipline, the workplace, the courtroom, virtual environments, and 
countless other settings. Writing is investigated as a historical phenomenon, as a 
means of developing identity, as a form of assessment, as a type of performance, as 
ideological expression, as an act situated in sexist and racist institutions, and as 
serving many other purposes. Some study products, some study processes, some 
study both, and some study the broad types of writing produced in specific contexts 
such as schools. Researchers have studied every age group from those learning 
“emergent” literacy to those in their dotage, and every level of experience or com-
petence from “remedial” or “basic” to “expert,” “advanced,” or “master” writers.  
 Methods for investigating writing include experiments contrasting different 
teaching approaches, interviews with teachers, interviews with students, interviews 
with writers who are not in school, surveys of writers and teachers of writing about 
their beliefs and practices, analyses of written texts and related documents, real-
time methods such as concurrent protocol analysis and the use of computers to 
track the unfolding of a text, observations in classrooms and other settings, retro-
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spective methods including retrospective protocol analysis and stimulated recall, 
analysis of the social processes that surround writing, and no doubt many other 
means of collection, reduction, and analysis that are developing as I type this para-
graph and as you read it. 
 My intention here is not to document the entirety of what has emerged as the vast 
field of writing research. In the first century of the 21st century, three edited books 
providing reviews of writing research appeared almost simultaneously: Bazerman 
(2008), MacArthur, Graham, and Fitzgerald (2006), and Smagorinsky (2006),  
followed in short order by volumes edited by Troia, Shankland, and Heintz (2010) 
and Grigorenko, Mambrino, and Preiss (2011). I refer readers to these comprehensive 
volumes for a broad review emerging from many perspectives and organized to  
feature different aspects of writing. My purpose in this chapter is rather to describe 
how I see writing research emerging from a Vygotskian perspective.  

VYGOTSKY’S SPECIFIC ATTENTION TO WRITING 

Vygotsky’s primary attention to the act of writing comes in two places in his writ-
ing. I will first review what he offers in the essay “Prehistory of the Development 
of Written Language,” which is included in Mind in Society (1978) and Volume 4 
of the Collected Works (1997b). I will refer to this latter version for referencing 
purposes in this chapter2. I then turn to his account of the role of writing in his con-
sideration of “The Development of Scientific Concepts in Childhood” in Thinking 
and Speech, for which I use the translation in Volume 1 of the Collected Works 
(1987), which as I noted in previous chapters is the preferred translation among 
those I know who speak both Russian and English. 
 Vygotsky was almost exclusively interested in writing as it occurs as a school-
based activity in which the act of writing contributes to the development of formal, 
abstract thought of the sort involved in the development of “scientific” or academic 
concepts. Such concepts are amenable to re-application in new settings to solve 
new problems with shared properties, with the ideas being abstracted to allow for 
such appropriation, adaptation, and repurposing. As Cole (1993) has noted, “school 
is the place where print is almost exclusively the object of activity rather than a 
tool for achieving child goals. . . . the acquisition of literacy [by way of schooling] 
made possible a higher, more logical mode of thinking owing to the way in which 
writing changes the subject’s resources for systematic thought” (p. 15). One might 
argue that instruction in formal, abstract principles that can be extracted for new 
applications could occur in any institution—clubs, faith communities, organized 
sports, and countless others—and that it is further available, if not necessary, in 
seemingly informal settings such as apprenticeship relationships in virtually any 
form of activity. Vygotsky’s focus, however, was on school as the primary setting 
for such learning.  
 Vygotsky’s notion of concepts as they relate to writing involved more than a 
structural abstraction. He was fundamentally concerned with issues of meaning in 
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his beliefs about the role of mediational means in culturally situated human  
development (see Chapter 6 where I attend specifically to the construction of 
meaning). His critique of writing instruction for children in the early Soviet Union 
could easily apply to much of the form-oriented teaching that characterizes the 
writing curriculum in the 21st century United States: 

The mechanics of reading is put forward so much that it shades written lan-
guage as such, and for this reason, teaching the mechanics of writing and 
reading is dominant over an intelligent use of this mechanism. . . . Pupils are 
taught not written language, but writing of words, and for this reason, to a 
significant degree, the teaching of written language has still not been raised 
above the level of traditional correct and neat writing. We still do not base 
the teaching of writing on the naturally developing needs of the child and on 
his initiative, but present it to him from outside, from the hands of the teach-
ers, and it resembles the development of any technical habit, for example, the 
habit of playing the piano. With this state of the matter, the pupil develops 
finger facility and learns how to read notes and strike the keys, but he is  
absolutely not introduced to the poetry of music. (p. 131) 

For Vygotsky (1997b), this emphasis on meaning was a central concern of tool-
mediated action. “For the child,” he said, “mastery of written language represents a 
special and exceptionally complex symbolic system of signs” (p. 132). These signs 
potentially serve to mediate the development of consciousness in culturally mean-
ingful ways that enable learners to act on their worlds. Although the mechanical 
reproduction of the sign system itself is part of this process, as the focus of learn-
ing itself it does not enable the learner to realize the potential of abstraction that 
allows for a firm grasp of a culture’s concepts and thus an ability to participate 
fruitfully and fulfillingly in its processes. 
 In rejecting mechanistic views of writing that focus on form without attention to 
the meaning potential of texts, Vygotsky argued that  

written language consists of a system of signs arbitrarily forming sounds and 
words of oral speech that in turn are signs for real objects and relations. 
Gradually, the intermediate connection, specifically, oral speech, can fade 
away and written language is converted into a system of signs directly sym-
bolizing the signified objects and the relations among them. . . . Only by  
approaching the teaching of writing from a historical point of view, that is, 
only by attempting to understand this moment in the whole history of the cul-
tural development of the child, can we approach the correct solution to the 
whole psychology of writing. (p. 132) 

Consistent with his view that concept development represents a twisting rather than 
direct path, and consistent with his belief that writing is a mediational tool in the 
development of concepts, Vygotsky viewed the development of writing ability as 
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one that involves “spasmodic changes and disruptions or breaks in the line of de-
velopment” (p. 132) that nonetheless comprise a single, if at times contorted, path 
of development. This emphasis on writing as a psychological tool for producing 
meaningful semiotic signs as part of a larger developmental process is central to 
any research effort that claims a Vygotskian influence. Like many of his insights, 
this view of writing’s role in a meaningful life resonates with challenges that are 
present nearly a century later due to the persistence of schooling practices of the 
sort reviewed in Chapter 4. 
 It is important to keep in mind that Vygotsky’s interest as a researcher was the 
young child, and that extrapolating his ideas to older populations is not always a 
simple matter of applying his insights to older populations. I will consider older 
writers later in this chapter, but for the moment will focus on his own attention to 
the development of writing abilities in young learners. As a developmental social-
cultural-historical psychologist, Vygotsky was interested in how people come to 
appropriate the mediational tools of a culture. Toward this end he established the 
necessity of tracing the prehistory of the development of written language in the 
child: those processes that provide the language use that can ultimately be ab-
stracted by a learner for use in written form. For Vygotsky, the clinical laboratory 
was a fitting site in which to conduct experiments through which this prehistory 
could become evident to a researcher. As I will review later, current applications of 
his idea are more likely to study writing as a process situated in everyday activity, 
including that occurring in school. 
 Vygotsky located a child’s writing prehistory in his or her gesture to point to 
food, toys, and other objects of desire or necessity. He viewed the gesture as the 
child’s first form of symbolic designation. This use of symbolic acts, he argues, 
bears a developmental connection to children’s later use of written signs, often in 
the form of scribbles and drawings that may be accompanied by spoken words and 
gestures that collectively serve as intermediary forms of symbolic representation. 
This process may be abetted by the child’s symbolic play, which is full of indexical 
gestures. Symbolic play, says Vygotsky, may thus “be understood as a very com-
plex system of speech aided by gestures that supplement and indicate the meaning 
of individual toys. Only on the basis of indicating gestures does the toy gradually 
acquire its meaning precisely as drawing, supported at first by a gesture, becomes 
an independent sign” (p. 135). The developmental process thus locates the child’s 
association of meaning in the gesture and not the object itself. What is of para-
mount importance is the meaning ascribed to the symbolic act by the child and how 
that meaning distills the cultural knowledge appropriated by the child, which in 
turn enables the child to act and communicate in that cultural world in ways that 
others can understand and act on. This emphasis suggests that processes of evoca-
tion and meta-experience begin contributing to the formation of meaningful literate 
acts during infancy. 
 Central to writing development is the child’s ability to disassociate the meaning 
ascribed to a symbolic act from the context of its initial encounter and to give that 
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symbol a unified concrete meaning irrespective of context. Rather than being  
“decontextualized,” then—the term employed by Wertsch (1985) in his early inter-
pretation of Vygotsky—the symbols are abstracted for recontextualization and 
repurposing where appropriate. A child who regards a stick as a hobby horse thus 
begins to disassociate the meaning of “horse” from this context and ascribe to the 
word a relatively stable meaning that becomes refined over time as the developing 
child learns to differentiate horses from donkeys, zebras, and other horse-like ani-
mals. Thus, says Vygotsky,  

the sign acquired an independent objective development that did not depend 
on the gesture of the child, and in this [capacity] we see a second great epoch 
in the development of the written language of the child . . . [such that] the  
representation begins independently to stand for some object. . . . [A]n inten-
tion to represent something abstract develops on the basis of the representa-
tion of a form that was drawn and named after the drawing was completed. 
Speech moving ahead [of action] serves as a means for important mental 
progress. . . . [S]ymbolic representation in play and at a very early stage is, in 
essence, a unique form of speech that leads directly to written language.  
(pp. 137–138) 

Through this process a child experiences the “prehistory” of writing: the develop-
mental processes of using speech symbolically through gesture and then other 
symbol systems so that a foundation is laid for adopting written speech as a means 
of symbolic representation. Vygotsky views writing as “the most complex device 
of cultural behavior” (p. 140). He asserts that a child is able to learn this complex 
behavior with surprising ease in school because of the manner in which prior sym-
bol systems are developed in conjunction with fluency in a culture’s use of speech. 
 Vygotsky (1987) attends to the learning of writing in his final major work, 
Thinking and Speech, as part of his broader consideration of the question of the 
development of scientific concepts. Learning these abstract ways of thinking 
within cultural contours is, to Vygotsky, the purpose of formal education and the 
means through which a learner appropriates the critical concepts that provide a 
notion of cultural telos for life within his or her society. In the discussion leading 
up to his attention to writing in section 4.1 of Chapter 6 of Thinking and Speech, 
Vygotsky establishes that instruction and human development “are neither two 
entirely independent processes nor a single process. In our view, they are two 
processes with complex interrelationships.” Their interrelated nature led Vygotsky 
to conclude that he and his students at the Leningrad pedagogical institute, whose 
these research provided him with data for his argument, had arrived at “a unified 
conception of the problem of instruction and development” (p. 201).  
 Vygotsky’s view of the challenge of learning to write in school shifts from his 
view that this “most complex device of cultural behavior” (1997b, p. 140) is 
achieved with relative ease to the question, “Why is written speech so difficult for 
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the school child?” (1987, p. 202). He substantiates his belief in the difficulty of 
learning to write by noting a lag of between 6-8 years between spoken and writ-
ten competencies. I interpret his seemingly contradictory views as a function of 
the context in which he presented these different observations. On the one hand, 
it is remarkable indeed that, within a few years, young children can gain some 
degree of fluency with culture’s most complex mediational means. At the same 
time, this process is among the most difficult means of representation in which 
to achieve fluency relative to other school tasks. It is possible, then, paradoxi-
cally, for the learning of writing to be surprisingly easy yet fundamentally difficult. 
 Vygotsky again rejects the notion that learning to write involves the mastery of 
technique. Rather, he views writing in terms of its role as a cultural tool that  
contributes to one’s capacity for abstraction. Lacking sound, intonation, and  
expression—at least in the 1930s Soviet Union before technology began to enable 
writing to be coupled with other media—written speech relies on its potential for 
representation alone to suggest meaning, which was central to Vygotsky’s concep-
tion of communication and sign use. What creates challenges for the writer is the 
absence of a conversational partner to provide feedback: a reassurance, a quizzical 
expression, a knowing smile, or other indication of comprehension or confusion to 
help direct the writer’s need for clarification. Again, he developed these ideas long  
before technology enabled writing to proceed as a real-time conversation. Written 
speech is, he says, “the algebra of speech” (p. 203), one requiring second order 
symbolic thought and expression that is built on the foundation of oral speech but 
elevated to a higher, more abstract plane.  
 For children learning how to write, understanding why such graphic representa-
tion is useful and necessary becomes critical. If, as Vygotsky postulates, motiva-
tion precedes meaningful activity, then schoolchildren need something more than 
the learning of writing mechanics in order to understand the purpose of the activity. 
Oral speech, he asserts, “is regulated by the dynamics of the situation” (p. 203): 
One speaks in order to communicate directly with someone present in order to 
meet a particular, immediate need3. Written speech instead requires the construc-
tion of an imaginative setting that is, for the most part, independent of the concrete 
present; and the writing is volitionally directed toward a purpose suited for this 
anticipated setting. Learning to write thus involves learning to imagine settings in 
which written speech might be read and responded to without the benefit of  
constructive or critical feedback to guide the formulation of phrasings and,  
ultimately, the situation of the text within the conventions of a genre. 
 A great part of the challenge of representing thinking in written speech concerns 
the fundamental differences among what Vygotsky terms inner speech, external 
speech, and written speech. Inner speech—the inchoate, tumbling, nonlinear means 
of thinking that goes unarticulated (see Chapter 6 for a review of sense)—“is 
maximally contracted, abbreviated, and telegraphic” (1987, p. 204). Assuming a 
normally functioning brain that is not, as Jaynes (1976) hypothesized about  
humans from prior to about 2000 BCE., bicameral and thus amenable to “hearing 
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voices” of others in thought4, or schizophrenic in the current sense, one’s inner 
speech requires no conversational partner or interlocutor.  
 As Vygotsky notes, if a transcript of one’s inner speech were made available, it 
would be comprehensible to the person responsible for the inner speech, who could 
make appropriate instantiations for the abbreviated syntax of the expression; yet it 
would likely be incomprehensible to anyone else lacking such antecedent knowl-
edge. External or spoken speech presumably has a conversant to provide prompts 
for clarification and confirmation. Written speech, in contrast, requires explication 
of a sort that, particularly for a novice writer, must be produced with great delib-
eration and with volitional intent. While people learn and use speech in a primary 
language spontaneously through immersion, written speech “forces the child to act 
more intellectually. . . . The motives of written speech are more abstract, intellectu-
alistic, and separated from need” (p. 204). 
 A critical conclusion of this analysis is that “when instruction in written speech 
begins, the basic mental functions that underlie it are not fully developed; indeed, 
their development has not yet begun. Instruction depends on processes that have 
not yet matured, processes that have just entered the first phases of their develop-
ment” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 205; emphasis in original). Vygotsky thus supports in-
struction in grammar, a debate about which rages to this day. Over a century of 
research indicates that isolated grammar instruction has, if anything, a negative 
effect on writers’ development because it takes up considerable instructional time 
with few demonstrated improvements in either students’ oral or written speech 
(Braddock et al., 1963; Hillocks, 1986; Weaver, 1996). Vygotsky asserts, however, 
that by learning formal properties of syntax, learners will gain new conscious, voli-
tional, and intentional awareness and control over written expression; and such 
means of awareness and control are the primary contributions of school to  
development and enable “the potential of moving to a higher level in speech devel-
opment” (p. 206).  
 Vygotsky’s position would place him greatly at odds with many who have 
claimed him as a theoretical source. Goodman and Goodman (1990), for instance, 
embrace a whole language approach that is antagonistic toward direct grammar 
instruction. Hillocks (1995) has positioned his instructional approach as illustrating 
the scaffolding potential available through Vygotsky’s limited notion of the ZPD, 
yet has argued emphatically against isolated grammar instruction (he is more ame-
nable to procedural instruction in syntax manipulation; see Hillocks, 1986, and my 
brief review of sentence combining later in this chapter). The question might boil 
down to how grammar is taught, rather than if it should be taught at all or if there is 
a propitious developmental point at which grammar instruction is best provided, 
either to lead instruction as Vygotsky asserts or to meet the learner at the appropri-
ate stage of development and moment of need, as Montessori (1912), Graves 
(1983), and other noninterventional educators might recommend.  
 Vygotsky’s belief that instruction may lead development produces the insight 
that, rather than waiting for development to occur before introducing instruction 
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based on new potentials, instruction may promote development toward desired 
ends. What becomes vexing is the problem suggested by Searle’s (1984) question 
concerning the scaffolding metaphor, “Who’s building whose building?” In other 
words, if instruction leads development, one must ask, “Development toward what, 
and according to whose priorities?” The answer to these nettlesome questions is 
not available in Vygotsky’s own work; and if Luria’s (1976) research in the newly 
incorporated Muslim territories of the Soviet Union (see Chapter 3) is any indica-
tion of how he himself viewed the problem, it is possible that he saw some devel-
opmental paths as universally more advantageous than others. The question of 
“Who is leading whose development toward whose ends, how, and why?” should 
be central to any application of Vygotsky’s theory to current social issues, in spite 
of the fact that he never addressed this problem specifically in his own work. 

THE SIGN AND TOOL FUNCTIONS OF WRITING 

Adapting Vygotsky’s work to current studies of writing has proven problematic. 
Although many have referenced the ZPD to describe various instances of writing 
instruction that are claimed to involve scaffolding, few have linked the ZPD to 
what I consider to be central to a Vygotskian analysis: attention to human devel-
opment as a phenomenon mediated by cultural tools toward teleological ends. 
Rather, the ZPD tends to be invoked to describe a teacher’s provision of instruc-
tional support that is gradually removed as learners move toward independent  
employment of whatever writing strategies are emphasized in the instruction. In 
this sense, the ZPD becomes all things to all people in that it can account for all 
manner of instructional approaches in which teachers assist students’ learning or 
use social arrangements such as small groups as primary or intermediate stages 
during which students develop some writing competency. 
 My goal is not to criticize such instruction, which I have amply recommended in 
my own pedagogical work (e.g., Smagorinsky, 2008a; Smagorinsky, Johannessen, 
Kahn, & McCann, 2010). What I question is the degree to which typical notions of 
instructional scaffolding represent Vygotsky’s broader project to position human 
development as a tool-mediated process of concept development in its social-
cultural-historical context. Rather, I see most scaffolding and ZPD references as 
deeply underconceptualized in terms of the bigger game that Vygotsky was stalk-
ing: culturally mediated human development in all its richness and profundity.  
 I will next attempt to lay out the issues that I see as important if a Vygotskian 
claim is warranted in research on writing. I will begin by providing a brief histori-
cal review of an old disagreement about the proper focus of writing instruction. 
Writing instruction has historically centered on matters of form, with such teaching 
typically falling under the “traditional” banner in discussions of writing. The 1960s 
saw a seemingly new focus on the process of writing, rather than the form, and 
“the writing process” has been a topic of interest ever since. As I will review, how-
ever, this dispute between form and process is rooted in distinctions that Vygotsky 
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provided in Thinking and Speech that help to situate the issues historically and help 
to resolve them for the 21st century writing researcher. 

The Process vs. Product Debate 

The Anglo-American Conference at Dartmouth College in 1966 stands as among 
the most generative and influential meetings ever held among English-speaking 
literacy educators. This conference brought together representatives from the 
United Kingdom, the United States, and Canada to re-examine the English curricu-
lum in schools and universities. The Dartmouth participants emphasized that the 
purpose of engagement with an English curriculum—the study of literature,  
language, and writing—was to promote the personal growth of individual learners. 
 Dixon (1975), one of several participants who authored publications in the wake 
of the conference, argued that emphasizing texts at the exclusion and expense of 
the learner did not foster the development of the whole learner. He echoed Vygot-
sky’s (1987, 1997b) concern with instruction that emphasizes mechanics over 
meaning, saying, "it seems an elementary mistake to demand a list of skills, profi-
ciencies and knowledge as the basis for an English curriculum" (p. 85)—which is 
how most curricula remain organized to this day. Reacting against teaching  
approaches predicated on learning skills and a national cultural heritage, Dixon 
identified a set of tenets that emphasized learners’ personal growth: 
 Discussions in which students speak to one another about things that matter to 

them should play a greater role in classrooms. They should allow for expres-
sive or exploratory talk; that is, discussion in which the process of talking 
leads to new insights (cf. Barnes, 1992; see Chapter 6 for attention to the proc-
ess of articulating sense into texts).  

 Writing should similarly take on an exploratory character rather than always 
following formal conventions. The act of writing can thus lead to a process of 
discovery rather than simply reporting correct or approved information.  

 The lives of the learners ought to play a central role in their education. Thus 
their writing might concern personal experiences, their discussions might draw 
on knowledge outside the range of formal academic knowledge, and dramatic 
interpretations need to occupy a greater part of classroom time. To Dixon 
(1975), the curriculum “involves the affective as well as the cognitive" (p. 80). 

The Dartmouth Conference participants, urged by representatives from the U. 
K., thus took one clear side in a fundamental conflict in the theory, research, 
and teaching of writing5. The dominant approach, then and now, was to empha-
size correct form in writing. To those who embraced the views that emerged at 
the Dartmouth Conference, writers find meaning through the process of writing 
and in doing so experience developmental changes: Writing is a tool that  
enables people to discover meaning by rendering their thoughts, including both 
those that are well-formed and those that are inchoate, into text. From a  
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Vygotskian perspective, the conflict emerges from two complementary aspects of 
speech-based thinking and communication: the importance of the sign function of 
speech—the form it takes to represent meaning—and the tool function that consid-
ers how speech is used to act on the world. Sign and tool, product and process: 
These dual functions of speech have been at the heart of many decades’ worth 
of disagreement about how writers should best direct their attention and what 
teachers in school should emphasize in their instruction. 
 This dispute in composition studies over the locus of meaning—in the form that 
writing takes, or in the process through which form is produced—is an incarnation 
of a clash of traditions that has deep roots in Western thought. Wertsch (2000) dis-
cusses two philosophical traditions identified by Taylor (1985a, 1985b) that have 
informed Western understandings of the concept of meaning. Wertsch argues that 
Vygotsky (1987) appeared to draw on both traditions without recognizing or rec-
onciling their seeming incompatibility (a position Wertsch later moderates while 
retaining the distinction itself; see Wertsch, 2007, along with reviews of these is-
sues in previous chapters of this book).  
 Wertsch traces the first tradition to the Enlightenment and labels it the designa-
tive tradition. In this view, which Vygotsky relies on in Chapters 5 and 6 of Think-
ing and Speech, speech and meaning are concerned with referential relationships 
between signs and objects, with a key process being one's ability to create abstract 
representations for categories of objects. People become abstract, rational, concep-
tual thinkers through their systematic organization of word meanings so that words 
can be redeployed to account for new situations. Meaning is thus a function of the 
relation between signs (e.g., words and word networks) and the objects they repre-
sent to people. The semiotic potential of such abstraction enables the capacity to 
categorize, reflect on, and control the world, at least to a degree. 
 The second theoretical tradition affecting Vygotsky's understanding of meaning is 
the "expressive" perspective articulated in Chapter 7 of Thinking and Speech. Wertsch 
(2000) grounds this view in Romanticism and its emphasis on the process of speech 
production through which sense—the implicit, condensed, private, psychological as-
sociations made with a concept—becomes public and social and thus achieves mean-
ing to the speaker. In this conception, the focus is on the act of speaking and the poten-
tial of this process for enabling changes in consciousness. In essence, the expressive 
tradition focuses on the role of psychological processes in human development as 
speech emerges during the process of articulation (see Chapter 6). 
 For the designative tradition, the focus is on the finished, public word and the 
meaning that it suggests. The purpose of speech—both material written speech and 
ephemeral spoken speech—is thus to represent meaning in an artifactual form, a 
sign, that allows for mediation by either the speaker or other people. From the sign 
perspective, human development is characterized by increasingly abstract concepts 
associated with words—to Vygotsky the single word, to Bakhtin (1981) the longer 
utterance, and ultimately to Wertsch (1985, 1991; cf. Leont’ev, 1981), goal-
directed, tool-mediated action that may or may not involve words.  
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 For the expressive tradition, the focus is on the process through which inner 
speech becomes articulated into public and comprehensible to others and oneself; 
i.e., as a mediational tool that enables one to experience changes in consciousness 
through the articulation of fluid, condensed thinking in the form of the linguistic 
signs it produces. Emig (1977) characterized writing as a "unique mode of learn-
ing" (p. 122) that educators should emphasize to cultivate students' thinking. 
Applebee (1981) similarly described writing "as a tool for exploring a subject"  
(p. 100), contrasting his view with instruction that is teacher- and product-centered. 
The purpose of speech in this conception is to mediate the thinking of the speaker, 
with the artifactual form of the speech of only secondary importance as people 
write to learn.  
 The designative and expressive traditions have provided a framework for view-
ing the process and product of writing as oppositions (e.g., Wertsch, 2000). Instead 
of accepting this dichotomy, I will attempt to establish some premises for viewing 
both the product and process of writing as complementary aspects of a semiotic, 
meaning-oriented view of composing (a position later taken by Wertsch, 2007). 
That is, while accepting the seeming incompatibility of the designative and expres-
sive traditions in Vygotsky’s writing and acknowledging the bifurcation of process 
and product in many debates about writing, I will argue that attention to both is 
essential for a Vygotskian perspective to inform writing research. 

THE SIGN FUNCTION OF WRITTEN TEXTS 

Signs at the Sentence Level 

Problems with sentence-level sign instruction   As I reviewed previously, Vygot-
sky (1987) asserted the importance of having students learn grammatical structures 
to contribute to their use of linguistic signs in communicatively competent ways. 
What he does not say is how that instruction can be effectively taught in ways that 
avoid a mechanistic approach, which has characterized the grammar instruction 
found by virtually every researcher to test it experimentally to be somewhere be-
tween ineffective and detrimental to students’ proper language use. Among the 
most vexing challenges facing teachers is the demand to teach students grammar, 
both to suit the traditional demands of the domain and to prepare students for stan-
dardized tests, so that students learn the labeling skills expected on assessments, 
learn speech patterns expected in formal settings, and learn to apply grammatical 
knowledge to their writing. 
 A further consideration concerns exactly what “correct” speech involves.  
Although this debate is far too complex to review here, I will briefly review the 
terms of the controversy surrounding notions of “standard” English or other 
mother-tongue language. Many linguists, particularly those who identify as applied 
linguists employing a sociolinguistic framework, accept that what Hymes (1974) 
calls communicative competence should be the goal for any speaker.  
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Communicative competence refers to the ability to work within the local conven-
tions that guide appropriate speech and whatever other gestures accompany or act 
in place of speech. In school, the conventions established in textbooks govern what 
is regarded as the true version of the English language.  
 Yet various speech communities use social languages that might involve other 
vocabularies, syntactic structures, and other aspects of language use that obtain 
among social groups and suggest the appropriateness of speech conventions. For 
example, my daughter, who is well-spoken in the traditional sense, was working as 
a teenager at a fast-food restaurant taking orders at the drive-through window, 
when her headset temporarily stopped working, making it impossible for her to 
convey customers’ orders to the servers clearly and efficiently. She exclaimed, 
“My headset is not responding!” which caused considerable laughter among her 
co-workers, one of whom offered an alternative way of describing her problem: “If 
that’d been me,” he said, “I’d-a said, ‘Shit ain’t workin’!’”6 Teachers of conven-
tional school grammar would have considered my daughter’s speech the more  
correct way of speaking. However, it drew laughter for its formality in this particu-
lar workplace environment.  
 Researchers of diverse cultural groups have studied the syntax used locally and 
found that it is consistent and rule-bound, although it does not follow the prescrip-
tions of school grammar books. From a cultural perspective, the study of language 
usage that adheres to consistent, if “nonstandard,” rules has challenged notions of 
“correct” versions of speech emphasized in school. This research has looked at the 
social-cultural-historical foundations of such language use and how it develops 
within communities of practice. (See Alim & Baugh, 2006; Young & Tsemo, 
2011; and many other sources.) 
 These communities of practice might be racial in nature, such as studies of Afri-
can American English (Smitherman, 2000); or might involve the unique language 
used in courtrooms (Stratman, 1990), academic disciplines (Prior, 1998), or other 
specialized communities of practice. Such research helps to legitimize what are 
generally believed to be low-status dialects or to confirm that all language use is 
situated and oriented to local communication practices. Persistent amidst these 
claims is a critique of the emphasis in school on a single textbook standard for  
usage and assessment. These aspects of the sign use of language bear continual 
investigation and consideration, given the consequences of understanding what 
Delpit (1995) refers to as the codes of power that are in effect in any setting and the 
need to code switch—i.e., to adapt speech usage to local conventions—in order to 
be viewed as eloquent and acceptable among the social groups with whom one 
hopes to communicate and avoid the judgment that one’s shit ain’t workin’. 
 
Potentials with sentence-level sign instruction   The only means of instruction in 
syntax that has shown well in experimental research, which is where the teaching 
of grammar has primarily been investigated (e.g., the meta-analyses of Graham & 
Perin, 2007, and Hillocks, 1986), are those that are generative rather than oriented 
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to the identification of parts of speech. By generative the researchers mean de-
signed to contribute to writers’ management of syntax rather than ability to label 
parts, as in sentence combining exercises. In such instruction, students are provided 
with a set of relatively short clauses and told to combine them into a single, more 
compound or complex sentence. Students might be given the following clauses, for 
instance: 

Tyrone went fishing. 

He brought along some bait. 

 A student might combine these two into, “Tyrone went fishing and brought 
along some bait,” or “Going fishing, Tyrone brought along some bait,” or “When 
Tyrone went fishing, he brought along some bait,” or any other combination that 
produces a grammatically sensible sentence employing the two clauses. Sentence 
combining may or may not include attention to formal grammar rules or labels. 
The first sentence I have provided uses a compound verb; the second uses a parti-
cipial phrase; the third uses a relative or adjective clause. Teachers can emphasize 
particular syntactic structures or let students make whatever combinations they 
prefer, depending on whether or not they choose to teach a grammatical vocabulary 
along with the sentence-formation strategies. 
 Grammarians have come up with a variety of other approaches to teaching sen-
tence structure, although few have been subjected to research scrutiny; see, for 
instance, Anderson (2005), Ehrenworth and Vinton (2005), Haussamen, Benjamin, 
Kolln, and Wheeler (2003), Killgallon and Killgallon (2006), Schuster (2003), 
Smith and Wilhelm (2005), Topping and Hoffman (2006), Weaver and Bush 
(2008), and other texts for a recent sample, along with special themed issues of 
English Journal edited by Christenbury (1996), Reid (2006), and Lindblom (2011). 
Most researchers and theorists have simply accepted the exhaustive conclusions of 
research from over a century that teaching grammar, particularly as an isolated 
topic, is fruitless. At the same time, most teachers, often under pressure to prepare 
students for standardized tests but also because they believe in its efficacy in spite 
of students’ annual poor performance, persist with teaching grammar as a discrete 
curriculum strand. Given the durability of the belief in teaching grammar in 
schools and the availability of newer approaches outlined by these educators, un-
dertaking newer studies might be merited if Vygotsky’s assertion regarding the 
benefits of having formal syntactic knowledge is true. 

Signs at the Whole Text Level 

Problems of focusing on whole-text writing’s sign aspect   Emphasis on writ-
ing’s sign potential is typically characterized as a “traditional” means of teaching 
writing. Such an emphasis focuses on matters of form, often in a superficial way. 
Teachers stress form at both the sentence level by means of grammar instruction, 



CHAPTER 7  

176 

and at the whole text level through focusing on the organization of paragraphs into 
a larger body, typically in an “essay” form consisting of five paragraphs: an intro-
duction, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion. Attending to matters of any level 
of form are enforced by different means of mediation: the emphases of grammar 
and writing textbooks (Hillocks, 1995), the imposition of form-driven writing as-
sessments (Hillocks, 2002), and the engrained tradition of using model essays as a 
way of teaching writing (Hillocks, 1986). 
 Criticisms of form-driven instruction echo Vygotsky’s (1997b) critique of teach-
ing that emphasizes mechanics over meaning. Among the most dramatic is Rosen-
wasser and Stephen’s (1997) view of the five-paragraph theme as a Procrustean 
bed, after the Greek myth of Procrustes, the Attican thief who “offers wayfarers a 
bed for the night, but with a catch. If they do not fit his bed exactly, he either 
stretches them or lops off their extremities until they do” (p. 44). Similarly, they 
say, the five-paragraph theme tends “to produce conformity by violent or arbitrary 
means”:  

While it has the advantage of providing a mechanical format that will give 
virtually any subject the appearance of order, it usually lops off a writer’s 
ideas before they have the chance to form or stretches a single idea to the 
breaking point. In other words, this simplistic scheme blocks writers’ ability 
to think deeply or logically, restricting rather than encouraging the develop-
ment of complex ideas. . . . The procrustean formula insists upon a tripartite 
list in which each of the three parts is separate, equal, and, above all, inert. 
(p. 44; emphasis in original) 

This notion that the model limits students’ choices and thinking recurs in critiques 
of the five-paragraph theme and other form-oriented approaches to teaching  
writing. Hillocks (1986) concludes that instruction that relies on the imitation of 
models “leads some students to the notion that they must sit down and produce a 
finished essay without the necessary intervening processes” (p. 228). It can reduce 
writing to the reproduction of a clearly specified form governed by rules that 
strictly prescribe minutiae down to the purpose and syntax of each sentence. In 
such cases attention to and production of this form itself becomes the purpose of 
writing (Hillocks, 2002), leading at least one student to report that English essays 
are "supposed to have five paragraphs, a thesis statement, and all that other  
garbage" (Applebee, 1984, p. 52).  
 As reviewed in Chapter 5, the culture of school often provides the contours 
within which instruction unfolds. Johnson et al. (2003) identify a number of  
reasons why teachers persist with strictly form-oriented writing such as the  
five-paragraph theme in school. These include: 
 Acculturation to traditions of schooling: Bazerman (1994) has argued that “The 

teacher’s history of participation in different situations and developing skill in 
and affinity towards those genres through which that participation is realized, 
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prepares and predisposes the teacher to act in ways that have already proved 
personally successful” (p. 27). Bazerman’s observation resonates with the con-
sequences on teachers’ thinking of their apprenticeship of observation re-
viewed in Chapter 4, which positions teachers to reproduce the school struc-
tures that they experienced as students. 

 Ubiquity in textbooks: The institutionalization of the five-paragraph theme in the 
most widely-available textbooks for teaching writing reinforces the notion that 
it is the most efficacious way of teaching students to write. 

 Limitations of teacher education programs: Most teacher education programs 
emphasize literature instruction at the expense of writing pedagogy (Tremmel, 
2001). This limited exposure is often coupled with a lack of programmatic at-
tention to writing in university coursework, leaving teacher candidates with 
some techniques for teaching writing but not an overall conception of writing 
and writing pedagogy.  

 Shortcomings of teachers: Some attribute the five-paragraph theme’s endurance 
to teachers’ indolence. Wesley (2000) asserts that “teachers of the five para-
graph theme . . . have become complacent in their acceptance of a tool that 
purports to nurture but, in fact, stunts the growth of human minds” (p. 57). 
These critics and others argue that shortcomings in teachers dispose them to 
teach writing in simplistic and reductive ways. 

 Poor work conditions: Teachers are overburdened with too many students, too 
little planning time, too few resources, too imposing a bureaucracy, and other 
limitations that require them to take shortcuts (Lott, 1996). It is thus not inade-
quate teachers but oppressive teaching environments that produce efficient but 
presumably intellectually vacuous instruction.  

 Institutional pressures: Teaching the five-paragraph theme prepares students for 
mandated writing assessments. The Illinois secondary school writing assess-
ment at the time of Hillocks’s (2002) study used rubrics based on the five-
paragraph model, regardless of the domain—narrative, expository, or persua-
sive—prompted. Further, the severely limited time available for scoring the 
writing leaves little time for considering the content of a paper as an issue in 
rating its quality.  

 Potential as a genre: Dean (2000) describes teachers who, while not regarding it 
as a panacea, feel obliged to teach the five-paragraph theme and learn “to see 
beyond the limitations of the form to what else it could be” (p. 54). Dean ar-
gues that form-oriented writing instruction can provide students with a struc-
ture for generating and expressing ideas in genres whose form students can 
learn to apply and adapt to new writing situations.  

In our research (e.g., Johnson et al., 2003), we have found that each of these rea-
sons is plausible except, at least in some cases, for the one emphasizing deficient 
teachers. Granted, undoubtedly there are some less-accomplished teachers who 
teach many things poorly, including writing. The focal teacher in our research, 
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however, was a highly-regarded teacher in a top-tier middle school who nonethe-
less felt such strong pressure to teach to the state writing test that she dedicated 
virtually all of her writing instruction to the five-paragraph form (see the references 
to Leigh Thompson in Chapter 4). In this sense her teaching perhaps provided her 
students with a useful genre, at least for the setting of the examinations; we have 
no data on how her students experienced the instruction in terms of providing them 
with a meaningful rather than strictly mechanical experience. Her case does illus-
trate, however, the ways in which accomplished rather than dim teachers instruct 
students in this form without rigorously questioning its merits and deficiencies. 
 
Potentials of focusing on whole-text writing’s sign aspect   Even though Dean 
(2000) and others view the five-paragraph theme as a useful genre for teaching 
writing, others question whether instruction in five-paragraph themes is genre-
oriented. Russell (1997) locates genre theory within the social, cultural, and  
constructivist theories that have influenced literacy research since the 1980s (see 
Nystrand, Greene, & Wiemelt, 1993). From this perspective a genre embodies so-
cial action (Miller, 1984). This rhetorical engagement is necessarily dialogic—that 
is, addressed to and in conversation with prior, immediate, and anticipated speakers 
and readers (Bakhtin, 1981). Criticism of the five-paragraph theme often centers on 
the very absence of dialogism or social interaction. The form itself is the emphasis, 
rather than ideas, expression, or communication. In order for teachers to claim that 
the five-paragraph theme is a useful genre, they need to help writers employ the 
five-paragraph structure as a means for dialogic expression.  
 Genre theory focuses on the formal aspects of whole texts, not as simplified 
essays comprising five paragraphs but as the authentic texts produced within com-
munities of practice. In this sense genre theory has been approached from a Vygot-
skian perspective that takes into account how and why texts are produced as they 
are by people with shared interests, manners of speaking and writing, and other 
factors that give their communicative texts particular forms and purposes. Bazer-
man (1988), for instances, views the Publication Manual of the American Psycho-
logical Association as an embodiment of the values of a scientific paradigm for 
conducting research, as reviewed in previous chapters. His analysis is grounded in 
the Vygotskian tenets that emphasize how higher mental functions are a result of 
participation in a community of practice whose social, cultural, and historical ways 
of knowing are embodied in their artifacts. The APA-style article thus serves as a 
sign that conveys a particular type of meaning and as a tool through which readers 
may infer meaning and authors may inscribe it.  
 Bazerman’s (1988) analysis demonstrates how genres that are used within 
communities of practice—as opposed to the generic five-paragraph structure that is 
abstracted in a generalized and highly simplified way from broad ways of con-
structing persuasive texts across fields and domains—embody ways of being in the 
world. Indeed, the contributors to Bazerman and Paradis’s (1991) edited volume 
illustrate the ways in which methods and means of argumentation vary according 



WRITING AS TOOL AND SIGN 

179 

to different value systems. Literary critics, for instance, do not employ all of the 
classic elements of Toulmin’s (1969) template for argumentation, and require  
belletristic expression if they are to impress other professors of literature with their 
ideas (Fahnstock & Secor, 1991). Such embellishment is not at work in legal  
arguments of the sort analyzed by Stratman (1990).  
 What these studies reveal is the way in which one requires communicative com-
petence of a sophisticated sort in order to write and act socially within genres. 
Baseball managers arguing with umpires and lawyers engaging in disputes with 
judges invoke different social conventions that would be ineffective in one an-
other’s domains. As Nystrand (1986) asserts, what matters is the degree to which 
writers or speakers and readers or listeners are in tune with one another’s expecta-
tions for the conventions invoked in particular settings. This question of intersub-
jectivity—the degree to which different participants share a definition of the  
situation—is a crucial dimension of the extent to which effective communication is 
possible. 
 Different versions of genre theory take into account different factors (Coe & 
Freedman, 1998). The perspective generally attributed to Australian genre theorists 
(e.g., Martin, 1993) tends to focus on the textual features themselves and empha-
sizes the possibility that by teaching these conventions to students, teachers can 
help apprentice students into new opportunities for advancement. North American 
genre theorists (e.g., Prior, 1998; Kamberellis, 1999) in contrast tend to emphasize 
the social action of which text production is one component. From this perspective, 
attending to textual features alone will not sufficiently prepare novices for partici-
pation in the social life represented by textual genres.  
 Genre theory has potential for taking a Vygotskian perspective to understand 
how whole texts function in social action. What seems critical is a consideration of 
textual genres as involving the functions of speech such that they produce mean-
ingful linguistic signs for readers who are in tune with the conventions they require 
for understanding (see Chapter 6). By studying the social processes that are impli-
cated in the production and consumption of such texts, researchers can assert  
Vygotskian principles of socially-situated, cultural and historical speech-based 
mediation to account for the role these texts play in the advancement of ideas and 
meaning. 

THE TOOL FUNCTION OF WRITTEN SPEECH 

The conclusions of both Braddock et al. (1963) and the Dartmouth Conference 
produced an enduring interest in the processes through which people write. In the 
decades following these landmark events and publications, even as form-oriented 
instruction continued to dominate schools, many researchers began to study how 
writers write. In doing so, they focus on the tool function of writing: the manner in 
which writers articulate the ideas that reside in partial and inchoate form as inner 
speech through written expression (see Chapter 6). Rather than having ideas 
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formed within and then expressed whole, as presumed in the field of cognitive psy-
chology, from a Vygotskian perspective the process of speaking or writing itself 
may serve as an occasion for ideas to take form.  
 This potential has been realized pedagogically in a variety of settings. Many 
Writing Across the Curriculum programs, for instance, treat writing as a tool for 
developing ideas, positioning the writing process itself as a cross-curricular vehicle 
for promoting student thinking. Such strategies as freewriting (Elbow, 1973), in 
which a writer writes nonstop in order to discover topics and develop them, have 
become widely used in school settings. Indeed, “using the writing process” is  
regarded by many as an instructional strategy to help students overcome their anxi-
ety about writing and get words on paper without initial regard for its formal  
appearance. 
 Simply studying the writing process, however, does not necessarily require a 
Vygotskian framework. The earliest studies of writing process tended to take a 
cognitive framework emerging from the information processing paradigm in which 
cognitive models were developed based on writers’ think-aloud recordings (e.g., 
Flower & Hayes, 1984 and many others). These models do include a “task envi-
ronment” that represents the context of writing, but that dimension remained  
unelaborated in the cognitive models, which were focused on what the researchers 
viewed as in-the-head cognition (see Chapter 9). In contrast, a Vygotskian perspec-
tive would elaborate the task environment as a way to make inferences about the 
sources of the cognition revealed through the think-alouds, and further would 
deepen the task environment to account for its cultural and historical features. 
 In considering writing as a mediational tool in the Vygotskian sense, a re-
searcher would need to investigate what it is that writing is mediating, how the 
writing itself is mediated, toward what purposes the writing is being put, how those 
purposes are culturally mediated, the degree to which the writer is in tune with the 
conventions expected in the setting of composing and reading and understands how 
to produce them, the degree to which the act of writing ranges from purely me-
chanical to meaningful, the degree to which writing serves as a cultural tool that 
mediates human development, the ends toward which that development is antici-
pated and who is determining that trajectory and for what reasons, and other  
questions rooted in Vygotsky’s focus on writing as a social, cultural, and historical 
mediational tool. 
 A study that my colleagues and I conducted on academic bullshitting  
(Smagorinsky, Daigle, O’Donnell-Allen, & Bynum, 2010)—the process by which 
a savvy writer can draw on process and genre knowledge to write about topics in 
which she or he has little knowledge or understanding of content—includes atten-
tion to how a writer can use writing to develop new insights through the process of 
articulation. One dimension of bullshitting involves using writing as a vehicle for 
developing thought. Perla and Carifio (2006) argue that bullshitting is a necessary 
stage in the production of new ideas because it involves people experimenting with 
“various thoughts and attitudes in order to see how it feels to hear themselves  
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saying such things and in order to discover how others respond, without its being  
assumed that they are committed to what they say” (n. p.; cf. Barnes, 1992, for his 
notion of exploratory talk).  
 To Perla and Carifio (2006), then, bullshit “is often a highly dynamic and neces-
sary matrix for the development of expressive, creative, critical and higher order 
thinking and representation that gives birth to the truth or/and new truths.” In this 
conception, bullshit is an important developmental stage in the articulation of new 
ideas, a dynamic experience “that is highly generative (and allows for the thinking 
and expression of ideas in a less inhibited manner that may not consider the truth 
or falsity of the expression)” and often leads “to more precise ideas and concep-
tions that may (or may not be) weeded out by some form of reason, experience, 
formal testing procedure or logic” (n. p.). 
 This generative role of writing corresponds to the views that Vygotsky outlines 
in Chapter 7 of Thinking and Speech regarding the potential available for meaning 
to emerge during the process of articulation. I will return to this issue in the final 
section of this chapter when I use illustrations from my own protocol analysis stud-
ies to demonstrate the unified way in which writing’s sign and tool use works in 
conjunction with writers’ affect, the next topic that I take up, to produce the mean-
ing that is central to Vygotsky’s perspective on what human development is  
oriented to: culturally-historically mediated, affectively-engaged, meaningful  
action in social context toward teleological ends. 

THE ROLE OF AFFECT IN WRITING 

According to Merriam-Webster’s 11th Collegiate Dictionary and Thesaurus 
(2003), affect refers to “the conscious subjective aspect of an emotion considered 
apart from bodily changes.” This definition positions affect as a discrete experi-
ence, unrelated to the body it inhabits and world to which it responds. If one rejects 
the Cartesian division between mind and body, as those working from a Vygotskian 
perspective do, then this definition is problematic. Rather, one’s emotions are related 
through tool-mediated action to both one’s body (e.g., sadness producing tears) and 
the setting of experience (e.g., being in a setting in which crying is or is not appropri-
ate, such as viewing a poignant movie in a theater vs. watching the same movie in a 
film class where it will be studied in a detached manner). This more distributed and 
integrated conception of affect assumes that emotion is not a strictly personal or indi-
vidual phenomenon but works in relation to the settings of activity and in conjunc-
tion with the body’s functions (Smagorinsky & Daigle, 2011).  
 Roth (2007) references Vygotsky’s (1986) observation that the separation of 
intellect and affect “is a major weakness of traditional psychology, since it makes 
the thought process appear as an autonomous flow of ‘thoughts thinking them-
selves,’ segregated from the fullness of life, from the personal needs and interests, 
the inclinations and impulses, of the thinker” (Vygotsky, p. 10; cited in Roth,  
p. 40). Vygotsky (1971) was interested in emotions from his earliest efforts to  
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outline a comprehensive psychology (Yaroshevsky, 1989). Yet Roth finds that for 
the most part, people taking up Vygotsky’s work have often treated thinking as 
cold cognition: thinking detached from any dialectic relation with emotion. 
 In prior work (Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998, 2000) my colleagues 
and I have argued that students’ engagement with any particular school class 
and its activities cannot be disconnected from their broader and more extended 
affective experiences with school (see Chapter 5). Rather, learners’ relation-
ships with texts and school work must be viewed in terms of the vast web of 
experiences over time, both in and out of school, that they bring to particular 
classroom episodes—their meta-experiences—and the feelings of affiliation 
with school that follow from these experiences. Although highly relevant indi-
vidual classes can help motivate students whose disaffection with school is oth-
erwise pervasive (DeStigter, 1998, 1999), we argue that the degree to which 
students have developed a deeply-rooted sense of connection with the institution 
of school itself will often set the stage for how they engage with any individual 
class or specific activity within a class. 
 Within any context, whether in the often-disaffecting setting of the school cur-
riculum or elsewhere, writing’s emotional dimension is often characterized as 
pathological. Brand and Powell (1986) observe that in writing research, 

When emotion is studied, it is studied as disruptive of the process: writer's 
block (Rose, 1984), writing apprehension and its academic correlates  
(Daly & Miller, 1975), writing anxiety (Bloom, 1980; Holladay, 1981), 
writing apprehension and personality correlates (Daly & Wilson, 1983), 
reducing writing apprehension (Fox, 1980; Powers, Cook, & Meyer, 1979; 
Smith, 1984), and measuring writing apprehension with a scale (Daly & 
Miller, 1975).  

Our own work has included a line of inquiry in which students’ emotions have 
played a role in their composition of both verbal and nonverbal texts (O’Donnell-
Allen & Smagorinsky, 1999; Smagorinsky, 1997, 2007; Smagorinsky, Anglin, & 
O’Donnell-Allen, in press; Smagorinsky, Augustine, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007;  
Smagorinsky, Cameron, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007; Smagorinsky, Cook, & Reed, 
2005; Smagorinsky & Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b; Smagorinsky, Daigle, 
O’Donnell-Allen, & Bynum, 2010; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998a, 1998b, 
2000; Smagorinsky, Pettis, & Reed, 2004; Smagorinsky, Zoss, & Reed, 2006; Zoss, 
Smagorinsky, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007). These studies have employed concurrent 
protocol analysis, retrospective protocol analysis, and stimulated recall to capture the 
composing processes of writers and producers of other sorts of texts (e.g., draw-
ings, dramatic enactments, and choreography). As our use of these introspective 
methods of eliciting verbal data has evolved, our attention has increasingly turned 
from efforts to capture thinking processes apart from affect to a focus on viewing 
cognition as it relates to both emotional involvement and identity formation.  
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 To Vygotsky, the development of personality is fundamentally dramatic and the 
phenomenon of art is at its heart psychological, suggesting the necessity of both in 
the development of consciousness.  Vygotsky analyzes this emotional dimension of 
socially, culturally, and historically mediated human development in several essays 
and lectures, asserting that “The emotions are one of the features which constitute 
the character of an individual’s general view of life. The structure of the individ-
ual’s character is reflected in his emotional life and his character is defined by 
these emotional experiences” (1987b, p. 333). In Vygotsky’s (1999) genetic  
(developmental) approach, “a theory of emotions that excludes the possibility of 
development . . . inevitably leads us to admitting emotions to be eternal, inviolable, 
changeless essences” (p. 203). Vygotsky, in contrast, believes that “All emotion is 
a function of personality” (p. 207), and thus considers emotion and human devel-
opment to be reciprocally related to one another. He argues that “Our affects make 
it clear to us that we, together with our body, are one being. It is specifically pas-
sions that form the basic phenomenon of human nature” (p. 164).  
 For Vygotsky (1999) any psychology of the emotions that follows from  
Descartes’ separation of mind, matter, and emotion “not only bypasses the problem 
of development, but factually resolves the problem in the sense of a full and com-
plete denial of any possibility of emotional development in man” (p. 205). This 
view is part of the mechanistic conception of psychology that Vygotsky challenged 
throughout his career, one in which “The body acts as a soulless robot wholly sub-
ject to laws of mechanics” (p. 163) and one that is fundamentally dualistic and 
intellectualistic and in which feelings are reduced “to a purely cognitive process” 
(p. 176). In contrast, argues, Vygotsky, “Consciousness must not be separated from 
its physical conditions: they comprise one natural whole that must be studied as 
such” (p. 228). 
 Significantly, these emotions are further related to the setting in which emo-
tional behavior is learned. Vygotsky (1999) asserts that human development is a 
function of individuals’ volitional, goal-directed, sign-and-tool mediated action in 
social and cultural context, and that human development is the proper focus of a 
psychology that seeks a unified understanding of what might be termed a distrib-
uted psychology: one in which “mind” is unbounded by the skull and is related 
through social mediation to historical genres of practical activity and cultural  
purpose and the immediate instantiations of those practices in everyday action. 
 Shortly before his death, Vygotsky (1994) adapted the Russian term perez-
hivanie to account for the central role of affect in framing and interpreting human 
experience. It has been associated with efforts to overcome trauma; its meaning 
appears to suggest that it is grounded in the process of emotional response to ex-
perience, particularly in its regulatory function. Vygotsky employs the term for the 
dramatic process of the development of personality in everyday life rather than on 
the stage. He argues that environmental factors are “refracted through the prism of 
the child’s emotional experience” (p. 339) to help shape a developmental path. 
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 People frame and interpret their experiences through interdependent emotional 
and cognitive means, which in turn are related to the setting of new experiences. 
The phenomenon of meta-experience—how one experiences one’s experiences—
provides the means through which people render their socially and culturally situ-
ated activity into meaningful texts of events (Smagorinsky & Daigle, 2011). Vy-
gotsky (1987c) draws connections between emotions and imagination by asserting 
that “the movement of our feelings is closely connected with the activity of imagi-
nation. A certain construction may turn out to lack reality from a rational perspec-
tive. Nonetheless, this construction is real in the emotional sense” (p. 347). To  
Vygotsky, the goal of psychology is to arrive at a unified conception of the human 
psyche; “only by approaching these forms of activity as systems,” he argues, can 
human development be understood (p. 348). To contest dualistic thinking in  
considerations of mind, he concludes that “both imagination and realistic thinking 
are often characterized by high levels of affect or emotion. There is no opposition 
between the two in this connection” (p. 348), leading to the insight that “Imagina-
tion is a necessary, integral aspect of realistic thinking” (p. 349), thus linking his 
conception of art and emotion to the drama of spontaneous everyday life and its 
role in socially-situated personality development. I next apply these assumptions to 
writing research that takes into account these factors in conjunction with writing’s 
role as sign and tool. 

THE CONVERGENCE OF SIGN, TOOL, AFFECT, AND MEANING IN WRITING 

Several protocol analysis studies I’ve done have produced evidence of a high 
school writer’s orchestration of the writing process to meet the simultaneous needs 
of producing a satisfactory product, to generate ideas through the process of writ-
ing, to mediate emotions through writing, and to achieve a new realization of 
meaning through the experience of writing in relation to the setting of text produc-
tion. I next illustrate these processes with a single writer, originally published as 
Smagorinsky (1997a), and refer interested readers to protocol analysis studies that 
have provided related types of evidence (Smagorinsky, Augustine, & O’Donnell-
Allen, 2007; Smagorinsky, Daigle, O’Donnell-Allen, & Bynum, 2010). The 1997 
study I present features a student named Doug who was enrolled in Cindy 
O’Donnell-Allen’s high school English class in a different year than were the  
students reported in publications on which O’Donnell-Allen is a co-author.  
 Doug referred to the manner in which a written text would provide a set of signs 
that could potentially serve as a blueprint for constructing meaning. He took great 
care with his written products so that they would have the greatest impact possible 
on his readers. His attention to the form of the product fell into two areas. First, he 
attended to reciprocal relationships established between a writer and reader in 
terms of their intersubjective understandings; that is, the degree to which a reader 
and writer are in tune in terms of a text's images, emotional message, themes,  
appropriateness, and validity. Second, he was aware of the formal considerations a 
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writer makes in producing a text, including the structure of its narrative content, 
the stylistic conventions it follows, the rhetorical effect it might have on readers, 
and the location of authority in making decisions about formal aspects of writing. I 
next illustrate how Doug drew on writers he admired for worthy models and how 
he then integrated the traits he appreciated most in their writing into his own. 
 Doug's need to connect with and affect his readers motivated many of his 
decisions as a writer. His understanding of how to craft his writing in order to 
engage his readers came from his own reading of his favorite writers, particu-
larly country and western singer Garth Brooks. When asked about his affinity 
for Brooks in the retrospective interview, Doug said that he admired Brooks's 
ability to communicate directly with an audience, to allow readers to connect 
with his images and themes, a trait often associated with the country and  
western genre (Peterson, 1997): 

I can definitely see situations that he is talking about and then put them right 
back on me. He had a song called "Unanswered Prayers." In the chorus [he 
sings] "Some of God's greatest gifts are unanswered prayers." How many 
times have I prayed for something and I haven't gotten it, and now I look 
back and think He knew what He was doing. It is situations like that where 
the things he talks about in those songs are so easy to relate back to me in my 
life. 

Among Doug's goals as a writer was to affect readers in the same way he was af-
fected by those he admired. He made a deliberate effort to identify writing that he 
found engaging and incorporate elements of that writing into his own expression. 
He explained during a retrospective part of his protocol that 

I can't read anything that is not funny or amusing. So why should I write 
something I can't read? And that is something I personally feel very strong 
about. Because there are so many stories that I have read that, you know, it is 
one of those things where you read a paragraph and you have to go back and 
read it again, because you don't even remember any of it, it was so boring. 
And I just don't understand what kind of state of mind the author is in when 
they are writing that. I mean maybe it was exciting or interesting to them, but 
you know, I want to be able to write a story where people can read it through 
once and absolutely love it, have fun with it, and understand it. 

In the protocol Doug went on to read the lyrics to a Brooks song called "The 
River," which he admired because "Everyone can relate to this song. It is talking 
about life. It is talking about taking chances. Everybody can relate to it. That is 
almost a personal goal of mine. I want people to be able to relate to my works." 
Doug hoped to emulate Brooks's ability to create a thematic effect with which his 
listeners could connect. 
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 With such writers as Brooks serving as exemplars, Doug in turn tried to move 
his readers emotionally. On one occasion during the protocol he said, "I actually 
made a girl in my creative writing class cry when she read that [poem], and you 
know, it felt good. It was such a neat feeling to know that something I wrote, 
something that I just wrote down on paper made someone cry." Just as Garth 
Brooks moved Doug, Doug sought to move his readers. Following his completion 
of "Casey Bats Again," his sequel to Ernest Thayer’s “Casey at the Bat” in which, 
rather than striking out, Casey hits a mighty home run at the poem’s conclusion, he 
reread the poem and said as part of his protocol, 

I really, really like this. I think I accomplished what I had in mind with this 
poem and that was to create an atmosphere just like the guy that wrote  
"Casey at the Bat." Try to create the excitement. . . . After I wrote it and went 
back and read it back to you, even for me, I grew excited. I knew he was going 
to hit it out, but I was getting excited. Someone that has even read the story can 
still get excited about it, and that is the way it is with the original one. 

This sense of excitement derived from the emotional effect that the poem had on 
Doug as a reader of his own work. This excitement, he assumed, would be experi-
enced by readers of his poem, just as reading the original "Casey at the Bat" had 
affected him. 
 Doug also was conscious of the importance of having his readers share the ex-
periences he was trying to create through their sensory response to his writing. In 
his Creative Writing class, which he took simultaneous with his required senior 
class with Cindy O’Donnell-Allen, Doug and his classmates were given an as-
signment to write "a poem that was supposed to describe a journey or a trip." In his 
journey poem he labored to create images that would enable a reader to enter the 
work he was creating: "And I think that is a pretty good quality, quality is the word 
I am looking for. The good quality, to be able to write so little, but yet make it 
seem such a long time. Because I want them to picture hours of walking through 
this tunnel, but I am not going to write fifty pages to depict hours of walking 
through the tunnel." 
 Doug wanted to convey to his readership the feeling of experiencing the  
activity of the primary character in the poem. Doing so required him to create 
images that produced a sensory effect on his readers, as emerged during his 
concurrent protocol: 

You actually think, this guy is killing a dragon. I mean when I read that, I  
actually feel, I can hear him talking. I can hear him yelling. It was "without 
the dragon dropped." I don't know, when I read this, I don't get an image of a 
dragon dropping or anything. I maybe, maybe I want to revise this to where I 
give a little more description you know. Instead of saying "without the dra-
gon dropped, still burning to the ground and the fury truly was gone," maybe 
I want to say, "the dragon twists and turns, fire is leaping from its body, pain 
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and anguish surround him." I don't know, something like that. I think I want a 
little bit more description of the dragon dropping to the ground. 

Throughout the protocol Doug spoke of his concern with establishing a relation-
ship with his readers based on their shared understanding of the affective  
qualities of his writing. His efforts to create a potential for meaning through the 
designative functions of writing revealed his efforts to establish reciprocity with 
his readers. 
 In addition to his efforts to create an affective relationship with his readers, 
Doug showed an awareness of formal conventions, particularly during his revision 
of "Casey Bats Again." The poem required Doug to constrain his writing by pro-
ducing identically metered couplets that fit a standard stanza length, and Doug 
therefore spent most of his time during revision finding words with the proper 
number of syllables, finding words that rhymed, avoiding repetition of words, and 
making other changes to the sentence-level form of the poem. The following ex-
ample from his on-line production is typical (italicized words identify those that he 
included in the poem; non-italicized words indicate his think-aloud speech pro-
duced for the research): 

Needs to be a little bit of something in that third line. Cate didn't make it to 
second before he tripped. It would be real smooth if I could say he, before he 
tripped along the way. I would have to change the rhyming scheme. OK, I 
can do that. Cate didn't make it to second before he tripped along the way, 
and wouldn't have made it if his life depended on it anyway. And he wouldn't 
have made it there and wouldn't have made it there if his life depended on it 
anyway. No, think I will leave it as it is. Cate didn't make it to second before 
he, I can say along the way he tripped on the–Cate didn't make it to second 
for along the way he tripped and wouldn't have made it anyway if his life de-
pended on it. Yes, that is good. 

Doug frequently focused on form during his revision of pieces. One possible  
explanation is that his "teacher edits" in Cindy’s class included attention to  
mechanics, and so he worked on revision for the purpose of smoothing out surface 
features. In addition, although both of his writing teachers stressed writing for  
personal growth, both also required finished products that called attention to the 
need for polished prose. Another contributing factor was Doug's own desire to 
have the form of his writing be "correct," at times so that a piece met the require-
ments that he had chosen and at times because he wanted his finished products to 
appeal to his readers as much as possible. 
 Doug produced much of his writing with a readership in mind, and the recip-
rocity he needed to establish with his readers constrained and affected the ways 
in which he wrote. On other occasions Doug revealed that he produced a text in 
order to explore his thoughts and emotions. Most of Doug's use of writing for 
emotional mediation came in short, discrete pieces that he might or might not 
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turn in to his teacher, and in which another person's response to the form of the 
written product was of negligible importance. At times, however, Doug revealed 
that he shared both concerns simultaneously. As he prepared to write the ending 
of "Casey Bats Again," Doug said, 

You know to tell you the truth, I don't even know how I am going to end this 
poem. I am getting to where Casey is at the bat, the count is one and one. 
There would only be a few more pitches, and I still don't know whether I am 
going to have him strike out again or hit a home run. I’ll only know when I 
get to that point. I will know if it is going to go to the 3-2 count. If it is going 
to be what I am feeling at that time. Just like in that other poem. It is going to 
be what I am feeling at that moment. If I am feeling a rush you know, if I am 
feeling triumphant he is going to hit a home run that is going to be talked 
about for ages. But if I am down, and I just got some bad news, something 
like that, he is going to strike out again. And I have no control for that, and I 
don't know when I will get to. I'm going to have about a half an hour to write 
tomorrow, I think. I don't know if I will get to that part or not. So I guess Ca-
sey is hoping I am in a good mood. 

After writing a triumphant conclusion to the poem, Doug said, "Like I said, when I 
sat down here I was in a good mood. And what'd I say last night? If I am in a good 
mood, he is going to hit the ball over there, and I am in a good mood, and that is 
what he did." Doug's use of writing for emotional mediation in his two senior-year 
English classes contrasted with his reports of his writing experiences in prior years 
where the five-paragraph essay had been the staple of writing instruction. The 
emotionally supportive environment of both senior year writing classes appeared to 
enable him to use writing as a tool for development and to support that instrumen-
tal use with the reward of both good grades and good personal feelings from his 
teachers and classmates. 
 On several occasions Doug referred to getting a "rush" while writing, saying 
that he deliberately created moments of discovery by "trying to keep out of my 
mind what is going to happen in the end." After reading some lines from early 
in a poem he wrote about a journey, Doug said, "The next stanza starts talking 
about the dragon coming up. I didn't know that until the two lines into it, 'the 
quiet now is broken, together with the light.' I still didn't know then that he is 
going to face the dragon." When the dragon finally appeared, Doug thought that 
"If there is a dragon here, there can be magic in it. You know, heck, we are us-
ing the dragon, why can't we use magic? I don't whether the M or not, but as 
soon as I thought magic, Merlin popped into my head. 'I looked at left to see a 
Merlin.'" These moments of insight provided a great deal of emotional satisfac-
tion and heightened engagement for Doug both in his writing and during his 
recounting of his process. 
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 Doug's senior year English classes thus allowed opportunities for him to experi-
ence the expressive functions of writing. His teachers encouraged exploratory writ-
ing in ways that his teachers in prior years had not, allowing Doug the chance to 
use writing as a tool for inquiry and exploration. With the assessment practices of 
his teachers allowing for students to make choices about what to submit for grades, 
Doug could, on selected occasions, write without concern for how others would 
judge the final form. Even within the constraints of form, Doug would periodically 
write for discovery, even to the point of blocking out possible sequences of events 
in order to get a "rush" from the moment of production. Writing thus served as an 
expressive, mediational tool for Doug during his senior class writing through 
which he produced texts that were sufficiently presentable for his readers to have 
the responses he hoped to engender. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have attempted to explain why I believe that many claims to a 
Vygotskian perspective are limited by their attention to a history-and-culture-
free conception of the ZPD and to propose instead an account that is more  
attentive to Vygotsky’s more important project of developing an integrated  
developmental psychology grounded in social-cultural-historical understandings 
of situated mediation. Given Vygotsky’s career-long effort to integrate all psy-
chological functions both within the individual’s sphere of activity and as situ-
ated within the settings of that activity, this integrated approach seems critical 
to me if Vygotsky is to be invoked to account for teaching and learning proc-
esses or writing development more broadly speaking. In Chapter 8 I move this 
discussion to a more expanded notion of cultural tools that looks beyond Vygot-
sky’s focus on linguistic expression and takes into account other means of me-
diating human thought.   

NOTES 
1  Cuneus means wedge in Latin to describe the wedge-shaped marks left by a reed stylus on clay 

tablets. 
2  I have no special preference for this version. Rather, it was the one I had available when I wrote this 

section. 
3  Again, 21st century readers must recall that Vygotsky postulated his ideas long before remote com-

munication was readily available. Indeed, during my trip to the International Conference on Lev 
Vygotsky and the Contemporary Human Sciences in September, 1994, at the conference center at 
Golitsyna, Russia, an hour from Moscow, telephone service was virtually nonexistent, suggesting an 
even far more primitive state during Vygotsky’s lifetime. 

4  “Jaynes asserts that consciousness did not arise far back in human evolution but is a learned process 
based on metaphorical language. Prior to the development of consciousness, Jaynes argues humans 
operated under a previous mentality he called the bicameral ('two-chambered') mind. In the place of 
an internal dialogue, bicameral people experienced auditory hallucinations directing their actions, 
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similar to the command hallucinations experienced by people with schizophrenia today. These hal-
lucinations were interpreted as the voices of chiefs, rulers, or the gods.” 
(http://www.julianjaynes.org/overview.php) 

5  I was saddened to learn, while attending a small conference at Oxford University in June, 2011, that 
the developmental perspective so central to the British “growth model” that was so influential at the 
Dartmouth Conference has been all but abandoned in the 21st Century, having yielded to the same 
sort of accountability pressures that affect U. S. schools in this era by emphasizing productivity 
(products) without attending to learning processes and how they contribute to human development. 

6  Around my house, we now use her coworker’s phrase to describe any dysfunctional situation. 
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CHAPTER 8 

NONVERBAL TOOL AND SIGN SYSTEMS IN A  
CULTURAL THEORY OF LITERACY 

Social-cultural-historical psychology is fundamentally concerned with human  
development and its mediation toward teleologically-driven social futures by 
means of cultural tools. Daiute (2010) uses this framework to conduct research on 
how young people from the former Yugoslavia developed concepts of life follow-
ing the nation’s breakup and the genocide, conflict, and violence that characterized 
this massive societal upheaval. Avoiding the deterministic interpretation that  
damaged lives necessarily follow from the survival of threatening environments, 
Daiute views violent experiences as among a host of mediational means that in turn 
can be reflected on and reconstructed with additional cultural tools to produce 
more hopeful and resilient social futures.  
 Daiute traces her participants’ meta-experiences—the manner in which one  
experiences his or her experiences (Smagorinsky & Daigle, 2011; see also Chap-
ters 6 and 7)—in order to study youth development in violent settings through the 
Dynamic Story-Telling by Youth (DSTY) workshop. These workshops involved 
young people in relating and reconstructing their experiences through a variety of 
writing and speaking activities built around different kinds of persuasive and  
(especially) narrative writing. Their writing provided a cultural tool through which 
the participants could think about and symbolically express their feelings about 
their lives amidst extreme violence.  
 Daiute offers a situated account of youth development as revealed through their 
emplotment, within a supportive setting, of lived experience into scripts and genres 
through the medium of the cultural tool of writing. Her design deliberately  
employs the creation of a setting that emphasizes the mediational potential of 
speech to produce new insights, assumes the developmental and mediational role 
of the workshop in assisting youth in their construction of texts that enable new 
experiences of prior experiences, and introduces means of mediation through 
which the participants gain new vehicles for creating agency to contribute to the 
construction of a future more promising than their pasts would project.  
 Fine and Fine (2007) also document how youth traumatized by war work 
through their experiences and construct new trajectories for their lives. The  
filmmakers focus on the Acholi orphans who live in the remote northern Uganda 
refugee camp of Patongo. The Acholi have been terrorized since 1987 by the 
Lord's Resistance Army, a militia that opposes the military dictatorship of Yoweri 
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Kaguta Museveni. The rebels use guerrilla tactics, including kidnapping children as 
young as five years old and as great in number as whole school populations, in 
order to develop them into boy soldiers. Those children who escape and attempt to 
return home typically find their families murdered or otherwise destroyed and take 
shelter in the refugee camps, which offer government protection from the rebels. 
These children, like those Daiute (2010) has worked with, have experienced hor-
rific conditions and brutal terror, particularly those who have been forced to be-
come killers themselves.  
 Rather than using the verbal means of narrative speech as a way to mediate their 
experiences with trauma, however, the youth do so through singing and dancing. 
The film alternates between stories the children tell of their experiences with the 
rebels and their participation in a national competition of traditional dancing and 
singing. Although the documentary lacks the sort of analytic power through which 
Daiute both studied and assisted European youth, it includes segments in which the 
children talk about how the role of playing instruments, singing, and dancing en-
ables affective mediation. 
 I open this chapter with this contrast to introduce the idea of multidimensional 
expression and representation. Both traumatized groups employ mediational tools 
through which they address feelings developed through their experiences in war. 
Culturally, however, they rely on different sign-and-tool systems. For the Europe-
ans and the intervening U.S. researcher, speech is indeed the “tool of tools” for 
mediating traumatic experiences. For the Ugandans, however, the cultural practices 
of music and dance provide similar potential. The different means of mediation 
available in the two cultures provide different channels toward the same result: the 
effective integration of war trauma into the construction of a new and positive life 
trajectory.  
 In this chapter I examine the role of nonverbal, tool-mediated action from a  
Vygotskian perspective. Extending Vygotsky’s project to nonlinguistic sign and 
tool systems requires some revision and expansion of his own writing. As I have 
noted throughout, Vygotsky was oriented to the role of speech in human develop-
ment. Even in The Psychology of Art, his focus was on literature (including drama) 
with only limited attention to other forms of expression and representation  
(Smagorinsky, 2011a). Using a broader semiotic theory and Wertsch’s extension of 
Vygotsky’s unit of analysis, however, this extrapolation to nonverbal composing is  
possible. I will next provide the basis for applying Vygotsky’s views on the  
primacy of speech in cultural mediation to other sign systems. 

LITERACY AS A CULTURAL TOOL KIT OF MEDIATIONAL MEANS 

As reviewed in Chapter 7, archeologists who have studied the origins of writing 
distinguish between language-based texts, whose meaning is predicated on sound-
letter correspondence and associations between combinations of sounds and  
particular worldly referents, and more ambiguous texts such as cave wall paintings 
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(Woods, 2010a). The term literacy itself is from the Latin term litteratus, which 
means marked with letters. Strictly speaking, then, references to literacy ought to 
involve facility with language-based symbol systems. 
 And yet, as I will review shortly, the field is flush in the early 21st century with 
references to new literacies, 21st century literacies, multiliteracies, digital literacies, 
and other constructs that emphasize the means of communication now available, 
particularly (but not exclusively) afforded by technology. Theorizing this devel-
opment is important if one is to conduct research from a Vygotskian perspective 
while moving far afield from his own cultural conditioning that helped to produce 
his conceptual focus on speech, and from the relatively primitive technologies 
available to him in the early Soviet Union. 
 As researchers of the origins of writing have noted, multimodality existed long 
before the emergence of language-based scripts. Since these original symbolic  
depictions, people have engaged in what Suhor (1983) calls transmediation—the 
interpretation and expression of meaning across sign systems—spanning the range 
of human expression. Composers have written music to accompany Romeo and 
Juliet; poets have written odes on Grecian urns; painters have produced interpreta-
tions of literary characters; dramatists have taken old stories and produced them 
theatrically in new form; old plays have been brought to the stage and screen with 
new embellishments such as song and dance; and so on. The digital age has  
provided a new impetus for exploring what is now available technologically, but 
the idea of working semiotically across sign systems is ancient and venerable 
across many cultures. If “new literacies” involve the use of technology in many 
forms, then “old literacies” involving nonverbal sign systems have predated them 
by many millennia. 
 John-Steiner (1987) has long been interested in the mediation of thinking 
through nonverbal means. Her study of people with fertile creative minds—
particularly, artists and scientists—demonstrates the “notebooks of the mind”  
employed by people whose texts involve nonverbal sign systems. Focused on their 
creativity, their emotional involvement in their productive work, and their means 
of thinking nonverbally, she documents the manner in which their trailblazing  
follows from sustained effort as channeled by cultural genres, social interaction, 
the scaffolding available during apprenticeship relationships, and other factors  
indicated by a Vygotskian analysis. Her study sheds light on people’s ways of 
thinking productively through nonverbal means. Such cognition serves as situated 
action in social contexts in which nonverbal sign systems are involved in the  
formation of culturally-appropriate higher mental functions.  
 Vygotsky’s semiotic approach was concerned with the representational capacity 
of speech. Wertsch (1985, 1991) in particular has argued that this linguistic focus 
was among the limits of Vygotsky’s formulation. First, he maintains, the word is 
too limited even if the focus in on speech; he views Bakhtin’s notion of the utter-
ance—a speech segment that conceivably could include whole novels—as having 
greater potential for serving as the unit of analysis for understanding human  
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concept development. Drawing on Leont’ev’s (1981) shift of the unit of analysis 
from word meaning to activity, Wertsch further redefines the appropriate unit of 
analysis for understanding human concept development to be goal-directed, tool-
mediated action, which I assume to include the axioms that this action is volitional 
and socially-situated in a cultural-historical context in order to produce meaningful 
texts of events that may be material or, in Vygotsky’s terms, ideal—that is, ab-
stracted products of the imagination (Smagorinsky, 2001).  
 Wertsch’s (1991) reformulation enables him to assert that a semiotic perspective 
allows for an expansion from speech to a cultural tool kit of mediational means (cf. 
Witte, 1992). This broader notion of semiotics both enriches and complicates  
efforts to understand literacy. If literacy indeed refers to letter-based forms of rep-
resentation, then Vygotsky’s original perspective is appropriate, even though Roth 
(2009) sees Vygotsky’s perspective suggesting that language is “but one sign form 
that is subordinated to the more general motive of communication” (p. 295). Only 
by viewing texts in the manner I outlined in Chapter 6—that is, as composed of 
configurations of signs with a meaning potential—can literacy be understood as 
available through multiple sign systems. That is the perspective I take in this chap-
ter: that literacy, historically moored to letters, may be considered as part of a 
broader cultural tool kit through which meaning may be conveyed. 
 The idea of an expanded tool kit of mediational means has become available 
through a variety of perspectives, not all of which are amenable to a Vygotskian 
analysis. I will review those that are the most widely referenced in current  
educational scholarship. Through this process I will attend to what their advocates 
foreground in promoting them as new ways of thinking about cognition. My inten-
tion is not to assert which are “best” in accounting for the role of multiple sign 
systems in human communication. Rather, it is to distinguish among them so that 
what is available through a Vygotskian analysis, as opposed to what is available 
through other perspectives, is clear. 

Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences 

Howard Gardner (1983 and subsequent revisions and updates) proposed that people 
throughout history and across cultures have relied on a small set of “intelligences” or 
ways of thinking. To Gardner, people pose and solve problems through language, 
mathematics and logic, spatial relationships, interpersonal ability, intrapersonal reflec-
tion, bodily and kinesthetic movement, music, and naturalistic inquiry. He notes that 
others have parsed modes of knowing into more highly refined categories involving 
complex matrixes, but has settled on these vehicles as the primary ways to account for 
human cognition. Perhaps the relative elegance of his theory of multiple intelligences 
has made his version of this perspective the most popularly known of the various  
efforts to sort cognition into categories; it is surely the one most amenable to represen-
tation on a poster in a school guidance counselor’s office. 
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 Although he does attend to cultural factors in which intelligences become  
foregrounded in a society—he notes, for instance, that spatial intelligence is  
particularly useful for navigating the ocean at night, a problem to which musical 
intelligence would contribute little—he locates one’s intelligence primarily as a  
hard-wired phenomenon. That is, he does not view the culture of seafaring as a 
mediational setting that directs the development of one’s higher mental functioning 
toward a spatial orientation, but rather sees this profession as being particularly 
appropriate for those with this inborn capacity to make sense of the world through 
an understanding of its spatial relationships. John-Steiner (1995) has attempted to 
revise Gardner’s views for better alignment with a cultural-historical perspective, 
but Gardner’s work is more focused on one’s native “intelligences” and what they 
enable in various worldly endeavors. 

Multimodality 

Multimodality is often associated with the work of Günther Kress. Kress (2004), 
describing his approach as one predicated on social semiotics, emphasizes  

multimodality, which deals with all the means we have for making mean-
ings—the modes of representation—and considers their specific way of  
configuring the world. . . . Each mode forces me into making certain kinds of 
commitments about meaning, intended or not. The choice of mode has  
profound effects on meaning. . . . Meanings are always disseminated through 
particular media: the medium of the book; or the medium of the CD-ROM, 
involving still and moving images, speech, writing, cartoon-like characters in 
comic strips, music, and so on. It might be the medium of the teacher’s body, 
involving speech, movement and gesture. All media offer specific possibili-
ties to the designer, and to the reader/user in their reading and/or use. The 
approach from Social Semiotics not only draws attention to the many kinds 
of meanings which are at issue in design, but the “social” in “Social Semio-
tics” draws attention to the fact that meanings always relate to specific  
societies and their cultures, and to the meanings of the members of those  
cultures. Semiotics takes the sign—a fusion of a form and a meaning—as its 
basic unit. In making signs we—embedded in our cultures—select forms in 
such a way that they expresses the meanings that we ‘have’ always ‘aptly’; 
hence signs always express, through their form, the meanings that the makers 
of signs have wished to make. (n. p.) 

In this perspective, different modes provide particular sign configurations whose 
conventions must be read according to unique strategies. Kress emphasizes the 
social nature of such reading and how cultures foreground particular signs and 
meanings (see Chapter 6). The locus of attention in his conception is on the mode 
of representation. He is concerned with how modes cue particular ways of  
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attending and reading and how different social settings refine which codes are sali-
ent and how to read them. He stresses the need for readers to have strategies that 
enable them to grasp “the meanings that the makers of signs have wished to make.”  
 He thus elides Wimsatt and Beardsley’s (1946) concern for the intentional  
fallacy, the belief (which they contest) that a literary work’s author’s intended 
meaning is the primary meaning available in a text. Kress is perhaps concerned 
with texts embodying a less ambiguous meaning than is available through litera-
ture. A textual mode’s potential for its author’s inscription of meaning, however 
one interprets author intentionality, and a reader’s consonance with textual signs 
and ability to read them as inscribed, appear to be the concern of a multimodal 
approach. 

Multiliteracies and New Literacy Studies 

Multiliteracies and New Literacy Studies are typically traced to the work of the 
New London Group, which included Kress among many others (1996; cf. Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2000). I read this work as having a sharp political edge in that it views 
the role of literacy in an economy that changes rapidly. With technology bringing 
nations potentially closer together in a virtual space, cross-national communication 
becomes increasingly important, and the modes through which communication is 
achieved become a center of attention, especially those that are digital or  
electronic.  
 As does attention to multimodality, the multiliteracies and New Literacies  
Studies movements are grounded in a semiotic perspective on text construction and 
consumption. In order to be responsive to the changing world and to provide 
greater opportunities within it, the New London Group (1996) recommends that 
educators take up the following practices: 

Situated Practice: Immersion in experience and the utilization of available 
discourses, including those from the students' lifeworlds and simulations of 
the relationships to be found in workplaces and public spaces.  

Overt Instruction: Systematic, analytic, and conscious understanding. In the 
case of multiliteracies, this requires the introduction of explicit metalanguag-
es, which describe and interpret the Design elements of different modes of 
meaning.  

Critical Framing: Interpreting the social and cultural context of particular 
Designs of meaning. This involves the students' standing back from what 
they are studying and viewing it critically in relation to its context.  

Transformed Practice: Transfer in meaning-making practice, which puts the 
transformed meaning to work in other contexts or cultural sites. (p. 88) 
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By engaging students with the political, social, and economic issues that are impli-
cated in the development of new technologies, the authors believe that young  
people will gain access to the communicative demands of work, power, and com-
munity, and will develop means for the “critical engagement necessary for them to 
design their social futures and achieve success through fulfilling employment”  
(p. 60). As such this perspective involves a theory of power that accompanies such 
frameworks as critical theory. These “new literacies” scholars accept Kress’s 
premise that understanding how to design and read culturally-laden semiotic signs 
is a critical social skill, and emphasize the manner in which control over, access to, 
and ability to produce texts has an impact on one’s potential for having power, 
agency, and self-determination in society. Although their work includes little data 
analysis or empirical support, the New Literacies Studies movement has become a 
common scholarly reference for efforts to broaden literacy to include multiple 
modes, particularly those available through emerging technologies. 

21st Century and Digital Literacies 

Attention to 21st century or digital literacies is obviously a recent invention. It is 
concerned with understanding how people engage with what is afforded by new 
and emerging technologies. According to a 2008 position statement by the National 
Council of Teachers of English,  

Literacy has always been a collection of cultural and communicative practic-
es shared among members of particular groups. As society and technology 
change, so does literacy. Because technology has increased the intensity and 
complexity of literate environments, the twenty-first century demands that a 
literate person possess a wide range of abilities and competencies, many lite-
racies. These literacies—from reading online newspapers to participating in 
virtual classrooms—are multiple, dynamic, and malleable. As in the past, 
they are inextricably linked with particular histories, life possibilities and so-
cial trajectories of individuals and groups. 

 Twenty-first century readers and writers need to  

Develop proficiency with the tools of technology  

Build relationships with others to pose and solve problems collaboratively 
and cross-culturally  

Design and share information for global communities to meet a variety of 
purposes  

Manage, analyze and synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous informa-
tion  

Create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multi-media texts  
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Attend to the ethical responsibilities required by these complex environments 

This approach addresses the changing landscape of digitally-mediated communica-
tion and emphasizes the need for schools to be in step with technology so that  
students are prepared to participate in the worlds that await them outside school.  
It thus views fluency with new and emerging technologies, particularly as they 
involve attention to sounds and visual images, as central to current communicative 
competencies and the economic advantages that they afford. 

Vygotsky’s Theory of Tool-Mediated Human Development 

Each of the perspectives I have outlined shares an emphasis on the multidimensional 
aspects of literacy, although Gardner’s interests are more historical than immersed in 
21st century attention to technology. Wertsch’s (1991) expansion of Vygotsky’s focus 
on word meaning to a cultural tool kit of mediational means resonates well with each 
of these emphases. Where I see Vygotsky’s work departing from the perspectives I 
have outlined is in his genetic method; that is, in his fundamental emphasis on human 
development. Vygotsky does attend to such issues as how texts are produced and read, 
as he outlines in The Psychology of Art, although he did not anticipate the sort of digi-
tal texts that figure so prominently in the work of those reviewed above outside Gard-
ner (1983). Vygotsky’s interest in semiotic mediation, however, concerns its role in 
human development, particularly as an individual employs cultural tools (particularly 
speech) to mediate development within culturally-channeled, proleptically-
encouraged, historically-grounded contours toward the social future anticipated by this 
societal structure and its practices. 
 This developmental emphasis appears distinctly Vygotskian amidst other  
perspectives on nonlinguistic composing. Although a theory of power may be  
employed in conjunction with Vygotsky’s developmental emphasis, considering 
power relationships was not his primary concern. One might argue, for instance, 
that notions of motive that govern a setting may advantage and disadvantage  
particular groups of people in given social settings, as Moll and Greenberg (1990) 
have done in looking at the experiences of Mexican immigrants to Arizona.  
However, given that empowering citizens in their socio-political-economic  
advancement ran counter to the communist system in general and to the totalitarian 
leaders who rose within it in the Soviet Union in particular, such a perspective 
might only have hastened Vygotsky’s death had he proposed it and used it to  
critique Soviet officials.  
 In the remainder of this chapter I provide examples from my own work on  
students engaging in nonlinguistic composing in school in ways that meet  
Vygotsky’s criteria for mediating development through cultural tools. In doing so I 
do not dismiss or discount the other emphases I have reviewed. Rather, I try to 
illustrate what is available through a Vygotskian analysis, at least as afforded 
through my own studies. In Chapter 6 I used examples of students’ artistic interpre-
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tations of literature and citizens’ responses to the public symbol of the Confederate 
flag to illustrate acts of meaning construction, and these examples could further 
serve my purposes in exploring what is involved in a cultural tool kit of media-
tional means. I shall turn to a different set of studies to illustrate my points in this 
chapter for the purposes of using fresh examples and to enrich my general explora-
tion of Vygotsky’s work as it informs literacy practices across the spectrum. 

MASK-MAKING IN A SENIOR ENGLISH CLASS 

The first study I will review concerns a Native American student, Peta, who con-
structed an “identity mask”—a plaster mask contoured to each individual student’s 
face, on which he or she created images that represented personal identities—in the 
context of a unit of instruction on identity in the classroom of high school English 
teacher Cindy O’Donnell-Allen (published in Smagorinsky, Zoss, & O’Donnell-
Allen, 2005; see Zoss, Smagorinsky, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007 for a study that 
examines Peta along with two other classmates and their mask productions. Stu-
dents from Cindy’s class are also featured in Chapters 6 and 7). His production of 
his mask included attention to the facets of a Vygotskian framework that I have 
emphasized in previous chapters: It employed culturally-channeled signs orches-
trated to produce a unified meaning to its “readers”; the experience of producing it 
and the final version of the text contributed to the construction of new meaning and 
provided a text through which he could engage for further reflection; and his pro-
duction of the text enabled the mediation of his emotions such that he was able to 
express and regulate his affective framing of and response to his experiences. 
 Peta’s mask composition was among the very last assignments he completed 
before dropping out of school because of his ill fit with other students and with the 
absence of opportunities to invest his schoolwork with what he found important in 
life. He said at one point,  

It’s kind of weird how I see school work and my work, and it’s—I mean eve-
rybody else sees it, you know, when you put this much effort in this, why 
can't you put this in school? . . . I enjoy being in [Cindy’s] class. . . . It’s more 
the people. It’s like if you have—and I imagine you do, uncreative,  
unmotivated people working around you, you tend not to be that way with 
yourself. . . . It’s really hard to do stuff when you're in a group, and you're the 
only one doing it. And everybody else just doesn't care.  

Peta’s reasons for leaving school concerned its general irrelevance to the Native 
American issues that occupied him and the lack of urgency about their lives that he 
perceived in his classmates. Ironically, he was too serious a student to find school 
worth spending time in. Cindy’s class, with its artistic dimension and emphasis on 
personal meaning, provided a rare respite in the tedium and insignificance of his 
school day. 
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 The mask activity took place as part of a unit on identity. Prior to the activity 
students had bought and begun to use writer’s notebooks (places where they could 
draft or sketch ideas), learned to keep double-column reading logs in response to 
their literary reading, started to keep writing portfolios in which they reflected on 
their identities as writers, constructed life maps that represented landmark event on 
life’s journey (see Smagorinsky, Anglin, & O’Donnell-Allen, in press, for details), 
explored significant childhood memories, and used mirrors to sketch out how other 
people saw them and how they saw themselves.  
 For the mask activity the students were told that “masks serve as identities because 
when you put on a mask you become what the mask represents—we become our 
mask." After seeing completed masks and the process of making them, the students 
worked in pairs to create their own masks. During the next class session Cindy mod-
eled how she had used her own writer’s notebook to create a cluster of experiences 
that represented her sense of identity. She encouraged students to “Think of some 
qualities that make up your character," telling the students that they could either do a 
cluster or a more conventional outline. She then explained how she had moved from 
the cluster to her mask, thinking about such things as color, placement, and symbols. 
Students spent the remainder of the class thinking and talking about how they might 
use images on their masks, and then symbolically inscribed the masks during the fol-
lowing class. Peta was absent on this day but composed his mask at home. When he 
returned to class, he provided a retrospective protocol about his process of composi-
tion. Figure 6 features the mask he produced. 
 Our analysis focused on aspects of Peta’s composition process that contributed 
to his design process, his self-selected goals for the mask (particularly in terms of 
how his composing process both represented and contributed to his understanding 
of his life’s meaning and his development of an identity), the emotional and spiri-
tual realizations he came to through his composition, and the symbols and images 
he used to represent these issues on his mask. Each of these facets is central to a 
Vygotskian analysis of literate engagement in school, if Wertsch’s (1991) cultural 
tool kit of mediational means may substitute for Vygotsky’s emphasis on word 
meaning as the unit of analysis for genetic (developmental) research. 

Design Process 

Peta’s design process reveals an emergent approach to his mask design. That is, he 
did not plan his design ahead of time and then execute it wholesale, but rather  
engaged in planning as his conception of the mask unfolded. The following  
exchange, for instance, reveals that he began with a sketch on the mask’s surface as 
part of what we called a materials-based process: a design approach in which plan-
ning emerges through engagement with the materials of production rather than being 
conceived of prior to beginning the formal composition. Such an approach tends to 
produce a provisional text, i.e., a draft of the composition that inevitably will be  
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reconsidered through a process of reflection and revised or extended through further 
materials-based decision-making. Peta described this process as follows: 

Peta: It’s just very—it was a very loose composition. Like you could see 
where I put a pencil here. 

Q: Yeah. So you did actually sketch some of this before you painted it? 

Peta: Yeah. 

Q: Did you do that with all of that or just some of the parts? 

Peta: I did it with the vines, but I didn't do it with the leaves. I just did the 
root of it. There where the red is. That's basically all I did, and then with this 
[points], I just went like that—a little like spike circles or something. And 
then with this [points], I just did like that so I could follow a basic pattern, 
but not really. I didn't keep to it. 

 

 

Figure 6: Peta's mask 

 
 Such an approach relied both the tool function of drawing and on a formative 
evaluation, Peta’s in-process assessments of his provisional texts as a way to de-
termine his next action, suggesting his work in the expressive tradition in which the 
process of articulation is generative in the development of new ideas.  
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 Peta also engaged in what we termed nonlinear thinking, which Allen (1987) 
argues is more likely among Native Americans than Westerners, suggesting that 
Peta’s work on the mask involved a type of cultural mediation that made his cogni-
tive work out of step with that customarily required in school. When asked what 
the blue drops of water stood for on the mask’s forehead, Peta said, “It’s just sort 
of how I was representing the—when you’re thinking, you're not thinking, you 
know, linear or anything, it’s just—it’s not one thing, it’s like multiple things, and 
it’s like the rain of ideas and thoughts just happened to be going on.” This ap-
proach was consistent with his materials-based approach to design in which he was 
not bound to a plan but made new decisions as his design emerged. Like the writer 
Doug featured in Chapter 7, Peta used his process of composition as a vehicle for 
developing new ideas, relying on nonverbal articulation rather than on the emer-
gence of ideas through speech. 
 Further, Peta used writing as part of his design process. His mask composition 
was part of a multimodal exploration of self, one in which he produced a poem in 
conjunction with the mask. He wrote the following, for instance, after completing 
his mask, saying that it put into words some of the ideas he was trying to express 
through his mask: 

So its people have many faces to get to the meanings of some unknown point 
and find a marker that are within the words of this saying. With all of your 
nice guys’ and gals’ faces of innocence smiling with such a lie that you think 
can't be seen, but I have lost my ignorance and refuse to play the drama of 
joy and misery, for I am my keeper and the thrilling fluid binds my words. 
With the pouring and beating drops of my mind raise up a rage from deep in-
side, and you will find a stream of flash and flood of imagery coming down 
on your sleeping mind, and if you hit the sleep bead on man's simple ma-
chine, then you shall get and deserve a little silence.  

Peta read this poem aloud, explaining that “You notice I didn't let you read this? I 
read it to you. I almost—I used to let people read it, but then people would talk to 
me about it and they would take it in a different point, which is perfectly fine. But 
when I write . . . I want them to get how I mean it, so I read it to them.” Because he 
intended to read his writing for others, and because his performance relied on the 
reaction of his audience, he said that he “wrote pause at the bottom” because he 
“was just going to like look out or look at whoever I was reading it to” to deter-
mine how to proceed. 
 These various processes suggest that for Peta, his mask composition was 
nonlinear, emergent, and interactive. Given the generally linear ways in which  
U. S. schools work, his decision to drop out of school and focus on his Native 
American community’s ways of engaging with the world is not surprising in terms 
of his school’s limited, logocentric avenues for thinking and acting, Cindy’s class 
notwithstanding. 
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Goals 

Most of Peta’s goals for his mask were personal: to communicate, express himself, 
embody his identity, convey meaning, and project himself into his mask. These 
goals suggest that for the most part he saw his mask design as a personal project in 
which he was highly invested. He had a history of spotty school attendance, erratic 
effort on assignments, and tenuous commitment to school. At the same time, he 
revealed himself to be a serious, thoughtful, and committed young man in relation 
to issues that concerned him. School in general, however, provided few opportuni-
ties for engagement in what he found important. The mask activity in contrast 
commanded his attention and interest. He missed a number of classes after making 
the plaster mold, but then completed his composition at home, a rare occasion 
when he spent time outside school on teachers’ assignments. Later, he returned to 
class to discuss his completed mask with me in my role as researcher, again show-
ing an unusual commitment to completing this task and seeing it through for the 
research.  
 Peta’s work on his mask embodied a series of goals that are revealed through 
the following exchange: 

Q: Why is your nose yellow with a kind of a red triangle or pinkish? 

Peta: Because that is how I was wanting to represent the inner rage. 

Q: The yellow is rage? 

Peta: It’s coming from—you know, sometimes when you get mad, you have 
pressure that's like right here. 

Q: Up between your eyes? 

Peta: Yeah. And I put it around the brow. 

Q: Uh huh. Is that why the nose is yellow? 

Peta: Uh huh. 

Q: So that's where you feel it coming—is it coming out or is that just 
where—or does it stay there? 

Peta: It seems to like—it kind of feels everything else. It’s, I guess maybe—
yeah, it just kind of feels everything else. It kind of—it sets things in motion. 
Of course, by thinking about it and  expressing it and all that stuff, it 
cools it down. 

Q: Is that what your point of the forehead, does he say that? 

Peta: Yeah. 

Q: And that's a— 
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Peta: So you actually think it over and all. And like in my poem when it says 
with pouring and beating drops of my mind raise up the—I guess the rage 
from deep inside. 

 Peta hoped that through his mask design he could communicate aspects of his 
experiences and emotional makeup to people, such as feelings of rage. Expressing 
these feelings through the mask helped to mediate those emotions so that the proc-
ess served to cool down his anger. Peta’s comments illustrate larger issues of iden-
tity and projection. Gee (2003) describes what he calls a projective identity, which 
employs two senses of the work "project": "to project one's values and desires onto 
the virtual character" in a video game and to see "the virtual character as one's own 
project in the making.” This virtual character is “imbue[d] with a certain trajectory 
through time defined by my aspirations for what I want that character to be and 
become" (p. 55). From an identity standpoint, Peta’s mask symbolically depicted 
his identity as a person whose experiences had caused him to develop a “rage from 
deep inside.” His ability to represent this rage in the mask indicated his projection 
of himself onto the mask and his use of both the process and product to mediate his 
emotions.  

Emotional and Spiritual Realizations 

Peta’s mask also served as a spiritual mediator; that is, as a way to express his 
broader connection to the earth, an orientation that Jacobs and Jacobs-Spencer 
(2001) maintain is central to a Native American outlook. In describing the vine that 
he inscribed on the mask, for instance, he said, 

Peta: I tried [inaudible] leaf covering my mouth. It’s just, I guess, the way I 
write and stuff. I bring it out, it’s kind of entwined . . . and fluid, and it just 
seems natural—the vine. And I've got the leaf as my lips. 

Q: As I look at it, I'm wondering, it doesn't look as though the leaf is, say, 
covering up to keep you silent. Is that—or is it intended as something you 
can open? 

Peta: That's kind of how it looks, but that's not really how I intended it. I just 
made the vine red because—and it’s like a life that was kind of entwined 
through it all. 

 Peta’s mask included several symbols representing his spiritual connection with 
the earth. He said, for instance, that “[The reason] I did brown is because it’s earth 
tones. . . . And it just happened to be the color of my skin,  but it’s, it has noth-
ing to do with my skin.” His decisions about how to depict his life on the mask, 
then, were designed to convey both emotion (e.g., rage) and simultaneously to 
manage those emotions (to cool the rage). He further represented his spiritual con-
nection with the earth and the whole of life. Indeed, his relationship with the earth 
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involved few if any of the adversarial emotions that followed from his interactions 
with his (mostly White) schoolmates whom he abandoned with his decision to 
leave school. 

Symbols and Images 

Peta used color (such as brown to represent the earth) and nonfacial features (such 
as the vine to represent the interconnectedness he saw in life) to depict central  
aspects of his Native American identity. He further used colors and natural  
elements to express his emotions. When describing the blue drops of water on the 
forehead of his mask, for instance, he said that 

I wanted that to look like a rain image and I wanted the purple—since I had 
already used blue for the rain, I wanted the purple to give it sort of a mellow 
because the way I think. The way I actually think is pretty calm. The way I 
feel is very, I guess, sort of—I wouldn't want to say violent, but it’s kind of 
that degree. 

Peta further used a curvilinear element throughout his mask design, again as part of 
his effort to symbolize his relationship with nature. To explain his inclusion of “a 
lot of swirls. . . . a lot of circular motion,” he said that “Chaos is very circular. And 
randomness is very circular. So it's just kind of—I guess nature is kind of chaotic.” 
These decisions reflect what I see as interevocations (see Chapters 5 and 6), the 
juxtaposition of images in understanding his life narrative and the representation of 
these images symbolically in his mask. 
 In addition to using symbols on his mask, Peta included images, particularly 
those derived from the narratives he constructed from his life experiences. He was 
asked, for example, about his use of yellow, red, and different shades of green in 
the composition. He replied,  

Peta: It's like the sorrow and the envy and the pain that—I mean we all go 
through certain things and I feel that I have experienced many things to give 
me insight on a lot of—and it kind of reflects on how I write. And I've always 
noticed that, you know, you get that sort of ache when you hurt? And I've  
always noticed that it’s been stronger like on my left side. 

Q: Interesting. Is that what the sharp images are? 

Peta: Yep. I guess that it could be it. Yeah. It's sort of the pain and emotion. 
It's always very—like I said, I was—the way it—is always strong. I guess I 
always go to extremes on how I feel like being extremely happy or extremely 
angry. 

Q: Uh huh. Is that all on the inside, because you told me that you have kind 
of mellow outer appearance, and that's mostly what I see. 
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Peta: Yeah. 

Q: But inside, there's a lot more going on than you show? 

Peta: Yeah. But it doesn't bother me because I can write about it. 

 Peta engaged in a variety of identity-developing thought while composing his 
mask. He drew on the narratives of his life story to depict emotions through sym-
bols such as color and shape, often using writing in conjunction with his art to 
work through his broader identity project as part of his broader developmental 
process. In enabling such important work, the mask project and other activities in 
Cindy’s class were among the few academic assignments that he found worthwhile 
in school. 

DESIGNING RANCHES IN AN EQUINE AND MANAGEMENT AND  
PRODUCTION CLASS 

The second study I report is part of a trio of studies I conducted in high school 
classes that were predicated on nonverbal composing. These studies involved stu-
dents producing design plans in an Architectural Design class (Smagorinsky, Cook, 
& Reed, 2005), a home economics class focused on Interior Home Design (Sma-
gorinsky, Zoss, & Reed, 2006), and a course in Equine Management and Produc-
tion (Smagorinsky, Pettis, & Reed, 2004). All three courses were taught in the 
same year in the same high school in the Southwestern U.S. In each class students 
were evaluated on their production of a drawing or set of drawings of the spaces 
that they designed to suit the content of the course. 
 In this chapter I will select one study from this set to illustrate the manner in 
which the students’ process of drawing served as a mediational tool to represent 
matters of personal identity and values. Simultaneously, the students were tasked 
with producing a finished text designed so that a reader knowledgeable with the 
textual codes of the field could interpret it and put it into action: to build a house, 
to design an interior, to construct a horse ranch. I will present the findings of the 
study of students’ design of horse ranches, largely because it involved two partici-
pants with very different inscriptions of meaning in their texts, while the architec-
tural and interior design studies involved single case study students. 
 The culminating project for the semester in the Equine Management and  
Production class was for students to synthesize all of their knowledge of horses in 
the design of a horse ranch that they might conceivably own some day and that 
would operate at a profit. The project took roughly a month of class time and re-
quired that the ranches must occupy 320 acres of land at a specific location within 
the state, stay within a budget of $750,000 (a figure that inflation would surely 
raise for current such projects, particularly in more expensive regions), and suit a 
particular breed of horse. Students were required to design their stalls and training 
facilities according to the type of horses that they intended to raise—horses for 
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training, performance, breeding (mares), or stud (stallions)—and needed to include 
space for trucks and trailers to transport the horses. The ranch also needed suffi-
cient fenced pastures to exercise, graze, or “turn out” horses for extended periods 
of time; i.e., allow them to roam freely within an enclosed area.  
 The students inscribed their compositions with meaning, particularly in the ways 
in which their design decisions embodied narratives of how they, their families, 
their horses, and their clients would use and navigate the grounds and facilities. 
The meanings that they inscribed in their compositions revealed much about how 
they positioned themselves in relationship to others involved in the ranch operation 
and more broadly in society, suggesting that their ranch designs were as much 
about their own conceptions of selves as they were about horses and their produc-
tion. As such they served the developmental role so critical to a Vygotskian  
perspective, involved representation through the designative function of the  
particular signs required in this discipline, and produced new understandings 
through the process of composing. They further enabled some emotional media-
tion, although not as clearly and explicitly as that reported in other studies I have 
conducted and reviewed in these chapters. 

Problems Involved in the Ranch Designs 

The research sought to understand the problems the students identified that they 
needed to solve in order to produce an economically viable horse ranch, and the 
processes they went through in order to solve them. The general problem that  
volunteer participants Darin (see Figure 7) and Riley (see Figure 8) worked to 
solve was outlined in the assignment that Raymond presented to them and their 
classmates. The ranch needed to provide everything required for the profitable  
production of the horse breed each student selected to focus on: fenced pastures, 
barns with stalls, storage areas for equipment, veterinary facilities, breeding facili-
ties, roadways, parking, etc.; and whatever specialized features a particular breed 
might need: a race track for thoroughbreds, training areas for show horses, and so 
on. The task therefore was situated within the overlapping cultures of establishing 
a business in what at the time was a difficult economy, the values of different horse 
producing communities, and the particular life narratives that each student brought 
to the task. These cultures provided the contours within which they composed their 
ranch designs and implied the endpoints toward which they worked. 
 Within this defined yet open-ended task, students identified their own problems 
to solve depending on the breed of horse they chose to produce and their goals and 
experiences that guided their compositions. I next describe the primary focus of 
their attention as available through both concurrent and retrospective protocols that 
they provided for the research. 
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Economics of Ranch Operations 

The students’ ranches needed to function successfully as a business enterprise. This 
focus was realized in both their attention to the cost limitation of the project and 
their sense of functional economy, particularly in terms of configuring the ranch’s 
various elements to minimize movement from one area to another and thus  
contribute to the efficient operation of the business. In the following section I  
review the kinds of economic problems the students identified and solved as they 
produced their designs, including their efficient execution of tasks, the upkeep of 
the ranch, the storage of equipment, and the income generated by the ranch. These 
goals were in line with what a successful horse industry entrepreneur would work 
toward in a real-world business environment. The design task was thus situated 
within a culture of economy both in expenditure and movement to maximize  
opportunities for productivity in this setting. 
 

 

Figure 7: Darin's ranch design 

 
Efficient execution of tasks   Darin and Riley were concerned with designing their 
ranches to enhance the efficient execution of work related to their particular ranch 
operations. In doing so they were attentive to the economic context for their work 
as horse ranch operators. Riley, for instance, included a training track for both 
thoroughbreds and quarter horses in his design designed to produce racehorses. 
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These two breeds have both a different physical stature and racing endurance and 
thus require different facilities within the same design. For his track Riley included 
two chutes, i.e., sets of gates from which horses are released to begin a race. Based 
on his experiences working at racetracks, he knew that the two types of horse begin 
their sprints at different locations on the track: Quarter horses typically race a quar-
ter mile and begin on a spur, while thoroughbreds race longer distances and begin 
on the oval. To make the track more profitable, he explained during his retrospec-
tive protocol, he wanted to service both thoroughbreds and quarter horses: 

If you have thoroughbreds wanting to work and come around the turn and 
everything, you have got gates up here the quarter horses can work and get 
out of their way. . . . Out of 480 horses, there will probably be quite a few 
that will need to be schooled in the gates, and while they are doing that, down 
here you can be gating horses for workouts and stuff.  

Riley’s sense of economy included at least two considerations here. First, he 
opened his market of potential customers by servicing horses of two types. Second, 
his differentiated chute design enabled owners of both types of breed to train on the 
track simultaneously, maximizing the potential of his facilities for serving a variety 
of clients and increasing profits.  
 
Upkeep   Another economic consideration was the upkeep of the ranches. The 
students needed to consider a host of problems in maintaining the ranch. Darin, for 
instance, selected materials that were both structurally sound and aesthetically ap-
propriate. When Raymond asked him what kind of fence he would construct, he 
replied: 

On the fences I am going to use the, like you suggested, that nice PVC type 
fence on the front end. And then on the back fences where looks aren’t as 
important, they have got a fence up at the [state agricultural university] 
Equestrian Center up there that has the pipe tops. But instead of cable it is a 
rubbery type cable that they use for underwater stuff that the horse can’t get 
their legs skinned up on, and that is what I am going to use everywhere else. . 
. . I am going to [build stalls from] solid planks of wood 12 x 6’s, about 
halfway up, and then the rest of the way it is going to be pipe . . . about six 
inches apart, going up and down, so that the horses can’t bite through to each 
other, but they will also have ventilation. And then on the outside walls I will 
have a door on each stall to open up to keep ventilation going through.  

This explanation reveals Darin’s understanding of horses’ needs in terms of mate-
rials that are strong and durable but not injurious to the animals. The fences needed 
to meet aesthetic goals when visible to customers, yet be strong enough to contain 
a horse weighing over a thousand pounds without causing injury. Darin also 
showed an understanding of the behavior of horses while enclosed in stalls where 
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they required strong yet safe containment materials. Finally, Darin revealed a grasp 
of horses’ tendencies and need for fresh air through his decision of how to structure 
the wood planks in the barns and stalls to create favorable ventilation patterns. This 
design further prevented the horses from biting one another across stalls. His ver-
bal explanation to Raymond as part of the instructional process was in turn  
encoded in his ranch plan as part of its designative function. 
 

 

Figure 8: Riley's ranch design 

  
Storage   Darin and Riley designed areas for parking and storage, which required 
an understanding of traffic patterns and the volume of machinery and other goods 
they would need to store to operate the ranch. The locations of these facilities  
required the students to know both the economics of ranch operation and the  
economics of movement in order to enhance the profit potential of the ranch, and 
further know how to inscribe this parsimonious traffic flow in their drawings. Dur-
ing his concurrent protocol, while designing his barns, Riley recognized the need to 
include tack rooms, i.e., rooms in which his customers would store their stable gear 
(harness, saddle, and so on): 

I’ll design one of them barns as an example. I want to do it—I kind of want 
to make it a combination of the few ones I’ve seen. I kind of think, let’s make 
a path over here with stalls. Gap, stalls, gap, stalls? Okay. We’ll have a wash 
rack right here, where you come into the barn. We’ll have another one at the 
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end of this row. And we’ll have, let’s see, kind of a tack room there. Storage, 
bathrooms, of course. More storage. Another tack room on that end.  

These decisions required economy of movement because the storage areas needed 
to be placed in convenient locations relative to the parts of the ranch where the 
items would be used. For this barn accommodating 64 horses, a number of tack 
rooms were distributed evenly throughout the premises so that no customer had to 
travel far between a stall and a storage area. As Riley’s process of designing the 
facility reveals, he made emergent decisions as he considered the barn’s layout in 
relation to the value on smooth and direct traffic patterns and the needs of the 
breed he planned to produce, indicating the expressive dimension of his design 
approach. 
 
Income   The final consideration in terms of economics was the need for the ranch 
to generate income for the owner. When Raymond visited Darin during his concur-
rent protocol, Darin described how his ranch design included plans to earn a profit 
by growing crops that he could both sell and feed to his horses. Raymond noted 
that “Two hundred acres of bermuda grass is going to make worlds of hay.” Darin 
responded,  

Yeah, but since I’m going to have somebody else do the cutting and do that 
split it in half, they do all the work on it and they take half of it and I take the 
other half. . . . I can cut it just two or three times during the year, and then my 
excess I can sell off to get a little bit of spare money coming in, because if 
you got good bermuda grass hay, people are going to come from miles 
around to buy it. 

Darin’s understanding of market principles, the relative value of different crops, 
the relation between acreage and crop production, and other factors enabled him to 
meet one of the task’s primary requirements: to operate the ranch at a profit. Darin 
achieved this goal through a variety of economic decisions, including judicious use 
of pastureland and savvy ideas about paying for labor with harvest rather than tax-
able income. His goal-directed, tool-mediated action was informed by his under-
standing of horse ranch operations and business practices that enabled him to work 
within the task’s constraints to design a potentially profitable operation that he 
imaginatively inserted himself into in Gee’s (2003) sense of a projective identity.   

Production and Care of Horses 

The second major problem solved by Darin and Riley was the production (breeding 
and training) and care of the horses. We next detail how the students attended to 
these concerns during their processes of composition, including the production of 
horses and the needs of the people who used the facility. 
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Production   During his retrospective protocol Darin revealed how he combined 
his attention to horse production with his sense of economy of both finances and 
movement:  

That’s a loafing shed—so if you’ve got bad weather or its real hot, the horses 
can get in underneath that and get some shade or protection from the weather. 
. . . And then I have three of them up in the 28-acre pasture for the brood 
[breeding] mares. . . . [The pasture] is on the other side because I’ve got my 
lab over here, and it’s a lot easier to access—just coming straight across and 
right in than it would be if they were right next to each other having to walk. 

Here Darin shows his concern for the horses’ needs for comfort through his design 
of loafing sheds, i.e., sheltered areas where they could retreat from the sun in his 
region’s blistering summer climate. Respite from the heat would contribute to bet-
ter breeding conditions, as would the availability of ample pastureland where they 
could graze and roam until ready to give birth to their foals. Darin’s economical 
configuration of his facilities further contributed to the likelihood that the mare and 
foal would have good medical attention and the veterinarian would have the most 
efficient arrangement for healthy delivery of the colts, all serving the project’s ul-
timate goal of designing a profitable horse ranch. 
 
Needs of people   The final problem that Darin and Riley sought to solve in their de-
signs was care for the needs of people who used the ranch: proprietors, veterinarians, 
trainers, jockeys, customers, riding students, and others. Often these concerns were 
exhibited in the design of the owners’ living quarters, including luxuries such as 
swimming pools, that suggested that some degree of emotional satisfaction was an-
ticipated through their designs. At others the students saw the needs of people related 
to the economics of ranch operation. During his retrospective protocol, for instance, 
Darin described his decisions about where to locate his veterinary lab: 

I didn’t want to put the office or the tack room over by the lab and the wash 
rags because it can get pretty smelly over there sometimes. . . . Sometimes 
you’ll get chemical smells from the lab where they do work there. And I just 
didn’t want to have any of those smells coming into my office. . . . If I had 
people coming in to look at horses or want to purchase something, I want 
them to be as comfortable as possible. 

In this case Darin’s understanding of customers’ needs—their likelihood of recoiling 
from chemical smells—motivated his decision about where to locate the lab and his 
business office relative to one another. This issue of comfort presumably would affect 
the business operation of the ranch: leasing space at the facility, buying and selling 
horses, negotiating contracts, and attending to other business matters under conditions 
that were comfortable for clients and thus conducive to negotiating agreements. 
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 Darin and Riley invoked knowledge of a variety of disciplinary fields to config-
ure space for the greatest economy of movement and consequently the greatest 
economy of enterprise. While the drawings themselves might appear crude  
compared to professional art design graphics, they exhibited evidence of what  
Vygotsky (1987) would term the development of scientific concepts: culturally-
motivated abstractions in the form of ranch designs that would function profitably 
in a particular business environment. Although the drawings themselves appear 
static, the concurrent and retrospective protocols reveal the degree to which the 
students inscribed the sort of movement implicated in narrative accounts of how 
people and animals would navigate the premises toward particular ends. To return 
to the constructs outlined in Chapter 7, the designs achieved the designative poten-
tial of the sign function of texts.  
 Rather, though, than having the ambiguity of cave wall paintings—the concern 
of Woods (2010a) in differentiating language from drawings (see Chapter 6)—the 
ranch designs were codified so that those conversant with the textual signs could 
interpret their meaning in close proximity to the intentions of the designer.  
Raymond’s role as teacher was to provide professional-grade feedback to insure 
that the drawings were appropriately coded so that a third party could construct a 
reasonable facsimile of the ranch on designated acreage.  
 Like written texts, then, the ranch designs met the requirements for Wertsch’s 
(1991) extension of Vygotsky to include a cultural tool kit of mediational means. 
In this case the culture was that of the horse industry, and the subfields of produc-
ing show horses and race horses, each with particular requirements for breeding, 
maintenance, and performance. Ranch operators with an understanding of the  
issues that concerned Raymond as teacher, and Darin and Ryan as proprietors, 
could invoke their knowledge of ranch design in relation to the students’ plans and 
move from the abstraction of the drawings to the concrete construction of the  
facilities with relative faithfulness to the plans. 

Inscription and Encoding of Meaning in the Ranch Designs 

The narratives the students told when explaining their designs provided much 
richer explanations of their decision-making than were available by simply looking 
at the completed drawings. In the following excerpt from his retrospective proto-
col, Darin described his decision about where to locate his ranch in terms of the 
site’s excellent soil texture, a major issue given the sandy composition of soil  
generally found in the region. In doing so he drew on his knowledge of climate, 
geography, materials science, and natural sciences, using evocations and narratives 
about how particular configurations would function together: 

Darin: The [nearby small town] area has really good land around it or parts 
of it are really good. 

Q: What do you mean by good? 
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Darin: They have good top soil that has a good nitrogen level and good nu-
trients in their soil to give you a better pasture and field crop. . . . If [the soil] 
was down by the river, you know, that would be because the river would 
overflow and deposit soil and that sort of thing all over the top of the land 
and give you better nutrients there, but— 

Q: Is it near enough to it that that would happen? 

Darin: Not in my facility exactly because I wouldn’t want my pastures and 
my barn to go under water. Not if the river floods. 

Q: So you put this on high ground? 

Darin: I put it on a slope with the barn and the house being pretty much like 
on the top of the hill where you would have the breeze coming along to cool 
it off in the summer time. And it would be well insulated so in the winter 
time, the horses can generate their own heat to keep them warm. 

Q: Inside this? 

Darin: Uh huh, inside the barn. 

Q: Huh. So does it slope down from the house—this is all down hill? 

Darin: Right. Uh huh. Not a real big slope, but just enough that water would 
run off of it, and I wouldn’t have any standing water. 

 Darin and Riley frequently drew on a variety of culturally schematic tools; that 
is, broad mediational means such as a field of study. In this excerpt Darin describes 
how his knowledge of geography—the gravitational effects of slopes on water, the 
tendency of rivers to overflow their banks—informed his decision to locate his 
facility on high ground. His description is replete with small narratives: rivers 
overflowing and barns going under water, summer breezes providing cool air, 
horses generating heat in insulated barns to reduce heating costs. These images, 
likely generated from his prior experiences, served as interevocational scripts that 
guided his decision-making about how movement would occur around the ranch 
and how a careful design could minimize problems and harness energy for the 
sound financial operation of the facility. 
 Furthermore, both Darin’s and Ryan’s decisions reflected the interplay between 
conceptual fields that Vygotsky (1987) finds so critical to concept development. Both 
boys’ experiences at work provided them with the practical knowledge (spontaneous 
concepts) that allowed for empirical testing of formal rules (scientific concepts). 
Darin, for instance, used formal knowledge of soil nutrients, which Raymond covered 
in class, in conjunction with his worldly experiences working with horses to refine his 
understanding of how to situate the various parts of his facility relative to the ranch 
geography.  
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 These decisions suggested how they inscribed meaning in the drawings. Rather 
than simply designing a facility, the students were meaningfully projecting their 
experiences into their designs and translating those experiences into appropriate 
iconography. The conversations in which Raymond discussed their drawings with 
them suggest that as a member of this community of practice, he recognized their 
inscriptions in a general way; that is, he could tell a barn from a fence and largely 
understood the reasoning behind the students’ decisions.  
 What is not evident from the drawings is the complexity of the thinking that pro-
duced them: the understanding of how the proximity and logistics of configuring the 
various elements of the facility contributed to economy of movement and profit, the 
knowledge of which materials best suited particular needs, the awareness of how  
geography and climate affected decisions on how to situate structures and areas in 
relation to one another, and much more. As outlined in the next section, the students 
inscribed even more personal meaning into the texts than Raymond could identify 
with his lifelong affiliation with the ranching community and career of teaching stu-
dents to produce such texts, meanings that were central to how the boys viewed them-
selves in relation to the horse industry and society as a whole. 

Integration and Representation of Culturally-Mediated Identities through  
the Design Process 

The process of composing these texts helped the students to integrate, represent, 
and mediate their emerging identities. The task enabled students to make connec-
tions between personal experiences and this school assignment through interevoca-
tional imaginative juxtapositions. The meanings that they inscribed and encoded in 
the drawings were culturally mediated. Simply by producing a text that conformed 
to Raymond’s expectations, Darin and Riley were engaged in a cultural practice. 
Otherwise, Raymond would not have been able to recognize the symbols used to 
indicate fences, roads, barns, and other structures; the colors associated with par-
ticular ranch elements (e.g., blue for water); and other iconography inscribed to be 
easily recognized and read by an informed reader. More subtle aspects of culture 
were written into the texts as well in each student’s meaning-making during his 
process of designing his ranch. 
 
Riley   In his concurrent and retrospective protocols, Riley revealed an affiliation 
with the proletariat of ranch operations: the least secure and most vulnerable par-
ticipants in the culture, the horses and the ranch hands. While not from a poor fam-
ily, Riley had a working class orientation, taking low-paying jobs at tracks and 
viewing college as unnecessary to his future needs. His inscription of meaning in 
his design suggests that he viewed the ranch operation from the perspective of 
these low-status workers and the animals themselves.  
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 Riley’s breeding operation was designed to produce race horses, an interest he 
developed through his family orientation and the opportunities he availed himself 
to in both this state and the adjacent state in which his father lived. For Darin this 
breed was the show horse, a breed he had developed an interest in with the support 
of his parents and the opportunities their affluence provided. Each student’s selec-
tion of a breed to produce suggested an orientation and trajectory for both horses 
and the human participants in the business operation. 
 Riley, for instance, spent a lot of time around race tracks both as an observer 
and participant. His knowledge of how to design training facilities for racehorses 
was in large part a consequence of his engagement with this community of  
practice. During his retrospective protocol he discussed the housing he intended to 
provide for the ranch hands. He included a set of apartments because, he said, a 
nearby ranch operation “has theirs in the barn, which I don’t like.” He continued,  

Riley: They were tack rooms, and they turned them into apartments. . . . The 
trainers probably would not live out here. Most of them would go and have 
places around here and stuff, but a lot of their help is hired, and they are 
looking for cheap places to live real close, which this would allow. 

Q: Do you provide free room to the hands or do you rent those out? 

Riley: It would be rented. It would be fairly cheap rent. 

Q: That looks like another huge complex. 

Riley: Yeah, it’s pretty big. I never did—it has about 16 apartments in it or 
something pretty close to that. 

Q: Is that roughly how many [ranch] hands you would hire? 

Riley: It would not be me. I would not hire the hands. As the trainers pull in, 
they will bring people with them. 

 Riley’s explanation reveals a complex knowledge about the community of  
racing practitioners. The nearby ranching operation provided a layout that Riley 
felt was inadequate to the living needs of the ranch hands, whose families he had 
come to know during his employment in the entry-level positions at local ranches. 
Rather than housing them in smelly tack rooms that were crudely converted to  
living quarters, Riley sought to construct apartments better suited to a comfortable 
living space for the ranch hands whose needs he appeared to identify with and  
provide for. In particular he appeared to understand their nomadic existence and 
need for convenient, comfortable, and affordable housing. 
 Riley’s decisions were thus a function of the interplay between his scientific and 
spontaneous conceptual fields. He learned general cultural principles from  
Raymond and specific cultural knowledge from work at the state’s largest race 
track, with his mother’s horses, at various tracks near his father’s residence, and at 
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a nearby ranch. His position as an entry-level worker gave him a perspective  
informed by the needs of the horses and the lowest paid employees, those with 
whom he appeared the share the greatest empathy in his design, suggesting an 
emotional dimension to his work. 
 
Darin   Darin, in contrast, appeared to identify with the profession’s managerial 
class. The son of two doctors, Darin had confidence in his entitlement as proprietor 
of the ranch he designed. He described his approach to ranch economics in terms 
of far-sighted financial planning. In the following excerpt, for instance, he dis-
cussed how to operate the facility at a profit: 

Darin: I’ve got a lot of land here set aside for my feed so I won’t have to be 
out laying any more money there. 

Q: So you’ve got 40 acres for oats? 

Darin: Uh huh. 

Q: Two hundred for bermuda grass? 

Darin: Right. 

Q: So that’s all going to go to feed these animals? 

Darin: Right. Except on the bermuda grass, a hundred of that will go to 
whoever it is that ends up doing my cutting for me. I’m going to do it a 50-50 
split where they do all the labor and I provide the land. And then whatever I 
have left over, I can sell to help pay the mortgage note on the place. 

Q: Where did you learn about things like that—about these economic things? 

Darin: For the past two years, I have been given a monthly salary to spend 
on the horses, and I’ve had to learn how to budget that myself. 

Q: Was that from your parents? 

Darin: Uh huh. Yeah. And whenever you’re given just so much to use, you 
have to learn how to make it last.  

 Darin’s monthly allowance placed him in a commanding position, enabling him 
to engage in financial planning and management early in his high school “career,” 
the term that Eckert (1989) uses to describe the construction of the school experience 
as a portfolio-building process by students who affiliate with white collar workers. 
This planning included a strategy of growing more crops than he needed so that he 
could trade resources for labor and avoid paying taxes on his income. The allowance 
his parents provided appeared to lead him to conceive of ranch operations from the 
standpoint of ownership rather than workers or horses. When asked, for instance, how 
many employees would be required to operate the ranch, he replied: 
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I’m going to have two other people besides my wife. And they’re going to do 
like the cleaning stalls and taking care of the fence and all the manual work, 
and I’m going to do the training aspect of it. I am going to make sure that my 
wife goes through the Vo-Tech [Vocational-Technical] school so she’ll know 
how to do all the breeding stuff, because I’ve seen ladies are just a little bit 
more neater than I am, so I want to make sure everything’s nice and clean. 

Darin conceived his anticipated wife as an asset to the company, someone to attend 
to the niceties of the operation. The ranch hands would do the manual labor, while 
Darin would oversee the training of horses, the more glamorous and specialized 
work of the enterprise. As he put it later in this session, “Hired help would be 
cleaning the stalls, feeding, mend a fence whenever it needs to be fixed, doing 
pretty much the junk work, and I’ll be doing all the training.” This workforce 
would have a specific makeup: 

That is going to be the entrance to the [house], right up there and then my 
help’s house is going to be right down there. And I am figuring one man and 
his wife or two guys or Mexicans can live in the house together, and then me 
and my wife will live up there in the house. And I figure between the four of 
us we can manage the place.  

Darin thus envisioned himself as playing a corporate role in his life as a rancher, 
with his wife-assistant keeping the ranch clean and his immigrant help maintaining 
the ranch while he trained horses, the ranch’s primary commodity. In this sense 
Darin was not only designing a ranch but a privileged future for himself. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have attempted to illustrate a Vygotskian extension from word 
meaning as the unit of analysis for developmental research to volitional, meaning-
centered, goal-oriented, tool-mediated action in social, cultural, and historical  
context. I have drawn extensively from two studies from my own research because 
of their familiarity to me and because they illustrate the application of Vygotskian 
principles to nonverbal composing. Just as the writer featured in Chapter 7 was 
concerned with both sign and tool use in the context of meaningful, teleologically-
oriented expression within the confines of culturally coded text production, the 
students featured in this chapter, like the students who have participated in other 
studies I have conducted across the secondary school curriculum engaged in  
nonverbal composing, were concerned with both the process and product of their 
designs in their composition of meaningful, culturally-mediated texts. 
 The projects through which Peta, and Darin and Ryan, engaged in such mean-
ingful action were different in orientation. Peta’s task was very open-ended.  
Although he was confined to the space provided by his plaster mask, his options in 
depicting his identity were limited only by his imagination and the experiences that 
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he drew on to construct his text. His primary knowledge came through his reflec-
tion on his life experiences, channeled by the aspects of Native American culture 
that informed his worldview and meta-experiences: the manner in which he experi-
enced his experiences. 
 Darin and Ryan were far more constrained in their designs, with a task specified 
and the limits of ranch economy driving their decisions. They needed to draw on a 
vast array of scientific fields and incorporate mathematical computations to arrange 
their ranch spaces spatially for economic advantage. Even within these specifica-
tions, they produced texts that suggest worldviews and trajectories central to their 
understanding of their roles in the world.  
 In this sense, the students’ processes and products meet the criteria for inclusion 
in a Vygotskian perspective on human development. They illustrate the possibili-
ties of an expanded tool kit of mediational means for inclusion in a consideration 
of nonverbal composing in literacy studies. This approach complements the other 
perspectives on nonverbal composing that I outlined at the beginning of the chap-
ter. From Gardner’s point of view, the students used spatial intelligence to position 
the images of their texts in relation to one another. The texts are multimodal in that 
the textual conventions cue the invocation of particular reading strategies for an 
understanding of the codified meaning that the students inscribed in them. The 
theory of power in a multiliteracies perspective could critique the absence of artis-
tic opportunities for students like Peta and the inequities that schools create by im-
posing logocentric norms on teaching and learning, or view Darin’s and Ryan’s 
differential identification with the managerial and proletarian classes as evidence 
of how societies replicate social orders. And if newer technologies were to be em-
ployed to produce such texts, the 21st century literacies or digital technologies per-
spectives could be invoked to account for the affordances that they provide their 
authors. 
 Vygotsky’s work requires Wertsch’s (1991) adjustments for considering non-
verbal composing as part of the cultural tool kit for understanding mediated action 
in human development. In current semiotic terms, textual signs need not be verbal 
but, as I reviewed in Chapter 6, are available in virtually any human construction. 
Viewing human artifacts as semiotic texts amenable to a developmental analysis 
enables Vygotsky’s work to be applicable to studies that look beyond the word for 
evidence of the human need to find meaning in life. 
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CHAPTER 9 

THINKING AND SPEECH AND VERBAL DATA 

In this chapter I shift from looking at the reading, writing, and nonverbal compos-
ing processes of the previous section and explore one research method, protocol 
analysis, from a Vygotskian perspective. I make no claims that this method is the 
best method for conducting a Vygotskian analysis of literacy processes. It is, how-
ever, one that I’ve used frequently and thought about quite a bit. A discussion of 
protocol analysis can clarify issues that are in play in other methods of investiga-
tion that involve the analysis of speech-based inferences about socially, culturally, 
and historically grounded human cognition in developmental research. 
 Vygotsky (1978) summarized problems of method that he saw as central to  
investigating questions of human development as follows: 

 To study something historically means to study it in the process of 
change; that is the dialectical method’s basic demand. To encompass in re-
search the process of a given thing’s development in all its phases and 
changes—from birth to death—fundamentally means to discover its nature, 
its essence, for “it is only in movement that a body shows what it is.” Thus, 
the historical study of behavior is not an auxiliary aspect of theoretical study, 
but rather forms its very base. As P. P. Blonsky [1921] has stated, “Behavior 
can be understood only as the history of behavior.” 

 The search for method becomes one of the most important problems of 
the entire enterprise of understanding the uniquely human forms of psycho-
logical activity. In this case, the method is simultaneously prerequisite and 
product, the tool and the result of the study. In summary, then, the aim of 
psychological analysis and its essential factors are as follows: (1) process 
analysis as opposed to object analysis; (2) analysis that reveals real, causal or 
dynamic relations as opposed to enumeration of a process’s outer features, 
that is, explanatory, not descriptive, analysis; and (3) developmental analysis 
that returns to the source and reconstructs all the points in the development of 
a given structure [that contribute to] a qualitatively new form that appears in 
the process of development. (pp. 64–65; emphasis in original) 

Conducting literacy research that meets this standard can be a challenge. Vygot-
sky’s own descriptions of his research, for instance do not provide the sort of detail 
that one would expect of 21st century social sciences scholarship (see Chapter 1) or 
that illustrate how he met his own demands. His own short life prevented him from 
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conducting true longitudinal studies on individuals’ development in social context, 
as his requirements would necessitate. Researchers must adapt his principles, then, 
to contingencies that enable inferences about what is not available for a full-blown 
collection of data that detail culturally situated human development. 
 To illustrate such contingent adaptations and the inferences they enable, I refer 
to Vygotsky’s (1978) description of Leont’ev’s research on what he terms “three 
basic stages in the development of mediated remembering” (p. 45) regarding  
children’s learning of colors. Rather than following the culturally mediated  
life-spans of individuals in order to study this phenomenon, Leont’ev used three 
groups of people of different ages, whose development, I infer, were presumed to 
have followed a similar cultural path. Taking three groups at different ages enabled  
Leont’ev to draw what I consider to be crude comparisons to provide evidence of a 
developmental path. By “crude” I mean that they allowed for highly generalized 
inferences regarding what individuals within this culture would understand about 
colors, assuming that their thinking has been mediated in equivalent ways. 
 Conceivably, this approach could be construed as more Piagetian than Vygotskian 
given that it appears to follow development unfolding in gross stages among children 
of different age groups (G. del Villar, personal communication). I can only assume 
that Leont’ev’s intent was to take a shortcut—of studying different individuals 
grouped by age and how their conceptions of colors differed in this chronological  
progression—to make inferences about culturally-mediated progression rather than to 
view their differences as evidence of age-dependent development. His method,  
however, did not meet Vygotsky’s (1978) criteria in the strictest sense, even as Vygot-
sky used his research to illustrate both developmental and methodological points. 
Even the architects of this theory, then, appeared to work from problematic methods 
that made the best of the seemingly insurmountable challenge of understanding the 
complexities of human development in their social, cultural, and historical contexts.  
 The methods that they used, as I detail in Chapter 3 when analyzing Luria’s 
methods of investigating the cognitive processes of Eurasian newcomers to the 
Soviet Union, could lead to conclusions that appear to defy the very  
social-cultural-historical foundation of Vygotsky’s project. One thus approaches 
Vygotskian studies with the understanding that it would be virtually impossible to 
conduct a study that comprehensively accounts for all of the social, cultural, and 
historical factors that mediate the development of concepts; the processes through 
which cognitive functions are appropriated in this context; the specific form that 
cognition takes once appropriated and adapted; and the manner in which this  
cognition is exhibited in one’s consequent engagement with others in social prac-
tice. Adapting research methods to conduct studies of human cognition in its de-
velopmental context is therefore always a process requiring inferences based on 
what people make available to researchers through their process of being studied.  
I assume that standards of 21st century university research, which require participants’ 
informed consent to be studied, provide even greater restrictions on these possibilities 
than those that constrained Vygotsky himself in his Moscow laboratory. 
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THE ADAPTATION OF PROTOCOL ANALYSIS TO A VYGOTSKIAN APPROACH 

Introspection has had a long and contentious history in psychological research. Its 
use as a method of inquiry dates at least to William James, who argued in 1890 that 
“Introspective observation is what we have to rely on first and foremost and  
always” (p. 185). Research methods designed to study thought processes through 
the systematic elicitation and analysis of verbal accounts have been used by  
researchers in psychology and related fields for over a century (e.g., Bereiter &  
Scardamalia, 1987; Bracewell & Breuleux, 1994; Claparede, 1934; Dansereau & 
Gregg, 1966; Duncker, 1926; Flanagan, 1954; Flower & Hayes, 1977; Hendrix, 
1947; Ruger, 1910; Smagorinsky, Daigle, O’Donnell-Allen, & Bynum, 2010). 
Viewing introspective accounts as a valid means of making inferences about cogni-
tion, Newell and Simon (1972) developed protocol analysis as a systematic means 
of eliciting and analyzing a think-aloud or retrospective account rendered by a per-
son in relation to solving a specific problem. Protocol analysis has since served as 
a method for researchers studying a variety of problem-solving activities, with 
most following the theoretical principles of the information processing (IP) theory 
that has motivated the work of Newell, Simon, Ericsson, and others. 
 According to Ericsson and Simon (1993), information processing theory  
requires research methods that  

reveal in remarkable detail what information [people] are attending to while 
performing their tasks, and by revealing this information . . . provide an  
orderly picture of the exact way in which the tasks are being performed: the 
strategies employed, the inferences drawn from information, the accessing of 
memory by recognition. [IP’s purpose thus lies in] developing and testing  
detailed information processing models of cognition, models that can often be 
formalized in computer programming languages and analyzed by computer  
simulation. (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. 220)  

Protocol analysis is a central tool for investigating cognition in information  
processing studies. In this chapter I will argue that even though it originated in a 
paradigm that is concerned with cognition apart from the culturally-mediated,  
developmental precedents that so concerned Vygotsky, protocol analysis can also 
serve as a methodological tool for inquiries grounded in the issues he lays out in 
Thinking and Speech. Unlike IP theory and its emphasis on creating models of 
problem-solving processes, a Vygotskian perspective is concerned with human 
development, particularly the role of cultural tools and signs in structuring and 
enabling changes in consciousness in socially channeled ways (Valsiner, 1998; 
Wertsch, 1985, 1991). This social and developmental emphasis views speech as a 
cultural tool that produces meaning-laden linguistic signs (see Chapter 6). Vygot-
sky was concerned with the ways in which speech serves a social and developmen-
tal purpose during engagement in task-related activity and the ways in which 
speech represents developmental changes across the lifespan. 
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 In this chapter I outline both IP and Vygotskian perspectives as they pertain to 
the use of protocol analysis. I focus on information processing because it provided 
the original framework through which I viewed cognition during my doctoral  
research, and because it has played a dominant role in studies of human cognition, 
as evidenced by the fact that Newman et al. (1989) situated their work in dialogue 
with information processing theorists in their account of their alternative perspec-
tive that cognition occurs in the context of a construction zone. I find it useful, 
therefore, to work from this contrast as a way to illuminate aspects of both theories, 
particularly in terms of their account of cognition as either a largely internal or 
largely tool-mediated process embedded in broader cultural practices (see Ericsson 
& Newell, 1998, for their critical perspective on my distinctions). 
 I organize this analysis into three sections, each looking at the assumptions  
underlying the two perspectives according to a particular dimension. Because an IP 
view of protocol analysis has already been explained in considerable detail by 
Ericsson and Simon (1993), I will provide only brief summaries of their argument 
here and refer the reader to their text for a more comprehensive account of their 
view. The different assumptions underlying the two perspectives result in different 
conceptions of protocol analysis as a research methodology and different under-
standings of the import of the data that protocols elicit. Ultimately, I argue that 
protocol analysis may be used as a methodological tool by researchers from either 
theoretical orientation. Yet the different conceptions of the relation between think-
ing and speech result in different ways of accounting for the data that emerge 
through the production of verbal data. 
 A fundamental difference between IP and Vygotskian accounts of cognition 
concerns their divergent goals. The purpose of research conducted through an IP 
lens is to produce models of cognition, often with an emphasis on the kinds of 
processes associated with different degrees of expertise. From an IP perspective, 
the functional and developmental aspects of cognition are not of primary interest; 
rather, the focus is on performances that serve as evidence from which relatively 
stable (that is, not developmentally oriented) cognitive models may be built.  
Conceivably, expert-novice studies could be termed developmental in the same 
manner that Leont’ev’s study of color perception could be in that both provide 
crude accounts of different stages of progress toward a notion of expertise or  
concepts, albeit with people of different ages or levels of knowledge and experi-
ence rather than longitudinally with the same sample. My reading of expert-novice 
studies in general, however, finds them to focus more on broad differences  
between novice-level knowledge and a particular form of expertise toward a  
specific teleological conception of a field, rather than on social, cultural, and his-
torical mediation that would advance people from a low level of knowledge to this 
presumably optimal state of expertise. 
 From a Vygotskian perspective, development and learning are central concerns; 
the focus is thus on how speech both represents and mediates changes in conscious-
ness, particularly as these mediated processes represent socially-appropriated cultural 
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practices. This emphasis on the socially-situated, mediational role of speech and other 
cultural tools and its involvement in ontogenesis provides Vygotskian researchers with 
a project that is distinct from that of IP’s concern with developing generalizable mod-
els of cognition. From a Vygotskian perspective, models of cognition cannot be 
generalizable because different cultures formulate different goals, thus causing 
mediational means (e.g., psychological tools such as speech) to function differently 
from culture to culture, resulting in the appropriation of different ways of thinking 
(Tulviste, 1991). As Roth (2010) asserts, “the structure of the utterance is a purely 
social structure” (p. 59) that must take into account the setting in which the utter-
ance serves a social, dialogic, addressive function. 
 Researchers have struggled to make their cases both for and against protocol  
analysis as a reliable and valid means of investigating psychological processes.  
Psychologists will, after all, probably never really know exactly what goes on in  
people’s minds, a problem that has resulted in (1) “black box” psychologies predicated 
on the study of behaviors and outcomes (e.g., Skinner, 1957), rather than efforts to 
investigate the cognitive processes that produce them, and (2) historical skepticism 
about methods of investigation that rely on introspection and self-reports of thinking 
processes (e.g., Dobrin, 1994; Lashley, 1923; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Those theories 
that do attempt to account for cognitive processes are based on data-driven inferences 
rather than empirical proof, due to (1) limitations in studying the functions of the  
human mind that remain unobservable, and (2) for Vygotskian researchers, continued 
uncertainty regarding both the location and constitution of the mind and the extent of 
its boundaries (Smagorinsky, 1995a; Wertsch, 1991). 
 The validity of protocol analysis has been studied by IP researchers primarily 
through outcome measures, typically provided by contrasts between groups of 
people solving problems silently and groups solving the same problems while con-
currently “thinking aloud.” In a typical such study (Feldman, 1959) one participant 
predicted the outcome of a binary choice problem and simultaneously tried to  
verbalize his thought processes, while two large control groups solved the same 
problem silently, with no differences found in the types of choices or number of 
correct predictions. From studies such as this one, Ericsson and Simon (1980, 
1993) have inferred that, while slowing the problem-solving processes, thinking 
aloud does not alter them. 
 Compounding the problem of the need to infer cognitive processes from public 
performance is the paucity of research on protocol methodologies. Stratman and 
Hamp-Lyons (1994) point out that research on the extent to which protocols inter-
fere with participants’ thinking processes is based upon few direct studies of this 
process of reactivity (cf. Russo, Johnson, & Stephens, 1989). Most of the studies 
reviewed by Ericsson and Simon are not studies of the methodology itself but stud-
ies that attempt to use the methodology to study some specific problem-solving 
processes. Their conclusion that thinking aloud does not alter thought processes is 
thus an inference drawn from studies that generally are not designed to investigate 
the method itself. 
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 My effort to describe a Vygotskian perspective on protocol analysis is  
considerably more problematic, given the fact that protocol studies grounded in 
Vygotskian principles are rare. Vygotsky himself never used the method in his 
research. His attention to think-aloud data comes in his account of egocentric 
speech, which he does not analyze through the sort of systematic collection and 
analytic procedures enabled since his death by the technology of audio and video 
recording devices. For the most part Vygotsky studied social interactions, an  
approach that researchers following his principles have come to regard as the best 
available way to study the hidden psychological processes of individuals.  
 In the method best approximating protocol analysis, Vygotsky’s collaborator 
Luria (1932) used the combined motor method in which he created “a scripted 
situation where a subject had simultaneously to carry out a motor response 
(squeeze a bulb) and a verbal response (give the first word that comes to mind) 
when presented with a stimulus word” (Cole, 1996, p. 280; cf. Cole, 1979). These 
visible responses allowed Luria to make inferences about hidden psychological proc-
esses. While sharing IP’s assumption that an utterance can serve as the basis for  
understanding cognition, Luria took a more social view of the data, studying con-
sciousness through experimentally manipulated social disruption rather than during 
experimentally controlled, presumably unadulterated functioning as IP studies 
claim to do. Luria’s assumption that human cognition can be inferred from social 
processes has been taken as axiomatic by Vygotskian researchers such as Newman 
et al. (1989), who assert that “interactive processes are accessible to observation 
and can provide an important link to explain cognitive change” (pp. 92–3).  
 In this chapter I provide two different theory-driven accounts of protocol analy-
sis, each of which rests on a suppositional foundation inferred from observable 
behavior. The primary sources I draw in making my argument are Ericsson and 
Simon’s (1979, 1980, 1993) accounts of IP and Vygotsky’s (1987) Thinking and 
Speech. I feature Ericsson and Simon because, of the IP theorists, they have de-
voted by far the most attention to protocol analysis. I choose Vygotsky because 
Thinking and Speech is the foundational work in subsequent efforts to understand 
the relation between thinking and speech in social-cultural-historical, developmen-
tal accounts of mentation. His view of development has been critiqued and revised 
since his death, and those revisions are included in my theorization of protocol 
analysis. 
 The two theoretical lenses featured in this review rest on different assumptions 
and are supported by substantially different types of evidence. Ericsson and Simon 
(1993) undoubtedly make their case with far greater breadth and detail, drawing on 
hundreds of studies to support their contention that protocol analysis both repre-
sents an IP perspective and serves to document the validity of IP assumptions.  
Vygotsky’s (1987) view, in contrast, is in many ways a case still under construc-
tion. Any consideration of Ericsson and Simon’s views on cognition should  
acknowledge that it would be difficult to produce a more detailed, empirically-
supported, intellectually responsible argument than they provide in Protocol 
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Analysis: Verbal Reports as Data (1984/1993); and any effort to provide a  
Vygotskian alternative should acknowledge the difficulty of demonstrating how 
speech-related activities serve development.  
 At the same time, one should also recognize that IP’s intimate relationship with 
protocol analysis as a methodological tool provides Ericsson and Simon with a 
greater body of work to draw on in supporting their view. Vygotskian claims are 
rarely tested with the sorts of experimental designs that provide Ericsson and 
Simon with such overwhelming evidence in support of their argument. Further-
more, protocol analysis has rarely been used in Vygotskian studies. As a result, the 
empirical data base in support of a Vygotskian view of protocol analysis is limited. 
 My effort is not to try to win the argument for the Vygotskian perspective, but 
to contrast the two perspectives on major issues in understanding the relation  
between thinking and speech and to examine the implications for research in  
accepting the different assumptions they make about the role of speech in repre-
senting and changing one’s thinking. My own history with this problem is perhaps  
revealing. My graduate training emphasized IP approaches to theory and method-
ology, and this orientation was reflected in my first research efforts using protocol 
analysis (Smagorinsky, 1989, 1991b, 1994). For various reasons I became inter-
ested in cultural issues that channel cognition and began a series of methodological 
explorations (Smagorinsky, 1995a, 1997a, 1998, 2001b; Smagorinsky & Coppock, 
1994, 1995a, 1995b; see also this book’s Author’s Preface) that considered, among 
other questions: What is it that researchers study when they study what people say? 
How does the theoretical lens that researchers bring to this question affect the ways 
in which they collect, analyze, and interpret data? These questions form the basis 
for the inquiry that follows. 
 I next outline IP and Vygotskian perspectives according to three dimensions: (1) 
the relation between thinking and speech from a representational standpoint, (2) the 
social role of speech in research methodology, and (3) the influence of speech on 
thinking during data collection. Through these considerations I develop assump-
tions that undergird the use of protocol analysis from a Vygotskian perspective. 

THINKING AND SPEECH AND REPRESENTATION 

The data elicited from a think-aloud protocol get rendered in the form of a transcrip-
tion that then gets subjected to some form of systematic analysis, usually through the 
application of a coding system (see Chapter 10 for a consideration of the value of cod-
ing data). How researchers approach this analysis depends on what they see as the 
purpose of psychological research and how its conduct follows from that purpose. 
 If researchers view transcribed verbal reports as representations of thinking, then 
they need to have a theory that accounts for the relationship between thinking and 
speech. Among these theoretical concerns should be an account of the manner in 
which speech represents thinking. IP approaches to cognition use a computer model 
to account for the ways in which people process, store, and retrieve information. 
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The goal of IP researchers is to build models of cognitive processes that are based 
on verbal reports and in turn predict the unfolding of cognition, as inferred through 
the think-aloud process and resulting transcript. A well-conducted protocol can, 
from an IP perspective, “guarantee a close correspondence between the verbal pro-
tocol and the actual processes used to perform the task” (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, 
p. xv). 
 The characterization of protocol analysis as a verbal report, the term used by Erics-
son and Simon (1978, 1979, 1980, 1984/1993) throughout their extensive considera-
tion of the topic, suggests that what is verbalized is a reasonably accurate account of 
interior cognition. As Ericsson and Simon (1980) describe it, “With the instruction to 
verbalize, a direct trace is obtained of the heeded information, and hence, an indirect 
one of the internal stages of the cognitive process” (p. 220). They continue,  

verbalization processes produce (externalize) information that is in STM 
[short-term memory]. In the case of thinking-aloud instructions, the informa-
tion verbalized will then be some portion of the information currently being 
attended to. . . . making a verbal report requires, according to this model, the 
corresponding verbal representations of the information . . . to be evoked. . . . 
[Thinking aloud] will not change the structure and course of the task 
processes, although it may slightly decrease the speed of task performance. . . 
. [Verbalizations] involve either direct articulation of information stored in a 
language (verbal) code (Level 1 verbalization); articulation or verbal recod-
ing of non-propositional information without additional processing (Level 2 
verbalization); or articulation after scanning, filtering, inference, or genera-
tive processes have modified the information available (Level 3 verbaliza-
tion). (pp. 226–227)  

Ericsson and Simon (1993) assert that their model of human information process-
ing is predicated on their ability to identify information heeded in STM. The  
researcher can apply codes to the transcribed verbal report that then lead to infer-
ences about problem-solving processes. Ericsson and Simon distinguish their own 
notion of the proper conduct of protocols from the notions of others: “Many proce-
dures attempt to encode the processes that generate heeded information, rather than 
the heeded information itself. But the processes can only be implied from the  
information in STM, which does not, as we have seen, usually include information 
about process” (p. 258; emphasis in original). Given the goal of IP theory to  
develop models of problem-solving processes, think-aloud data serve as a trace, a 
source of evidence, through which to infer the inner workings of the mind.  
 Vygotskian perspectives, in contrast, endeavor to understand the means through 
which cognition develops, both in terms of cultural history and in terms of the  
individuals who are situated in social, cultural, and historical contexts. From this 
perspective, problem-solving is a function of both how problems are defined  
socially and how people have historically solved those problems with particular 
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cultural goals in mind. Problem-solving is thus a situated practice that is not  
generalizable across cultures, with culture in this sense referring to any social 
group, regardless of size, with particular ways of being and mediation toward the 
trajectories available through that worldview. Expert-novice studies would there-
fore presumably identify different processes if conducted as cross-cultural studies 
where the cultural values, goals, practices, tools, and signs of different social 
groups have historically developed to achieve different ends. 
 Vygotsky’s identification of word meaning as the unit of analysis for under-
standing human concept development assumes that words are the most significant 
cultural artifacts through which to study and understand cognition, given that they 
embody both the individual’s personal development and the aggregate meaning of 
a group’s cultural development. In Vygotsky’s (1987) view of the relation between 
thinking and speech, the study of speech is the study of cultural history. 
Yaroshevsky (1989) points out that Vygotsky viewed “the word as a concretism of 
cultural senses” (p. 80) and believed that “methodology without history is empty” 
(p. 173).  
 Human consciousness, in this conception, is not the isolated functioning of a 
single mind, but the workings of a social mind whose structure and function are 
predicated on the ways in which a person has learned to use cultural tools. Words are 
both immediately social and historically cultural, says Vygotsky (1987): “In con-
sciousness, the word is what . . . is absolutely impossible for one person but possible 
for two. The word is the most direct manifestation of the historical nature of human 
consciousness” (p. 285). To Vygotsky the task of psychology “is not the discovery of 
the eternal child. The task of psychology is the discovery of the historical child, of 
what Goethe called the transitory child. The stone that the builders have disdained 
must become the foundational stone” (p. 91), a remark that he makes in dialogue 
with his contemporaries in psychology who attempted to formulate a theory of 
psychology independent of attention to issues of human development, particularly 
those aspects subject to social-cultural-historical mediation. 
 This historical setting provides the context for the development of concepts by 
individual members of a culture. With Vygotsky’s developmental orientation, 
words serve as signs that represent concept development. To Vygotsky (1987), 
words reveal the whole state of human consciousness: 

Consciousness is reflected in the word like the sun is reflected in a droplet of 
water. The word is a microcosm of consciousness, related to consciousness 
like a living cell is related to an organism, like an atom is related to the cos-
mos. The meaningful word is a microcosm of human consciousness. (p. 285) 

In Thinking and Speech Vygotsky outlines how word meaning indicates the degree 
to which people grow toward what he calls scientific concepts, which are formally 
learned through systematic instruction and which a person employs to account for a 
set of items that are unified by a single, consistent set of traits (see Chapter 7).  
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To Vygotsky, word meaning is the appropriate unit of analysis for studying cogni-
tive development because through the meanings that people attribute to words, 
psychologists can understand the degrees of abstraction that they have achieved in 
their thinking. In order for a method to account for word meaning, it needs to account 
for “the material on the basis of which the concept is worked out and the word through 
which it arises” (p. 122). In other words, a method needs to view artifacts, including 
words, as representative of social-cultural-historical phenomena and of the media-
tional means through which world views are represented and appropriated. 
 Vygotskian researchers also need to understand how words function for cultur-
ally-situated individuals. When people attribute meaning to words, they do so for 
both personal regulation and for communicative purposes (Lee, 1985). Speech is 
fundamentally communicative, providing signs that have a meaning potential that 
is then interpreted by others according to their own culturally-learned ways of im-
puting significance to artifacts (see Chapter 6). Linguistic signs enable people to 
communicate with one another (assuming that they attribute reasonably similar 
understandings to the same words) and to organize their worlds. Vygotsky’s (1987) 
attention to the representational capacity of speech is therefore concerned with 
meaning, both in terms of the meanings that people communicate through speech 
and the development of their own ability to think about meaning in rational,  
abstract, systematic ways and consequently as a way to think of, impose order on, 
and exercise control over the world (Wertsch, 2000; see Chapter 7).  
 Understanding a word, or an utterance from Bakhtin’s perspective, thus involves 
understanding the web of meanings within which it is voiced and understanding the 
larger social goals that suggest the motivation for and teleological assumptions 
behind the development of personal, often culturally-channeled goals (see, e.g., 
Darin and Riley in Chapter 8). Vygotsky (1987) argued that “the development of 
logical thought is nothing but a reflection of the historical process in an abstracted 
and theoretically consistent form. . . . Historical analysis becomes the key to the 
logical understanding of concepts” (p. 147). With the variance of social-cultural-
historical traditions across both societies and idiocultures (subcultures within  
cultures), historical analysis must be highly localized in order to produce an under-
standing of concept development. 
 To achieve this understanding, one needs to identify and account for the envi-
ronmentally-channeled task and the trajectory of an action. This premise implies 
that interpreting a protocol requires knowledge of the participant’s cultural history, 
the researcher’s goal-directed behavior within the conduct of the study, and the 
degree to which their congruence allows for words-as-signs to be assigned similar 
meanings by the two of them. These factors together contribute to the intersubj 
ectivity between researcher and participant that enable them to conceive of tasks in 
isomorphic ways. (See the responses of Rakmat to Luria’s questions, reported in 
Chapter 3, for an illustration of the absence of researcher-participant intersubjectiv-
ity.) In using a Vygotskian perspective on protocol analysis, it is important to  
understand the historical processes of both the participant and the researcher in 



VERBAL DATA 

233 

order to conceive of how both construct the task and why they construct it as they 
do.  
 Vygotsky’s (1987) view of training sessions prior to data collection is revealing 
on this point (see Chapter 3). He viewed training sessions as among the most  
critical areas of study, for that is where researchers can analyze the appropriation 
process itself and thus make inferences about the process of concept formation. 
This view differs from that of IP researchers (as well as researchers from most 
other clinical branches of psychology), who train their participants in the task prior 
to data collection in order to familiarize them with the procedures (e.g., Flower & 
Hayes’s [1980] use of a jug-filling problem to allow participants to practice solving 
problems while thinking aloud, prior to collecting a protocol of their concurrent 
thinking-aloud and writing).  
 From a Vygotskian perspective, a participant’s construal of a task is significant 
because it reveals his or her level of concept development and interpretation of signs. 
The “training” period, then, is not so much practice for a later polished performance as 
it is a key developmental point during which researcher and participant move toward 
intersubjectivity and thus toward a greater sense of isomorphism with respect to the 
task. To Vygotsky this period is of greater theoretical and developmental interest than 
the more advanced performance that follows from the training. 
 For research to proceed from Vygotskian tenets, then, it is critical to consider a 
verbal report beyond its potential to serve as a trace of a problem-solving process. 
Vygotsky’s contextual emphasis further suggests the need to understand: 
1. How the researcher and participant construe the task, how the participant’s task 

construal develops during the course of the research, which aspects of the ac-
tivity setting help to account for this development, and the degree of intersub-
jectivity that is in play in participants’ construction of the task in relation to 
the researcher’s intentions. 

2. How researchers’ and participants’ relative senses of task construal provide each 
with an anticipated trajectory for completing the task. 

3. How researchers’ and participants’ relative senses of trajectory have been cul-
turally mediated in their personal histories. 

4. How researchers’ and participants’ respective personal histories have been cul-
turally situated and channeled in order to produce the understandings that they 
bring to the research setting. 

5. How the participant’s rendering of linguistic signs indicates his or her pathway 
and level of concept development. 

6. How the researcher’s own conceptual path for interpreting those linguistic signs 
has been culturally channeled. 

 As I review in Chapter 10, providing such detail is beyond the reach of most 
investigators and would produce studies that occupy far more pages than the typi-
cal academic journal will accommodate. This obstacle no doubt accounts for the 
sorts of shortcuts taken by Leont’ev and virtually anyone else attempting to work 
assiduously from a social-cultural-historical perspective. 
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THE SOCIAL ROLE OF SPEECH IN RESEARCH 

The factors of cultural mediation and communication outlined in the previous  
section have immediate as well as historical implications for conducting protocol 
analysis from a Vygotskian perspective. Researchers have long been concerned 
with various problems with reactivity, which is the way in which a method of  
investigation affects the phenomena being studied. Researchers, for instance, can 
help shape results by anticipating preferred outcomes and subtly providing condi-
tions that favor their development (see, e.g., the critique provided in Smagorinsky, 
1987). IP and Vygotskian researchers both recognize the likelihood of introducing 
confounds in research that involves researcher-participant interaction. Both  
theoretically and methodologically, however, researchers from these paradigms 
view the problem differently. 
 Ericsson and Simon (1980) recognize the ways in which a protocol may be  
influenced by contextual factors. They point out, for instance, that “Various kinds 
of intermediate processes may intervene between the internal representation of 
information and its verbalization. . . . [The] circumstances under which verbaliza-
tion takes place can have a significant effect on what is verbalized and on the  
interpretation of the verbal data” (p. 218). Their primary concern is that a  
researcher’s instructions can cue particular reports from participants by directing 
the retrieval of specific bits of information from STM. Ericsson and Simon (1993) 
“found substantial evidence that differences in performance were induced by  
telling the subject how to verbalize. In order to verbalize the information called for 
by the instructions, instead of the information he would normally have attended to, 
he had to change his thought processes” (p. 107; emphasis in original).  
 Ericsson and Simon (1993) are concerned that “Many verbalization procedures 
referred to as ‘think-aloud’ include elements that, from our point of view, would 
influence the sequence of thoughts” (p. xxxi). In their view the verbal report is an 
account of cognitive processes that are specifically cued by the data collection pro-
cedures, and the model that is generated from the report must take into account the 
type of information solicited for retrieval from STM. Ideally, however, the cues 
provided in the elicitation procedures provide as little specific direction as possible. 
The researcher is part of a task environment (Hayes & Flower, 1983), and the cue 
provided by the researcher is a trigger for an internal retrieval process that is then 
reported verbally.  
 To reduce the possibility of reactivity, IP researchers attempt to neutralize their 
role through both the content of the instructions and by the location of the re-
searcher in relation to the participant. Ericsson and Simon (1993) emphasize that a 
protocol should not be elicited as an act of communication. They recommend that 
in setting up a protocol, “the experimental situation is arranged to make clear that 
social interaction is not intended, and the experimenter is seated behind the subject 
and hence is not visible. . . . the social interaction between subject and experi-
menter is minimized” (p. xiv). Prompts by the researcher to the research participant 
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should be along the lines of “‘Keep talking’ because it is the least directive and 
does not require any direct answer to the experimenter” (p. 256). In Ericsson and 
Simon’s view the social processes involved in protocol collection should be mini-
mized to the greatest extent possible to allow for the most unadulterated view of 
cognitive processes. 
 The alternative view I will propose is based on Vygotsky’s view of egocentric 
speech, modified by (1) Cole’s (1992, 1996) critique of Vygotsky’s (1987) insuffi-
ciently cultural view of the first two years of development and (2) Bakhtin’s (1984) 
notions of addressivity and hidden dialogicality. Through this review I will make 
the case that all speech is social, no matter how deftly a research method disguises 
this fact. I propose that it is possible to alter, but not minimize, the social role of 
speech in protocol-based research. 
 Vygotsky (1987) noted similarities between Watson’s (1920) use of think-aloud 
methodologies and children’s egocentric speech. In Vygotsky’s view the verbaliza-
tion of Watson’s participants was similar to the egocentric speech of young  
children: “One need only consider psychological experiments such as those carried 
out by Watson where the individual is asked to solve some intellectual task while 
verbalizing and displaying his inner speech to see the profound similarity between 
the adult’s overt verbal thinking and the child’s egocentric speech” (p. 72).  
Egocentric speech and think-aloud verbalizations, he says, are similar in that “Both 
are speech for oneself” (p. 71), serving a function that is regulatory and expressive. 
To the degree that they occur in human settings, they are also both social, thus  
reflecting a conflation of language functions. 
 Cole (1992, 1996) critiques Vygotsky’s (1987) view that biological and cultural 
lines of development have separate origins that converge at about the age of 2.  
Vygotsky is inconsistent in his beliefs about the separation of the biological and 
cultural lines of development during the first two years of life. In Thinking and 
Speech he asserts that these two lines intersect at about age two. Yet Bein,  
Vlasova, Levina, Morozova, and Shif (1993) credit him with asserting that “From 
the first days of his existence, a child finds himself acted upon by his surrounding 
social environment and interacts with it. This action and interaction determines his 
development and, as it were, leads it along. Still, the hereditary component, no 
matter how small it may be, also participates in the formation of the higher mental 
functions” (p. 304).  Cole draws on the concept of prolepsis—the culturally-
mediated projection of a social future onto a present situation and the subtle means 
by which this future is channeled—to argue that “one cannot say that first comes 
the phylogenetic part and then comes the cultural part and the individual part. All 
are there from the outset” (p. 214; emphasis in original), a view more in accord 
with Vygotsky’s as outlined by Bein et al. His conclusions are based on research 
on infants that points to the cultural fact that parents and other adults project a 
probable future for children and structure their environments to eventuate that  
future. (See Rubin et al.’s 1974 study of blue and pink diapered babies and the dif-
ferential manner in which adults handle and speak to them, reviewed in Chapter 3.)  
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 From this perspective egocentric speech is a culturally-grounded act. At the 
most obvious level the child is speaking a specific, learned language and using it 
according to local values and customs. The child’s utterance is thus responsive to 
what Holquist (1981) describes as the Bakhtinian “dialogic imperative, mandated 
by the pre-existence of the language world relative to any of its current inhabitants, 
[that] insures that there can be no actual monologue”1 (p. 426). In this sense, then, 
even apparently egocentric speech has a social basis and is uttered in relation to 
other people. Bakhtin was not a child psychologist and did not study the early 
speech of young children. But his dialogic imperative supports Cole’s argument 
that culture—and thus historically-grounded, meaning-laden, communicative, and 
regulatory artifacts such as speech—influences development from the beginning of 
social life. 
 Bakhtin’s (1986) notion of dialogism leads him to argue that “addressivity, the 
quality of turning to someone, is a constitutive feature of the utterance; without it 
the utterance does not and cannot exist. The various typical forms this addressivity 
assumes and the various concepts of the addressee are constitutive, definitive  
features of various speech genres” (p. 99). In this view an utterance is not  
self-sufficient. Rather, it is a link in a genre-based communicative chain, thus  
arising from prior utterance and inviting further response. The addressee need not 
be immediately present but might be distant, and might further be an indefinite 
other rather than a specific person. Wertsch (1991) points out that 

 Ultimately, an utterance reflects not only the voice producing it but al-
so the voices to which it is addressed. In the formulation of an utterance a 
voice responds in some way to previous utterances and anticipates the res-
ponses of other, succeeding ones; when it is understood, an utterance comes 
into contact with the “counter word” of those who hear it. 

 Bakhtin’s concern with addressivity in the utterance thus involves both 
a concern with who is doing the speaking—the fact that “the utterance has . . 
. an author” (1986, p. 95)—and a concern with who is being addressed.  
Because any utterance entails the idea of addressivity, utterances are  
inherently associated with at least two voices. (p. 53, emphasis in original) 

Wertsch (1991) ties Bakhtin’s idea of addressivity to the notion of voice, a term 
that suggests that even apparently isolated articulations by an individual have a 
communicative basis situated in dialogic chains. Wertsch argues that a goal of psy-
chology therefore is to account for cognition through recognition of the relation 
between mental processes and their cultural, historical, and institutional settings, 
which are socially constructed and provide the activity setting that motivates and 
reciprocates individual mental functioning and communicative utterance. 
 Bakhtin (1984) further argues that, because utterance is inherently social, speech 
can participate in a relationship that he refers to as “hidden dialogicality”: 
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Imagine a dialogue of two persons in which the statements of the second 
speaker are omitted, but in such a way that the general sense is not at all  
violated. The second speaker is present invisibly, his words are not there, but 
deep traces left by these words have a determining influence on all the 
present and visible words of the first speaker. We sense that this is a conver-
sation, although only one person is speaking, and it is a conversation of the 
most intense kind, for each present, uttered word responds and reacts with its 
every fiber to the invisible speaker, points to something outside itself, beyond 
its own limits, to the unspoken words of another person. (p. 197) 

Taken together, Cole’s (1996) view of the intermingling of cultural and biological 
development and Bakhtin’s (1981, 1984, 1986) notions of addressivity and hidden 
dialogicality suggest that egocentric speech and think-aloud methodologies are 
both part of a hidden dialogue. To illustrate this point I will draw on a case study I 
conducted on the writing of Doug (Smagorinsky, 1997a; see Chapter 7). The pro-
tocol collection was different from that of most studies. Doug was issued a portable 
audio recorder that he kept for four months. He was asked to provide protocols for 
his writing whenever he found it convenient and for whatever writing he did either 
for classes or for other reasons.  
 Doug’s situated use of the protocol brought out its social nature and hidden  
dialogicality. Although he and I had infrequent personal contact, he often  
addressed me as he talked to his recorder while writing. At one point, for instance, 
his protocol included the following statement: 

I would like to take the chance to thank you for letting me do this because it 
is kind of neat to get my thoughts out. . . . It is kind of neat to have someone 
to talk to like this. And after I am done with the experiment, I will keep doing 
this, I will keep talking in the recorder. Leave some sort of physical memory 
behind of me, but other than that it helps to get my voice out. It is something 
that I can't always talk about to other people. 

Here Doug explicated the way in which a hidden dialogue can take place between 
participant and researcher. This statement and others in the protocol reveal that 
Doug was not simply providing a protocol, he was providing it to someone. Few of 
his statements were so explicit. Yet the addressivity of his protocol is evident in his 
routine statements directed to his listener. For instance, at one point he explained 
the dramatic structure of a story he had written that involved heightened anticipa-
tion followed by sudden disappointment. He then described a television program 
he had seen that had provided the dramatic structure he sought to adopt: 

I don't know if you have ever seen the Saturday Night Live, Steve Martin 
plays a midget, well you don't know that. He and this lady are at a table  
eating, and they are describing each other to themselves, and as they say 
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something that the other person finds attractive or a plus in their personality, 
you hear this whistle go up like—I can't whistle, I am sorry. 

Again, he explicitly addressed his listener, revealing that his account of process 
was a function of his conception of his listener: He assumed that the listener did 
not share the same viewing habits and therefore catered his explanation to meet his 
listener’s presumed needs. Interestingly enough, Doug said on several occasions 
during interviews that he was a private person who did not reveal himself often, 
especially to people to whom he felt close (and with whom he therefore felt  
vulnerable). He could be more intimate with trusted “third party” listeners who 
would not use his confessions against him, much like the bartender who hears  
people’s stories or the airplane companion whom one will never see again. In a 
follow-up interview Doug stated that our personal distance allowed him to reveal 
himself in unusually intimate ways, allowing his protocol to include the emotional 
turmoil behind much of his writing. Presumably, a different listenership—another 
teenage boy, for instance—would have elicited a different protocol. 
 Researchers have long documented reactivity between researcher and partici-
pant. Rosenthal (1966) catalogued the seemingly endless number of interper-
sonal effects between researcher and participant that can affect the emergence of 
data, including effects based on gender, race, perceived ethnicity, researcher 
biases and hypotheses, and other factors. Rosenthal studied interaction effects 
between researchers and participants in face-to-face encounters. Ericsson and 
Simon (1993) are aware of these effects and try to design data collection proce-
dures to minimize or neutralize them. From a Vygotskian perspective, the goal 
should not be to neutralize these effects but to assume that they exist and then to 
identify and account for them in the data collection and analysis. Placing the 
researcher behind the participant, for instance, might prove to be a disconcerting 
experience for some participants in conjunction with some researchers. The  
result might not be a neutralized mediator, but a mediator that facilitates a  
hidden dialogue characterized by uncertainty, suspicion, or other feeling that 
could influence the shape of the data.  
 From a Vygotskian perspective the goal would be to explicate the intersub-
jectivity between researcher and participant in the greatest detail possible. It 
would be important to understand how and why the participant constructs the 
situation in the way he or she does in order to analyze and interpret why this  
particular account is rendered in this particular context. Protocol research  
conducted from a Vygotskian perspective would then need to take into account: 
1. Both the researcher’s and participant’s sense of prolepsis for (a) themselves, (b) 

one another, (c) the setting, and (d) the task, and how those anticipated futures 
channel the performance of both. 

2. The relationship between participant and researcher and how the participant’s 
conception of the researcher provides the speech genre invoked, the content 
reported, the trust accorded to the listener, the rules for what it is appropriate 
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to say, the emotion involved in the report, and other factors of interpersonal 
communication. 

3. Other contextual factors that might influence the participant’s construction of 
meaning for the situation and resultant form of address. 

THE INFLUENCE OF SPEAKING ON THINKING 

My final area of consideration concerns IP’s and Vygotsky’s way of theoretically 
accounting for the role of the act of speaking on the thought processes being stud-
ied through the procedure of thinking aloud. I have already reviewed the way in 
which a Vygotskian perspective would assume that thinking aloud shapes thinking 
by providing it with a specific addressee. In this section I will consider other  
aspects of this problem. First, however, I will review the way in which IP research-
ers have accounted for the influence of speaking on thinking during data collection. 
 Stratman and Hamp-Lyons (1994) pose the problem from an IP perspective by 
asking, "Do subjects' verbalizations of thoughts during a task actually alter the cogni-
tive processes required to carry out the task—in ways that either enhance or obstruct 
the cognitive processes subjects would use when not under the [think-aloud] condi-
tion?" (p. 89). This question concerning reactivity is of concern in IP-based studies 
because, if the process of providing a protocol changes the participant’s thought proc-
esses, then the analysis will not produce what it claims to find. Ericsson and Simon 
(1979) argue that extensive testing reveals that “verbalization will not interfere with 
ongoing processes if the information stored in STM is encoded orally” (p. 16). They 
further argue that the process of verbalization has differential effects depending on the 
characteristics of the tasks being conducted and the instructions to verbalize: “When 
the instructional procedures conformed to our notion of Level 1 or Level 2 verbaliza-
tion, the studies gave no evidence that verbalization changes the course or structure 
of the thought processes” (1993, p. 106). 
 Some cognitive theorists have pointed out the ways in which acts of composing 
result in the development of new ideas during ill-structured tasks in which “the 
problem itself is not usually fully defined beforehand. . . . Rather, the process of 
problem definition is in part carried out through the activity of text production as 
the writer organizes, reorganizes, and elaborates knowledge in the course of writ-
ing” (Bracewell & Breuleux, 1994, p. 56). Bracewell and Breuleux are attentive to 
the ways in which a cognitive model can account for changes in problem definition 
and, by implication, changes in consciousness.  
 Other IP theorists have found such changes to have deeper roots than are appar-
ent from limited observation. Ericsson and Simon (1980) address the issue of  
sudden insights developed while engaged in problem-solving, a phenomenon that 
might undermine a conception of cognition grounded in the view that thinking is a 
function of memory retrieval. An insight, they argue, is not an epiphany. Rather, as 
Durkin (1937) argued, insights “can always be found to have developed gradually. 
The suddenness must be regarded as due to the concealment of the background.  
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It does not bring in a new kind of process” (p. 81; cited in Ericsson & Simon,  
p. 238, emphasis in original). In this view, what appears to be a spontaneous reali-
zation is instead the retrieval of prior knowledge that is brought to bear on a new 
problem. For Ericsson and Simon, then, apparent changes in consciousness are 
accountable for within IP theory, being reorganizations of information from mem-
ory into new schemata. 
 The different projects of IP and Vygotskian result in contrasting views of the 
role of speaking relative to the process of thinking. From an IP perspective the goal 
of research is to use verbal reports to generate models of cognitive processes. If 
they are to achieve this goal, they must regard mediating influences as potential 
sources of adulteration to the processes they are trying to infer and thus try to 
minimize them during data collection or account for them theoretically. Tangible 
mediators such as researchers and their prompts are identifiable and controllable 
through careful, theoretically-informed data collection procedures. Theorists  
account for a factor such as speech by asserting that it does not serve a mediating 
function but instead reveals the kind of information being heeded in STM. 
 From a Vygotskian perspective the goal of research is to understand develop-
ment as it is culturally mediated. If they are to achieve this goal, they must identify 
and understand the ways in which cultural mediators such as speech channel cogni-
tive change, including the speech that unfolds during the collection of a protocol. 
From this perspective the term think-aloud is incomplete. More accurately, the 
procedure describes a think-and-mediate-aloud data collection through which what 
is revealed is not quite an internal process, but a process that reflects the cultural 
practices that are appropriated through participation in speech-based interactions 
and that in turn act on their social context through speech-based interactions. As 
Cole (1996) notes, schemata are not simply internal cognitive structures; they  
mediate social practices as cultural schemata. This view is different from IP’s view 
of cognition being separate from the task environment and capable of being  
isolated from the effects of cultural mediation. 
 The assumption behind this Vygotskian view is that the mind is unbounded 
(Smagorinsky, 1995a; see Chapter 3); that is, psychological tools such as speech 
provide the means through which individuals appropriate the higher mental proc-
esses central to social transactions and also provide the means through which they 
act on their environments. These tools not only mediate the development of higher 
mental processes, they are themselves a fundamental part of those processes. The 
mind, in this conception, “extends beyond the skin” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 14); that is, 
the mind is socially distributed and inextricably linked to the tools of mediation 
(Salomon, 1993).  
 Thus, developments in consciousness cannot be considered as separate from the 
goal-directed, tool-mediated action through which the changes take place (Wertsch, 
1985, 1991). To Vygotsky (1987), “thinking depends on speech, on the means of 
thinking, and on the child’s socio-cultural experience. . . . the development of the 
child’s thinking depends on his mastery of the social means of thinking, that is, on his 
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mastery of speech” (p. 120; emphasis in original). The production of a think-aloud 
protocol, therefore, potentially serves as a tool for an instrumental process of cognitive 
development rather than, to use a common metaphor, a window that allow researchers 
to peer into workings of the mind (e.g., Hayes & Flower, 1983). 
 In Chapter 7 of Thinking and Speech, Vygotsky (1987) articulates a notion of 
meaning in which it is constructed through the process of articulating inner speech 
to public speech through the mediation of linguistic tools. According to Vygotsky, 
“thought is never the direct equivalent of word meanings. Meaning mediates 
thought in its path to verbal expression. The path from thought to word is indirect and 
internally mediated” (p. 282). This statement represents a fundamental difference  
between Vygotsky’s view and the IP assumption that think-alouds accurately repre-
sents internal thought processes. Vygotsky instead argues that thinking achieves 
meaning on its way to articulation. The process of articulation enables the inchoate 
thinking of inner speech to be realized in conventional genres of expression in a set 
of signs that has a meaning-potential and thus potential for communication: 

Even at the outset, then, thought and word are not cut from a single mold. In 
a certain sense, one can say that we find more opposition than agreement  
between them. The structure of speech is not a simple mirror image of the 
structure of thought. It cannot, therefore, be placed on thought like clothes off 
a rack. Speech does not merely serve as the expression of developed thought. 
Thought is restructured as it is transformed into speech. It is not expressed 
but completed in the word. Therefore, precisely because of their contrasting 
directions of movement, the development of the internal and external aspects 
of speech form a true unity. (p. 251) 

Through this process of articulation, inner speech is restructured, transformed from “a 
predicative, idiomatic speech into the syntax of a differentiated speech which is com-
prehensible to others” (p. 280). In Vygotsky’s view the mind should not be conceived 
of as being organized in memory nodes, as postulated in IP theory: “Thought is al-
ways something whole, something with significantly greater extent and volume than 
the individual word. . . . What is contained simultaneously in thought unfolds sequen-
tially in speech. Thought can be compared to a hovering cloud which gushes a shower 
of words” (p. 281; emphasis in original). Thinking only makes social sense after being 
transformed to the cultural artifact of the word, both to speaker and to addressees con-
versant with the codes in which the words are organized as more extended utterances. 
 Interest in the expressive functions of language has motivated much research on 
learning. Barnes (1992), in analyzing classroom discourse, argues strongly in favor 
of encouraging “exploratory talk” (p. 28) as a means of generating ideas, arguing 
that “the more [a learner] is enabled to think aloud, the more he can take responsi-
bility for formulating explanatory hypotheses and evaluating them” (p. 29). Used 
as a means of learning, “speech and writing [can serve] as an instrument for  
reshaping experience, that is, as a means of learning” (p. 84).  
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 Wells and Chang-Wells (1992) similarly argue in favor of “a conception of lit-
eracy as a mode of thinking that deliberately makes use of language, whether  
spoken or written, as an instrument for its own development” (p. 123). This view 
has also inspired a great deal of interest in writing to learn in which writing is 
viewed as a tool for exploring a subject (Applebee, 1981). In all of these  
approaches, speech and speech-based activities such as writing are assumed to 
serve as vehicles through which thinking is articulated, transformed into an artifac-
tual form, and then available as a source of further reflection. The processes of 
rendering thinking into speech constitute more than memory retrieval and the reve-
lation of inner cognitive processes. Rather, they enable thinking to reach a new 
level of possibility through articulation. 
 If a researcher adopts this assumption, collecting and analyzing protocols 
becomes highly problematic. If thinking becomes rearticulated through the 
process of speech, then the protocol is not simply representative of meaning, but 
an agent in the production of meaning. What is studied, to use Vygotsky’s 
(1987) metaphor, is the shower of speech and not the storm cloud of thinking. 
While one generates the other, they are not isomorphic. Both are dynamic, and 
both are continually in a process of “unfolding” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 280). The 
analysis of rainfall can lead to inferences about the type of cloud that produced 
it but not to the construction of a model of how that specific cloud functions  
(J. Smagorinsky, personal communication2). And anyone undertaking a study of 
the relationship between clouds and rain needs to keep in mind the fact that the 
process of raining changes the constitution of the cloud. 
 The problem is much more complex when analyzing thinking and speech. 
Clouds, while having a history and existing within a context, do not have a  
consciousness or live within a culture; they have no memory, no volition, no tools, 
no setting with a cultural motive. The problems of analyzing the artifact of speech, 
under the assumption that there is a dialectic relation between thinking and speech, 
are virtually limitless given the range of variables potentially available to confound 
any interpretation.  
 Researchers who adopt this perspective must take into account: 
1. The ways in which the tool-and-sign function of speech gives it a mediational 

role in data collection. As a mediator it serves as a means of articulation of 
thinking into the socially comprehensible form of speech. The formal features 
of speech are determined by the participant’s appropriated cultural practices 
and the contingencies that determine suitable genres for the situation. 

2. The ways in which the process of providing a protocol will potentially prompt 
changes in consciousness through the expressive, exploratory, transforma-
tional process of articulation. Inferences made based on a protocol analysis 
thus need to account for the dynamic, unfolding natures of thinking and speech 
and their dialectic relations. 
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AN ALTERNATIVE THEORETICAL GROUNDING FOR PROTOCOL ANALYSIS 

I have little but praise for Ericsson and Simon’s monumental justification of proto-
col analysis, Protocol analysis: Verbal reports as data and the comprehensiveness 
and consistency of their argument. I readily acknowledge that my argument is  
considerably more speculative than theirs given their admirable diligence and  
thoroughness in justifying their approach and the paucity of data I have to draw on 
in framing my alternative perspective. Yet the studies I have conducted using both 
concurrent and retrospective protocol analysis and their methodological cousin, 
stimulated recall, have raised some doubts in me about their assumptions about the 
social nature of speech, enough to prompt me to search for alternative ways of 
theorizing how speech serves as a source of evidence about cognition. Hawking 
(1988), in discussing the generation of theories, points out that 

any physical theory is always provisional, in the sense that it is only a  
hypothesis: you can never prove it. No matter how many times the results of 
experiments agree with some theory, you can never be sure that the next time 
the result will not contradict the theory. On the other hand, you can disprove 
a theory by finding even a single observation that disagrees with the predic-
tions of the theory. (p. 10)  

Through this chapter I have proposed an alternative way of thinking about protocol 
analysis based on the ways in which a Vygotskian perspective has helped me think 
about what is theoretically available through the method. A Vygotskian perspective 
suggests the need to analyze the setting in addition to the protocol. A protocol should 
not be analyzed only for what it allows a researcher to infer about the individual mind, 
but should be analyzed as a situated practice with antecedent cultural history and the 
potential to produce new thinking through the process of articulation.  
 From a practical standpoint, this task is not merely formidable but both impossi-
ble and problematic, as Vygotsky’s own reports of his research and that of his most 
accomplished colleagues suggest. There is, after all, a lot of history, and it would 
not be possible to say with certainty which historical actions provided the signifi-
cant channels for the action under study and which of the overlapping historical 
paths should be foregrounded. History can only be partially reconstructed, and so 
the cultural precedents for a protocol could only be sampled and inferred. This 
problem is central to any research conducted from a Vygotskian perspective. A 
second problem concerns the perspective adopted to tell that history. As many have 
pointed out, any historical account is a narrative told with bias and agenda 
(Loewen, 1996, 1999). Providing a historical context for a protocol is thus a  
subjective process. This problem is inherent in all methods claiming a Vygotskian 
basis. 
 From a practical standpoint, telling this history makes for extremely long  
research reports in which the background information potentially dwarfs the proto-
col data. If the research is ever to reach publication, then the researcher needs to 
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reduce this accumulated history to its salient points. What is salient, of course,  
depends on what the researcher wants to demonstrate. One solution is for the  
researcher to acknowledge biases and agendas and qualify all claims in terms of 
personal contingencies. All of these moves—accounting for cultural background 
and researcher agendas—require adjustments in the genre of research reports,  
particularly in terms of reconsidering the conventional limit of 25-35 pages that 
many journals impose on their contributors (see Chapter 10). A Vygotskian per-
spective on protocol analysis, then, will require methodological adjustments, inter-
pretive adjustments, and substantial changes in the genre of the research report. 
 From a Vygotskian perspective, however, these changes are all needed.  
Newman et al. (1980) emphasize that “the individual is not the most useful unit of 
analysis” in psychological research (p. 59; emphasis in original), arguing instead 
that activity within a social setting should be the focus of study. These relevant 
settings require some explication in order for data to make sense. The tools,  
constraints, and communities of practice that channel the emergence of the verbal 
report are among the factors of setting that are relevant to interpreting speech as 
data. Collecting the data or conducting the analysis without acknowledging the 
social context that helps shape their emergence ignores the contingencies that pro-
vide the setting and social, cultural, and historical significance of their production.

NOTES 
1  Both Bakhtin and people who draw on his work (e.g., Nystrand, 1997) characterize monologism in 

two opposing ways. On the one hand, they describe situations in which one person dominates a so-
cial group as monologic; these settings include classrooms where teachers lecture incessantly. And 
yet Bakhtin also dismisses the idea that any speech act, no matter how long or uninterrupted, is  
monologic, given that it emerges as a conversational turn in dialogue with previous utterance and in 
anticipation of subsequent response or extension. To me this latter perspective—that all speech is 
inherently dialogic because it is always part of an ongoing conversation (see Burke’s [1941] parlor 
discussion metaphor in Chapter 2)—more robustly captures Bakhtin’s view of the manner in which 
all speech is a turn in a larger conversation.  

2  Joseph Smagorinsky, in addition to being my father, was a pioneer in the development of the Gener-
al Circulation Model as a tool for weather forecasting (see, e.g., Smagorinsky, 1963; 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Smagorinsky). I wish to thank L. S. Vygotsky for providing the 
analogy between rain and speech, thus creating the rare occasion for my work to overlap with my 
dad’s. 
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CHAPTER 10 

THE METHOD SECTION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE  
RESEARCH REPORTS 

In this chapter I shift my attention from the conduct of Vygotskian research to  
issues that arise in the reporting of research. I argue that greater attention to the 
Method section1 would strengthen the account of the conduct of the research for 
the benefit of both authors and readers, and serve as the nexus for the other  
sections of the paper’s organization and alignment with one another. APA-style 
research reports are written as arguments in which data are rendered into evidence 
in support of claims and justified as evidence by means of warrants (i.e., statements 
that clearly explain why examples serve to illustrate claims). The basis for each 
element of a well-documented, consistent, and coherent argument should be expli-
cated in the Method section of the report. 
 The Method section has gotten much more complicated to write since Braddock, 
Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer (1963) attempted to move the field of composition  
research into a new and unprecedented era of stature by positioning the experimen-
tal study as the pinnacle of scientific inquiry in composition studies (see Chapter 
5). The reporting of an experimental study’s methods does not require extensive 
explication. In experimental research articles in writing research before the  
mid-1980s, most authors explained, or should have explained, the “treatment” they 
were contrasting with a control group, which often went undescribed.  
 Experimental researchers further reported how particular variables were con-
trolled for in the design, explaining such features as “counterbalancing” to mini-
mize the effects of interventions such as the topics included in writing prompts. 
These studies additionally reported the particular statistical tests applied to the data 
to produce the results: a chi-square test, a t-test, an analysis of variance, an analysis 
of covariance, a multivariate analysis of covariance, and others. The absence  
of such detail led Hillocks (1986) to reject most of the experimental studies  
conducted from 1963-1983 in his meta-analysis of composition research, confirm-
ing Braddock et al.’s (1963) conclusion that writing researchers were inadequately 
prepared to conduct the experimental studies that they felt carried the greatest 
weight and prestige. 
 The Method section of experimental research reports was fairly straightforward, 
requiring little theorization or explanation regarding the reporting of data, which 
the statistical tests presumably rendered into objective results rather than social 
constructions (see Chapter 3 for a dissenting view; cf. Latour & Woolgar, 1979, 
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who argue that even the most “scientific” of studies is subjectively conducted). The 
author had little explaining to do beyond outlining: 
 the differences between the comparison groups (e.g., teaching sentence combin-

ing vs. teaching “traditional grammar” or more vaguely, vs. “the control 
group”);  

 the nature of the data (e.g., identifying primary traits in student writing such as 
claims, evidence, and warrants in persuasive essays); 

 the control of variables (e.g., ensuring that teacher effects, order effects, etc., do 
not obscure the true variables that produce differences); 

 the data collection points (e.g., contrasting pre-instruction vs. post-instruction 
student writing samples); 

 the sort of statistical tests run (e.g., using a t-test, an analysis of variance, or 
other test) 

The students themselves were typically presented as generic, a condition later 
viewed as problematic given researchers’ tendency to study White middle class 
students and generalize from them to all populations (for a critique of such sample 
selections, see the contributors to Cole, Engeström, & Valdez, 1997). 
 When language and literacy researchers began to borrow from paradigms  
outside the experimental approach in the 1970s, methodological explication  
became more important. First, often the theories and methods invoked were from 
outside the general reader’s experience and so called for clear outlining, as Flower 
and Hayes (e.g., 1981) did when importing the investigative method of protocol  
analysis from cognitive psychology in order to study the recently-conceived idea of 
writing processes (see Chapter 9). Second, the assumption of researcher objectivity 
became tenuous, leading researchers to acknowledge and account for their social 
construction of their data (Smagorinsky, 1995a; see Chapter 3). Third, researchers 
influenced by Vygotsky and other social and cultural theorists began to give 
greater attention to the relational nature of research. They were called upon to  
explain more about the context of the investigation: the social and cultural experi-
ences of the participants; the physical, social, and political setting of the research; 
the assumptions at work in the environment; the researcher’s relationships and  
interactions with the participants; and much more following from attention to  
teleological directions, proleptic and explicit means of mediation, and other factors 
following from the assumption that thinking and acting are socially, culturally, and 
historically shaped (see Chapter 9).  
 On the whole, then, it became incumbent on researchers to account for far more 
than they had previously provided in order to explain the conduct of their investi-
gation. Increasing attention to the social complexity of research produced a greater 
need to relate method to results, presenting authors with new obligations as they 
wrote their articles. Meanwhile (and as still the case), many journals adhered to the 
page requirements of a previous era, requiring a host of new decisions for authors 
who needed to account for research methods and investigative context and who 
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needed to explain complex data sets in sufficient detail to be persuasive, all the 
while keeping manuscripts to 25-35 pages. The Method section, then, has evolved 
to the point where in order for findings to be credible, the methods of collection, 
reduction, and analysis need to be highly explicit. Further, the methods employed 
need to be clearly aligned with the framing theory and the rendering of the data 
into findings.  

THE METHOD SECTION 

The “social turn” in literacy studies in the last two decades (see the contributors to 
Smagorinsky, 2006) suggests that people from different backgrounds (e.g., from 
different cultural groups, genders, socioeconomic classes, races, ethnicities,  
regions, political perspectives, religions, and other categories) will not necessarily 
act in the same way under the same conditions. Indeed, many have argued that 
particularity, rather than generalizability and replicability, is a worthy aim of  
research (e.g., Bloome & Bailey, 1993; Valsiner, 1998). I find the historical sense 
of replicability—in which results achieve validity when the same findings are  
produced by separate studies using the same research design with different popula-
tions—to rest on an increasingly fragile foundation given my belief in the situated 
nature of cognition. However, I do think that a reader ought to be able to replicate a 
study’s design based on how an author explains it. This latter requirement, on the 
need for methodological explication in research reports, is my primary focus in this 
chapter. 
 Greater attention to accounts of research method is valuable, both for the 
reader’s sake and the writer’s. As a reader, I simply need to know how data  
become findings in order to trust the author’s claims. But for a writer, the Method 
section plays a pivotal role in the production of a research article. It serves as the 
core from which radiate the content and organization of each of the other sections 
of an APA-style research report. I’ll next outline how the Method section functions 
for those writing from a social-cultural-historical perspective by reviewing issues 
that arise in the collection, reduction, and analysis of data; and in reporting the 
context of the investigation. 

Data Collection 

Describing data collection is probably the most straightforward part of accounting 
for method. The Data Collection subsection includes a description of the data 
sources and how the data were collected: through field notes, interviews, audio 
recordings of discussions, ancillary artifacts, samples of writing, and so on. But 
merely listing sources in a general way is typically insufficient. Chin (1994), for 
example, argues that simply announcing that data are comprised of “interviews” 
overlooks the fact that interviews may be conducted in many ways, obligating the 
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researcher to be explicit about who conducted the interviews; whether or not mul-
tiple interviewers were involved and if so, how consistency across interviewers and 
interviewees was achieved (e.g., relying on a uniform interview protocol or set of 
prompts, and providing the text of such scripts); and other factors that help to  
explicate the specific nature of the data collection. I use interviews here to illustrate 
the problem, as I did with protocol analysis in Chapter 9; virtually any qualitative 
research methods, especially those that rely on the analysis of speech, benefits 
from exegesis of this sort. 
 Limitations and cautions about the data collection procedures also merit atten-
tion. Although they are often included toward the end of the concluding Discussion 
section, they seem more fitting in the Method section. Interviews, to return to this 
example, are not benign, but rather involve interaction effects. Rosenthal (1966) 
identified a myriad of characteristics that can affect the relationship between a  
researcher and participant, in turn helping to shape the data that emerge during the 
collection process (as reviewed in Chapter 9). Making some effort to account for 
these phenomena helps to explain the social construction of data in studies involv-
ing researcher-participant interactions (see Chapter 3).  
 Further, the report of methods should be tied to the study’s motivating theory in 
terms of data collection, reduction, and analysis. For instance, when I began to 
shift my use of protocol analysis from its information processing origins to a  
Vygotskian framework (see Chapter 9), I had to provide detail in the publications 
in which I reported the research (e.g., Smagorinsky, 1997a) to distinguish my  
approach from that of my information processing antecedents. My paradigmatic 
reorientation thus obligated me to account for my decisions in data collection so 
that they were aligned with my motivating theory. Even something as seemingly 
simple as describing data collection procedures, then, can be problematic. Authors 
need to balance the need to explain these phenomena in detail and the simultaneous 
needs to stay within page limits and not test readers’ patience with excessive detail 
before they arrive at the Findings section.  

Data Reduction 

Data reduction is a critical part of research method, but gets scant attention in  
publications about the conduct of research. All researchers reduce their data; some 
to numbers, some to words, some to both. I’ve often heard graduate students talk 
about their “thousand pages of data,” with which they are most impressed. The 
researcher’s task is to take this amorphous mass of data and reduce it to something 
manageable, comprehensible, analyzable, and useful. 
 The pattern I’ve often seen in manuscripts I’m asked to review for journals is 
for the author to provide a general textbook account of data reduction. The author 
will claim to have read the data set, found provisional themes, and developed and 
refined codes, without explicitly naming them. Describing this generic process 
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based on methods textbook formulas does little to illuminate for readers how a 
researcher has reduced data from an inchoate corpus to a systematically organized 
set from which a subset can document representative trends. Researchers need to 
explain the principles by which they have either eliminated data or selected some-
thing representative. Simply announcing that something is representative of the 
larger corpus is not convincing.  
 During my co-editorship of Research in the Teaching of English with Michael 
W. Smith, at times we required an author to tabulate the whole data set in order to 
demonstrate the representativeness of what was claimed as illustrative. It often 
turned out that the samples presented were more representative of the author’s pre-
ferred conclusion than what the data actually produced about the focus of the 
study. Such authors were hardly in the minority; impressionistic data reports often 
involve selectively chosen data designed more to confirm a researcher’s precon-
ceived thesis than to mine the data exhaustively to analyze them systematically. 
 In addition to explaining the reduction of data so that representative samples are 
available, researchers ought to attend to disconfirming or discrepant data—i.e., 
data that are unrepresentative of the corpus as a whole and that raise questions 
about available generalizations. Disconfirming data can be important for several 
reasons. First, they may contest neat interpretations of the trends and complicate 
conclusions available from the analysis. Second, disconfirming data may serve as a 
separate focus of analysis. If, within a research site, people perform anomalously, 
they often merit attention, particularly if they share traits as members of some sort 
of minority group relative to the whole (as might a few men in a classroom of 
women, the subset of novices in a larger group of experienced workers, a handful 
of immigrants in a predominantly native setting, and so on).  
 Attending to discrepant cases, then, may challenge norms practiced by the  
majority within a group, or serve as a separate focus of attention for a better under-
standing of what is not representative of the whole and how their discrepant  
experiences can be explained. Such an approach would be consistent with the  
Vygotskian imperative to account for mediated human development, particularly as 
variations from the norm result indeficit judgments accorded to those whose  
performances are anomalous relative to that of members of the dominant culture or 
population. 
 Presenting the reduction process in detail—not through general descriptions 
borrowed from methodology textbooks—seems to me to be critical in presenting 
persuasive research findings, particularly in the sort of qualitative approaches that 
tend to characterize Vygotskian studies. Part of this account ought to be a juxtapo-
sition of representative data with a tabulated version of the full analysis as  
evidence that the data that provide the focus of the results do indeed faithfully  
distill the entire corpus.  
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Data Analysis 

The process of data analysis tends to get superficial treatment in the majority of 
manuscripts that I review for journals. I will next outline considerations that I think 
are important in both conducting and explaining the means by which a reduced 
data set gets rendered into a persuasive, evidentiary set of findings. To do so I will 
include attention to my collaborative work with doctoral students, because my  
approach becomes an issue in the sections that follow. Collaborative analysis  
enables me to get assistance with my work and my students to get experience and 
course credit for working with me, and we share authorial credit in presentations 
and publications. I also often credit the participating teacher as a coauthor because 
my research relies more on description than on intervention, and so the teacher’s 
construction of the curriculum and her teaching practices constitute a major part of 
the research design (Gallas, 2000; Smagorinsky, Augustine, & Gallas, 2006). 
When appropriate, I also include a student as coauthor, if the student can be located 
and wishes to make additional contributions to the research at the time of analysis 
and authoring (e.g., Smagorinsky, Daigle, O’Donnell-Allen, & Bynum, 2010). 
 
Coding data as the embodiment of theory   I believe strongly in the value of the 
process of coding data. Not everyone agrees with me on this point; at one doctoral 
defense that I chaired, a full professor on the student’s committee stated unequivo-
cally that all coding of data is “positivistic” because it names data segments in 
ways that can take on the status of certainty. Perhaps coding can be bound by be-
liefs of its truth value, but surely not in every case.  
 Rather than seeing coding as static and positivistic, I believe that coding makes 
the theoretical approach used to analyze the data manifest by applying code names 
to segments of text (typically, in my work, field notes, interview transcripts, dis-
cussion transcripts, and transcripts of people speaking as or soon after they work). 
In this conception coding makes the researcher’s theoretical perspective on the data 
corpus explicit, without precluding other ways of looking at it. Also, by creating 
categories in sets and levels, a coding system embodies not only a theory but the 
principles within that theory and their relations to one another. In that sense, cod-
ing establishes the researcher’s subjectivity in relation to the data and the frame-
work through which data are interpreted. From this perspective the codes are not 
static or hegemonic, but rather serve to explicate the stance and interpretive  
approach that the researcher brings to the data. If anything, coding manifests not 
only theory but the researcher’s acknowledged subjectivity, which refutes the 
complaint that coding is by nature positivistic. 
 To illustrate: My work assumes Wertsch’s (1991) extension of Vygotsky 
(1987), which postulates that the appropriate unit of analysis for the study of the 
development of human consciousness is volitional, goal-directed, tool-mediated 
action in social, cultural, and historical context. Because I have interrogated this 
axiom and have accepted its explanatory power as a premise, I rely on its princi-
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ples to provide the major categories that I typically employ during data analysis. I 
often look at the tools that mediate thinking, the setting in which those tools have 
gained currency and sanction, and the goals toward which people put them to use. 
These general categories, I have found, provide a framework through which to  
develop more finely-tuned codes that specifically account for the situated thinking 
of the people who participate in my research. 
 Those second-level codes vary depending on a variety of factors. The topic of 
the study, for example, will narrow down the possibilities for which settings are in 
play, which tools are employed, and which goals are at work in the participants’ 
performances. For my purposes over the last decade, these topics include studies of 
early-career teachers developing concepts about how to teach secondary school 
English or elementary Language Arts; or studies of high school and university  
students constructing texts or talking about texts in ways that they find meaningful 
through their use of discussion, writing, and nonverbal media in their interpretive 
and representational work. I have summarized some of this work in previous  
chapters of this book. 
 The subcodes also vary depending on the specific problems that the participants 
are attempting to solve. One early-career teacher, for instance, might be struggling 
to find ways of teaching writing and come to rely on a formulaic approach such as 
the five-paragraph theme (Johnson, Smagorinsky, Thompson, & Fry, 2002), while 
another might be attempting a progressive pedagogy within a scripted curriculum 
(Smagorinsky, Gibson, Moore, Bickmore, & Cook, 2004). Or a group of students 
might be interpreting Hamlet through a graphic medium (Smagorinsky & 
O’Donnell-Allen, 1998) while another student might be designing a home interior 
for a class in interior design (Smagorinsky, Zoss, & Reed, 2006) or writing  
essays in academic, personal, and hybrid genres (Smagorinsky, Augustine, &  
O’Donnell-Allen, 2007).  
 The transcripts from these studies suggest the ways in which the three major 
categories of goal, tool, and setting involve subcategories specific to the  
problem-solving activity engaged in by the research participants. Whatever 
overlap occurs across the studies follows from commonalities in what emerges 
from the data, rather than a priori categories that I superimpose on the  
transcripts. The cultural tools employed by participants are a function of what 
they need to do to act on specific problems presented by their environments 
(Tulviste, 1989). And so while participants in a variety of studies might employ 
the tool of a narrative—to depict their emotions on masks representing their 
sense of identity (Zoss, Smagorinsky, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007; see Chapter 8), 
to create pathways for negotiating the premises of a house (Smagorinsky, Cook, 
& Reed, 2005), to inform their interpretation of a poem (Smagorinsky,  
Cameron, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007)—more unique codes come in relation to 
more specific tool use, such as the economical design of a horse ranch to allow 
for direct movement around the premises (Smagorinsky, Pettis, & Reed, 2004; see  
Chapter 8). 
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 The development of these categories is not, from my theoretical perspective, 
a vehicle for producing a positivistic, static representation of reality. Rather, it 
is to align my analysis with my motivating theory in ways that make my own 
subjectivity in relation to the data clear and unambiguous. Doing so would not 
preclude someone else from approaching the data in a different way for differ-
ent purposes, but rather delineates the ways in which the perspective that I take 
with my collaborator contributes to our construction of the situation. The degree 
to which we do so persuasively and credibly becomes apparent when our work 
goes through the review process and our peers judge how effectively we have  
argued from the data. 
 
Collaborative coding and reliability   When I wrote my dissertation (employing 
protocol analysis of writers before and after writing instruction to contrast the  
effects of different modes of instruction on writers’ processes; see Smagorinsky, 
1991b), my committee expected me to demonstrate the reliability and validity of 
my investigative method. I coded my data, then trained a second rater in my coding 
system and had her code 15% of my data with an agreement level of at least 80%2. 
Traditionally, such a result confirms the reliability of the codes in that two inde-
pendent raters arrive at roughly the same conclusions when putting the system into 
effect on a sample of the data corpus. Although this method has been questioned 
by poststructuralists such as Harding (1991) because of the tendency in the field to 
associate reliability with confirmed truth, it remains a standard measure in much 
social science research. 
 My approach to research within the sociocultural tradition of Vygotsky has led 
me to accept, however, neither the traditional notion that agreement equals reliabil-
ity nor the poststructural view that agreement represents a chimera masquerading 
as truth. I employ a second coder, yet that coder, usually a doctoral student, works 
with me throughout the coding process as we labor through the data and discuss 
each data segment before agreeing on how to bracket and code it. In other words, 
we reach agreement on each code through collaborative discussion, rather than 
independent corroboration; and our initial coding is often a provisional system that 
gets refined as we continue our discussions, occasionally becoming further refined 
as the research report goes through the review process and feedback suggests the 
need to rethink categories.  
 Undoubtedly, there is an uneven relationship when I work with a graduate  
student because the data from most of the studies we do are from my collections, 
and I’m more or less in charge and more experienced with how to do this sort of 
thing. I also recognize the possibility that, because most of my students have been 
women, there are gender issues at work that could position me as a male reproduc-
ing the patriarchal hegemony that has traditionally led to inequities in research. 
How, some reviewers of my work have asked, can this work be collaborative when 
clearly the relationship is fundamentally and inevitably inequitable and hierar- 
chical? 



THE METHOD SECTION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE  

253 

 The answer has several facets. One advantage of working with good collabora-
tors is that we have complementary areas of expertise. My work with Cindy 
O’Donnell-Allen3 (referenced throughout this book), for instance, took place in her 
high school English class. She understood the setting of the students’ work far bet-
ter than I did. In accounting for the context of the research, she took a leading role 
in terms of knowledge about the school, community, faculty traditions, curriculum, 
students, and other factors that affected the ultimate shape of the data. This knowl-
edge was valuable both when considering the context of the students’ schoolwork 
and in understanding how they produced texts and interpretations in the idiosetting 
of her classroom.  
 At times the students’ expertise is more formal. Michelle Zoss, for instance, 
studied with me specifically because we shared an interest in the role of arts in 
English classes. Michelle herself is an accomplished artist with academic training 
in the technical aspects of art, art theory, and educational theories that inform art 
education. In our studies of students’ construction of pictorial texts in both an  
Interior Design class (Smagorinsky et al., 2006) and in Cindy’s English class  
(Smagorinsky, Zoss, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2005; Zoss, Smagorinsky, & 
O’Donnell-Allen, 2007) and later in her own independent research (Augustine & 
Zoss, 2006; Zoss, 2007; Zoss & Jones, 2008; Zoss & White, 2011), Michelle’s 
considerably greater knowledge of art was instrumental in arriving at the interpre-
tive lens through which we viewed the data and, as a consequence, in the determi-
nation of which terminology we used in coding the data within the general  
structure of identifying cultural tools, goals, and settings. 
 Collaborative coding thus provides a means through which levels of expertise 
may emerge through the process of discussion in relation to data. Outsiders should 
not automatically assume that there is a static, strictly hierarchical relationship  
between a professor and an accomplished doctoral student who has years of valu-
able teaching experience, is often involved in avocations that can inform research, 
and is reading and taking courses outside the professor’s areas of expertise.  
Presumably, the professor has greater experience with the conduct of research that 
benefits and accelerates, and inevitably provides direction for, the student’s initial 
learning and scholarly trajectory.  
 In contrast, when working independently, coders must employ a fixed coding 
system that the second rater either applies in accordance with the primary investi-
gator’s decisions or not. And given that any coding session that falls below 80% 
agreement can simply be called “training” before a higher rate of agreement is 
reached, the reification of this percentage cutoff is somewhat disingenuous. I  
regard the flexible and generative nature of the collaborative approach as having 
greater potential to produce an insightful reading of the data because each decision 
is the result of a serious and thoughtful discussion about what to call each and 
every data segment. Independent coding in contrast treats the system as a fixed 
entity, which denies its potential for negotiation as researchers work through data 
together. 
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 The collaborative approach also provides abundant teaching opportunities. 
When discussing data or codes with a student, I often digress to explain how an-
other research paradigm might consider the data (along with suggested readings); 
or we pause to conduct internet searches to clarify a point or fact; or we consult a 
source from my bookshelves; or I provide my knowledge of the personal histories, 
relationships, lineages, and trajectories of people I know in the field; or the student 
shares with me relevant teaching experiences or ideas from coursework and related 
readings; or we educate ourselves in the countless other ways that are possible 
when two people work together on a problem that they both find interesting and 
challenging. Because I consider my research shop to be a critical part of my teach-
ing—as zones of proximal development in Moll’s (1990) conception of ZPDs as 
social settings that shape particular kinds of learning possibilities—I view these 
sessions as central to the doctoral education of my students, and an experience that 
pays off given the foundation and initial support it provides them as they move into 
their own independent research. 
 Finally, working collaboratively with my students simply makes my work more 
enjoyable. It provides me with a smart, interesting, and motivated companion who 
can push me into new ways of thinking. I thus have an ongoing pipeline of vibrant, 
energetic, and contemporary thinkers and personalities to keep me from getting too 
stodgy or fixed in my ways as I grow older. The vitality that they bring to my  
office, and the good company that they provide as we work, are invaluable assets 
that keep my research enjoyable, fulfilling, and energizing. In this sense they  
contribute to a context for my work—a ZPD with an evolving motive, set of prob-
lems to consider, and new stimulating companions to refresh my viewpoint—that 
recon-textualizes my thinking in light of their perspectives and helps to redefine 
and reconfigure the purpose of my research. 

THE CONTEXT OF THE INVESTIGATION 

Vygotskian perspectives emphasize the subjectivities, attention to culture, and 
other relational and contextual factors that a researcher must take into account in 
order to situate research findings. It has thus become de rigueur for authors to  
include a section on the Context of the Investigation in their research reports. In 
many manuscripts, the Context section is included in the Method section, but I’ve 
begun breaking it out as a separate entity. Although context and method are  
related, contextual factors merit their own attention in research that emerges from 
Vygotskian theories of development that stress the fundamentally social nature of 
human frameworks for developing concepts and the need to understand the settings 
in which activity unfolds. 
 The context of any study is infinitely complex, so identifying the aspects of a 
setting that are relevant to the research can be a challenge (see Chapter 9). The 
most salient aspects of a setting’s influence on its inhabitants may not be evident to 
a researcher who is not intimately familiar with all of the people and places  
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involved in the culture and its history. This problem suggests the importance to me 
of working closely with the teachers under study, involving them as collaborators 
in order not only to credit them for their work but to take advantage of their  
considerable emic, or insider’s, knowledge of the setting, and to help invigorate 
and inform their teaching by adding this reflective element to their instruction. It 
further suggests the value of having teachers study their own classrooms, with or 
without outside collaborators, given that they know their context and students far 
better than any university researcher could. 
 An additional complication to accounting for context concerns the problem that 
what is germane may be highly confidential and not amenable to being reported, 
such as the personal histories of research participants with sensitive backgrounds. 
For instance, in a set of studies I did with John Coppock in his classroom—situated 
in an alternative school for recovering substance abusers (Smagorinsky &  
Coppock, 1994, 1995a, 1995b)—some of the students who volunteered to partici-
pate were in the federal witness protection program because they had testified 
against their drug dealers; their enrollment in the alternative school and recovery 
program was a condition of the terms of their agreement with prosecutors. Their 
experiences with drugs and alcohol were relevant to their scholastic work in the 
research, yet could not be included in the publications, as specified as part of our 
own agreement with the school administrators. 
 One peril of working in the Vygotskian tradition is its emphasis on a social-
cultural-historical approach and the problem that accounting for all relevant 
social interaction grounded in cultural and historical antecedents is simply not 
possible. Paring it down to something manageable and relevant, without short-
changing what matters, is a tremendously vexing job. As a school-based  
researcher, I often provide skeletal statistics about a school’s size and demo-
graphics and profiles of the primary participants in the research. Yet what I  
include is inevitably inadequate in genuinely situating the study in its social 
context. A major culprit in this dilemma is the page limit of 25-35 pages  
provided by the typical academic journal; and yet even for those rare journals 
that allow free rein, reviewers often become impatient with lengthy accounts of 
context and urge reductions to allow for a quicker route to the findings.  
Findings, however, can only make sense when sufficiently contextualized, at 
least from the Vygotskian perspective I have appropriated. 
 I wrestle with this conundrum in every research report I write in both our initial 
preparation of the manuscript and the subsequent negotiations of the content of the 
Context section with a journal’s reviewers and editors. This give-and-take with 
editors produces Context sections of different content and detail, even when  
settings overlap across studies. The ultimate shape of the Context section follows 
from what I am able to learn about and include and what an editor believes to be 
relevant to the report. These decisions are constrained by the page limits for both 
individual articles and the overall annual page maximum that a journal’s sponsor 
allows its editors to produce.  
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 And so the Context section, like much else about the publication process, is 
never entirely the product of the author’s decisions. Rather, it is the result of a  
negotiated and at times collaborative process with editors and reviewers, all  
situated within the journal’s historical mission and purview, the sponsoring organi-
zation’s parameters for how much space is available for the journal as a whole, the 
economics of the publication business, and other factors that contribute to the  
ultimate shape and appearance of scholarship. In other words, any individual work 
of scholarship fits within a set of scholarly, economic, and idiosyncratic constraints 
that provide a motive and means of mediation for the direction and form that it 
takes. 

THE EPICENTRIC ROLE OF THE METHOD SECTION 

One of the most prevalent problems I find in manuscripts that I review for journal 
editors is a lack of alignment across the major sections of the paper (Introduction 
or Theoretical Framework, Method, Context, Findings or Results, Discussion). An 
author might invoke a framing theory but not explain how the method involves that 
theory; or might explain a method without referring back to it in the Findings  
section; or might pose research questions that are not addressed in the Findings  
section; or might explain findings yet provide a soapbox speech in the Discussion 
section that does not follow from the analysis. Or all of the above.  
 Authors often go awry when they either pose no research questions, or pose 
different questions at different points in the manuscript, or pose questions that are 
not answerable through the data, or pose answerable questions but present findings 
that appear unrelated to the questions. Studies stand the best chance of reaching 
publication, however, when an author poses a limited set of answerable questions, 
and then aligns the paper around them: making sure that they are theorized, that the 
method produces data that serve as evidence for claims, that the findings are  
presented in clear relation to the questions, and that the discussion follows from the 
analysis. 
 My experiences as a reviewer and member of dissertation committees suggest 
that achieving this degree of alignment is extraordinarily challenging for most au-
thors. One way to promote such alignment is to use the Method section as the epi-
center of the paper: the vehicle through which alignment can be, if not assured, at 
least systematically attempted. The linear final form of a completed APA-style 
research report is deceptive in terms of how the reports are actually written 
(Bracewell, 1992). I would never recommend writing the Theory section first, 
Method second, Context third, Findings fourth, and Discussion fifth. The process 
involves a lot more recursion in what gets written when (and inevitably, what gets 
written suggests that other areas need to get rewritten). I always write the Method 
section very early in the process because most of what I need to consider when 
writing it affects other parts of the paper.  
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 The outline of the analytic approach—for me, usually the articulation of a cod-
ing system—establishes what I need to talk about elsewhere in the manuscript.  
If my codes reflect a social-cultural-historical orientation to the data, then I need to 
frame the study from this theoretical perspective. Ultimately, I need to ensure that 
if I claim this perspective, the language that I employ for naming my categories 
needs to be grounded in its terminology and constructs. For this reason, borrowed 
coding systems can be highly problematic because they were developed by  
someone else for, in all likelihood, other purposes and other data (see Bracewell & 
Breuleux, 1994, for a contrary perspective). Rather, codes need to be developed in 
a dialectic relation among the data, the theoretical framework, and whatever else a 
researcher brings to the analytic process.  
 Just as significantly, codes need to work in clear relation to the presentation of 
the findings so that the major sections of the manuscript are aligned. In most of my 
research, I both tabulate and explain my codes. Constructing the table involves 
more than just taking all the codes, putting them in a table, and including the  
frequency with which each occurred. Some means of organizing the codes is  
necessary in order for them to make theoretical sense. My major categories of goal, 
tool, and setting provide one convenient means of categorizing the codes initially. 
Still, I often find that some codes are redundant, some are so infrequent as to be 
irrelevant to the study’s focus, and some are irrelevant to the research questions, 
and so must be eliminated or collapsed into the closest available robust category.  
 As a result, further data reduction is in order, forcing my collaborator and me to 
continue discussing which codes remain relevant to the study’s focus, which are 
not, which need collapsing into single categories, and which need renaming; and to 
make other decisions that contribute to a clearly focused, well-documented study. 
This process in turn suggests how to organize and present the findings because of 
the focus it provides for the analysis. With the codes finally tabulated in a way that 
makes theoretical sense and provides a focus for the analysis, our effort to organize 
the Findings section in relation to both the research questions and the coding  
system becomes much more logical to us.  
 Further, the findings need to invoke the codes so that it’s clear how the analysis 
has rendered data into findings. When a researcher only provides a general descrip-
tion of coding, readers never know how the findings were produced. But even 
when a method is clearly explained, an author often proceeds to report findings 
with no further mention of how the analysis produced them. Referring back to the 
analytic method while reporting findings ought to be a standard move in published 
research.  
 Referencing the method while reporting results remains a common practice for 
experimental researchers. An author might say in the Method section that compara-
tive results were produced through the application of analysis of variance, and in 
the Findings section the author references those statistical tests when reporting 
specific findings. In one comparative study, for instance, Wu and Rubin (2000) 
report the following: 
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The first set of contrasts on the textual variables is the most extreme compar-
ison. It compares Taiwanese students’ writing in Chinese with U.S. students’ 
writing in English. To control for spurious errors due to the number of  
dependent variables, we first conducted a MANCOVA. The multivariate  
nationality/language effect was significant (Wilks’ Lambda = .453, F (8, 68) 
=10.27, p < .001, Eta2 = .55). There was no significant covariate effect for 
measured collectivism (Wilks’ Lambda =.956, F (8, 68) = .39, p = .92, Eta2 
= .04), nor any significant effect of topic (Wilks’ Lambda = .867, F (8, 68) = 
1.30, p = .26, Eta2 = .13). Nationality/language and topic did not interact 
(Wilks’ Lambda = .899, F (8, 68) = .96, p = .48, Eta2 = .10). (p. 164) 

This sort of reporting illustrates the expectation for a statistically-driven study to 
refer to the analytic method—the particular tests run to study specific variables—
when results of that analysis are presented. 
 Such procedures have not yet become standard in the reporting of the sort of 
qualitative research often produced in Vygotskian studies, and I strongly believe 
that the linkage between analytic method and findings produced ought to be. Doing 
so requires referencing the coding system or whatever other kind of method is em-
ployed to reduce data to a manageable form when rendering data into evidence for 
claims. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

I see the Method section as having an impact in at least two ways. First, for the 
writer it can serve as the point of origin for the ways in which the other sections of 
the manuscript find their thrust and organization. A research method requires a 
theoretical perspective, and so the content of the opening framework for an article 
is suggested at least in part by the tenets behind the investigative method. Explic-
itly stated research questions need to be answerable through the methods employed 
in the research. Findings need to be specifically linked to method so that it is clear 
to readers how results have been rendered from data and how the theory that moti-
vates the study is realized in the way that the data are analyzed and then organized 
for presentation. 
 In addition to providing the organizational principles for the author in constructing 
an evidence-based and warranted argument, a Method section is critical in readers’ 
sense of trust in the claims of the study. As a reviewer I may find an opening theoreti-
cal gambit to be compelling, but if I can’t reconstruct the author’s means of collecting, 
reducing, and analyzing data, then I will have little faith that the construction of  
findings follows from responsible and consistent treatment of evidence, and will not 
likely recommend the paper for publication. Researchers put way too much time and 
effort into this enterprise for it only to be read by dissertation committee members or 
other groups of friends and colleagues. Paying attention to these issues has given my  
research a much better chance of finding a larger public audience. 
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NOTES 
1  I capitalize Method when it refers to the major section of a report in which data collection, reduc-

tion, and analysis procedures are explained. I use the lower-case m when referring to the methods 
themselves. This same rule applies to the other sections of an APA-style research report: Introduc-
tion or Theoretical Framework, Context of the Investigation, Findings or Results, and Discussion. 

2  This second coder, Dorothea Anagnostopoulos, was at the time a master’s degree student in the 
Chicago M.A.T. program. She has since completed her doctorate at Chicago and gone on to an out-
standing career as a policy researcher at Michigan State University. 

3  Cindy later completed her doctorate under my advisement at the University of Oklahoma and is now 
enjoying a successful career at Colorado State University. 
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AUTHOR’S AFTERWORD 

In this book I have outlined what I see is available from the work of L. S. Vygot-
sky to inform 21st century literacy research. My effort is inevitably interpretive and 
subjective, and I thus make no claims to have provided a definitive or authoritative 
account of the Vygotskian framework I explicate. Because I know it with great 
familiarity, I have focused on my own literacy studies to illustrate the issues that I 
see at work, referencing other research as I see it fitting in with the framework that 
I see Vygotsky providing. 
 One reason that I have not referenced some work that claims a Vygotskian  
perspective is that I see far too many authors making insubstantial or “drive-by” 
references to the ZPD as sufficient for Vygotskian claims. As I have argued 
throughout this volume, I do not see a ZPD interpretation available unless the 
teaching and learning issues are broadened to include a social-cultural-historical 
grounding and perspective that takes into account issues of setting, telos, prolepsis, 
explicit mediation, goals, motive, intersubjectivity, and other factors that I have 
elaborated in these chapters.  
 Of course, others are sure to disagree, pointing to Vygotsky’s brief attention 
to the ZPD in Mind in Society and saying that he explicitly limited the ZPD to 
dyads and other small-setting instructional relationships. Yet readers must  
acknowledge that the chapters in Mind in Society are all taken out of their origi-
nal contexts and assembled by the volume’s editors as an introductory set of 
essays. Among my goals with this book is to situate the ZPD in Vygotsky’s 
broader project to outline a comprehensive developmental psychology that takes 
into account the role of cultural labor in societally-situated, historically-
grounded concept development. Picking and choosing facets such as the ZPD or 
“play” without attending to how they fit within his more comprehensive  
psychology strikes me as unwarranted and inattentive to what he was trying to 
accomplish as a Marxist developmental psychologist. 
 My own reading of Vygotsky is incomplete, and I continue to struggle with 
grasping his points even as I try to account for them in my own labor with data. As 
I have noted, I have acknowledged the need to update and revise his ideas, with the 
help of those who have read him extensively in order to suggest their own  
improvements, and with the help of my colleagues and students who have wrestled 
with his ideas along with me. Simply quoting Vygotsky to make a point is not  
tenable given the issues with which I opened this volume, and I expect that over 
time, as I continue to read both his oeuvre and the growing body of scholarship that 
draws on it in order to apply his principles to my own studies of literacy practices, 
I will join the field in continuing to reconsider his explication of a cultural  
psychology.  
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 I should also note that any understanding I have of Vygotsky’s theory has fol-
lowed from my efforts to labor over data in conjunction with my reading of both 
Vygotsky and the scholarship that has been produced in his wake. I have related in 
this book how my thinking has changed over time as my own project has been  
mediated by his work in relation to my own. My own process of concept develop-
ment has been, as Vygotsky would say, a twisting path as I have attempted to  
appropriate his specific points and update them as I both read the revisions of oth-
ers and see the need to reformulate his ideas in relation to my analyses of data I 
have collected in U.S. regions and with diverse populations. I see this book as a 
provision effort to produce a text that represents my current understanding and 
expect that as I use it for continued reflection in light of new studies and other new 
developments, I will continue to refine and extend my thinking. I look forward to 
that challenge, and hope that others find this book useful in their own efforts to 
develop their own conceptual understandings in their own work.  
 With this book I have taken a long conversational turn, although I expect few to 
read it in one sitting. I thus anticipate that it provides readers with opportunities to 
put it in dialogue with other readings and experiences, and to engage it with their 
own responses, perhaps in the company of others. Through this ongoing conversa-
tion, based on the contributions of many scholars spanning decades and continents 
who apply and refract Vygotsky’s framework through new populations and experi-
ences, we advance our understanding of the issues he raised and help to revise and 
reconsider his ideas in order to account for socially, culturally, and historically 
mediated human development in its many and varied forms. 
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GLOSSARY 

When I was writing this book during the spring semester of 2011, and concurrently 
teaching a doctoral seminary on Vygotsky (see the Acknowledgements for class 
members), I would send chapters to the class as I completed them. As part of their 
feedback, they suggested that I include a glossary of key terms that they could con-
sult for easy reference, rather than flipping back to previous sections in order to 
refresh and reinforce their grasp of terminology and related concepts. Most of the 
terms that follow came from their suggestions for what to include in the glossary. I 
should note that many of these terms are open to debate, and that I do not present 
these definitions as authoritative or definitive. Rather, I define them as I understand 
them and use them in this book. 
 
Acculturation refers to the process through which one appropriates facets of cul-
ture, and the subsequent fact of this appropriation. Often one’s acculturation to a 
particular set of practices normalizes them so that any other way of doing some-
thing seems odd, wrong, or deficient. Action according to one’s acculturation may 
work well in one setting yet be disastrous in another. One may be acculturated, for 
example, to drive on the left side of the road in the U.S., a practice that would pro-
duce chaos in the U.K. As this example shows, one’s manner and type of accul-
turation have serious consequences with how one engages with the world, and sug-
gests the complexity of cross-cultural communication and other forms of 
engagement with those who have learned to view and act in the world according to 
particular cultural values and practices, particularly those different from one’s own. 
 
Affect refers to the emotional dimension of human development and how it con-
tributes to cognition, personality, and other aspects of human growth. Affect is 
viewed as synergetic with other aspects of mind rather than as a discrete part of a 
person’s makeup and behavior. One’s traumatic experiences, for example, typically 
frame how one thinks and how one’s body responds to new situations that are simi-
lar in some way to those that produced the original trauma. 
  
Affordances refer to those aspects of a setting or of a person’s appropriate of ways of 
thinking within settings that channel action in particular ways, thus supporting particu-
lar patterns of performance. Genre knowledge, for instance, may afford the production 
of texts that meet the expectations of those within a chosen discourse community with 
whom the author hopes to communicate, such that readers are in tune with its textual 
codes. A person who writes a report of a laboratory experiment should know that fab-
ricating the results is inappropriate in this context, even though knowledge of creative 
writing techniques would serve as an affordance among writers of fiction. 
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Apprenticeship of observation refers to the experience of attending school (or 
presumably the experience of participating in any other social practice) and what 
people learn about the conduct of education from having been a student. Often 
one’s apprenticeship of observation produces a schematic expectation for how 
schooling should be carried out, thus serving to reproduce educational patterns 
across generations. For example, people whose classroom experiences position 
teachers in authoritative roles may become acculturated learn to believe that all 
teaching should be authoritarian in nature, and in spite of alternatives that they 
come across, revert to this approach when they become teachers themselves. 
 
Appropriation accounts for the process through which a person adopts and modi-
fies an idea, cultural tool, worldview, or other historical, cultural, or social means 
of engaging with people and their social environments. This term, as opposed to 
other terms that have been used to account for an individual’s adaptation of  
cultural signs and tools (e.g., assimilation, internalization, interiorization), 
avoids dualism between mind and matter. Instead, it assumes that the mind is  
socially distributed by means of mediational tools, and not encased within the 
skull. That is, because thinking is mediated by cultural tools that achieve value 
through historical, cultural, and social practice, thinking is a joint activity, rather 
than a solitary, isolated act. Appropriation accounts for how people incorporate and  
reconstruct  
aspects of a setting into their thinking, without suggesting a wall of separation  
between person and context. This term negates the implications of internalization 
and interiorization, which suggest a more direct out-to-in process that is out of step 
with the view that mind and matter are interrelated. 
 
Concepts are units of thought that ascribe meaning to the world by providing  
generalizations that impose a discursive order on the world. A true concept is in-
ternally consistent such that all elements grouped within it follow the same princi-
ples. People develop concepts in what Vygotsky calls a twisting path that does not 
proceed in a neat, linear fashion. Rather, one’s route toward the development of a 
concept becomes detoured, rerouted, and otherwise thrown off course as new  
examples are considered for inclusion within the concept, and as one generates 
sufficiently extensive related knowledge to make consistent judgments. For  
example, when I first moved to Georgia, I believed that my yard was inhabited by 
Baltimore Oriole birds—a bird I had come to know growing up in Virginia—
because I saw a slender, orange-breasted bird on the grounds. As I learned more 
about Baltimore Orioles, I began to doubt whether these birds fit this category, 
because the birds I observed were ground-and-shrub oriented while Baltimore  
Orioles feed and nest higher off the ground. I determined eventually that the birds in 
my yard were Eastern (or rufous-sided) towhees, based on my reading about their 
appearance and feeding and nesting habits. According to Vygotsky, my original 
grouping represented a pseudoconcept because I had considered all slender,  
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orange-breasted birds to be Baltimore Orioles. Had my grouping been even less  
consistent, I would have formed a complex, which might have been the case had I 
included robins in this group because they have reddish breasts, yet are more 
plump than slender and their breasts are more red than orange, even though like 
towhees, they are ground-level feeders. My development of a concept of Eastern 
towhees, then, required a process of differentiation that eliminated birds from in-
clusion in this generalization as I learned of their discrepant traits and developed a 
more unified process of identifying the birds and making sense of their role in my 
yard ecology. The development of a consistently unified conception enabled me 
better to anticipate future events, which I understand to be a crucial aspect of de-
veloping a strong concept. For example, looking for the birds at the ground-level, 
rather than in mid-air, better enabled me to observe towhees and understand their 
habits. I also anticipated that I could promote towhee habitat by planting heavy 
shrubs in which they could seek shelter. Planting heavy shrubs in contrast would 
not have supported Baltimore orioles, thus leading my anticipation of a future out-
come to be thwarted had housing Baltimore orioles been my goal. 
 
Constraint refers to those aspects of a social setting that limit what is available to 
accomplish. Constraints are often enabling as well as limiting by allowing people 
to focus on achieving particular goals without undue distraction. For example, in 
writing this book, I have chosen to position it as a social science argument. The 
decision to work within this genre limits my options by suggesting that I should not 
fabricate examples, as I might if I were writing a satire. The constraint is positive if 
limiting my choices enables me to focus on making claims that I can support with 
data-grounded examples that I in turn render into evidence by means of argumenta-
tive warrants, i.e., statements that explain how the data illustrate the claim and thus 
serve an evidentiary role. The constraint might have negative consequences, at 
least initially, if by working within the argumentative tradition of social science 
research, I felt that I had lost my authentic writing voice, a problem for many nov-
ices who are beginning to learn formal academic genres. 
 
Culture refers to human interactions that are grounded in recurring patterns among 
people over time. Cultures may be large, as in whole nations or religious groups; or 
small, as in the idiocultures that may develop within particular small groups in 
classrooms. What matters is that cultures engage people in recurring social prac-
tices that move them toward a reasonably shared understanding of both immediate 
situations and the goals toward which they collectively work. 
 
Context refers to the setting of human development. The term’s origins in the no-
tion of weaving suggests an interplay between the context and whatever is part of 
it. Context and individuals within it are thus not separated, but rather are interre-
lated by means of mediated action. For example, an office worker is part of a 
broader context that suggests appropriate ways of dressing, speaking, acting,  
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producing, conforming, responding, and otherwise fitting in culturally. From a 
literacy standpoint, the context channels how texts such as business memos are 
written and consumed. Those who write these memos either serve to reinforce 
these values by participating in these practices faithfully, or could conceivably alter 
them by accompanying particular sorts of texts with novel accoutrements, such as 
the inclusion of flowers, that might in turn contribute to the shape and overall prac-
tices of the setting. 
 
Cultural schema refers to the ways in which a conception is shaped by culture. 
The term schema, or schemata in the plural form, originated in the information 
processing paradigm to describe “cognitive maps” that help to structure percep-
tions into knowledge networks. A schema enables one to recognize a new situation 
and know immediately how to act within it. If I enter a new restaurant, for instance, 
I look for features that suggest to me that I should either wait to be seated by a host 
or hostess or find my own table. I can also anticipate the unfolding of events to 
include being greeted at the table by a waiter or waitress who provides a menu and 
asks if I want a drink or appetizer, who returns to take my order, who brings items 
in a particular order (appetizer, soup or salad, main course, dessert or coffee), and 
who eventually presents me with a check that I pay for at the table or at the cash 
register. The idea that schemata are cultural emerges from the fact that the knowl-
edge network has been appropriated through prior cultural practice, and might  
require modification depending on cultural factors of new settings. If, for instance, 
I have never eaten in an Ethiopian restaurant, I would need to adjust my schematic 
understanding of serving practices to account for the fact that there is no silverware 
provided and that I must eat my food with my fingers. 
 
Decontextualization of meditational means is the phrase that Wertsch (1985) 
uses to describe the process of abstraction from the immediate context of learning 
to an “ideal” version of a concept that can then be reapplied to new situation. The 
term “decontextualization” has since been questioned because it suggests that a 
state of no-context is possible; its critics have argued that even the state of abstrac-
tion exists in some sort of context. 
 
Dialogism refers to the way in which all human communication is part of an ongo-
ing dialogue. This dialogue is historically deep, with each human utterance of any 
length serving as a conversational turn that responds to a prior expression and an-
ticipates further response. These utterances might be as short as a single word or a 
whole novel. The dialogicality need not be explicit, but may involve hidden dialo-
gism, i.e., addressed to people who are not merely not present, but possibly not 
known to the speaker. For example, M. M. Bakhtin died in 1975, shortly after my 
college graduation, and I never heard of him during his lifetime. Yet by invoking 
his concept of dialogism, I am extending the conversation through which he intro-
duced the term. Further, people who have heard of dialogism but not Bakhtin are 
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similarly taking part in his conversation; and people who have never heard of  
either dialogism or Bakhtin are engaging with dialogic exchanges with every 
speech act. As a result of the inherently dialogical role of speech or other commu-
nication, all communicative action involves addressivity, i.e., it is addressed to 
someone, whether that person is present or not, or whether people are aware that 
they are being addressed. 
 
Evocation refers to the images that one associates with textual signs. As proposed 
by Rosenblatt (1978), readers of literature respond to these images, rather than to 
the text itself. The notion of the evocation suggests that readers who cannot gener-
ate images in relation to textual signs will have difficulty formulating any sort of 
meaning for their reading, and that engaging learners with opportunities to con-
struct images in relation to their reading will contribute to the meaning that they 
construct from reading texts. For example, in one study I report in Chapter 6, two 
students interpreted a violent throat culture extraction by a doctor from a diphtheria 
patient by choreographing a dance in which the doctor and patient ended in a gen-
tle embrace to depict what the students understood to be the emotional, rather than 
literal, message of the story. Their evocations, rather than the literal action of the 
text, provided the students with the basis for their meaningful engagement with the 
story. 
 
Funds of knowledge refer to shared knowledge and resources that enable margin-
alized groups to act collectively and thus more effectively in relation to the broader 
society. This collective action often involves the sharing of knowledge or resources 
to produce a greater impact than any individual could achieve alone. For instance, 
those who share funds of knowledge might share information about job openings, 
the availability of goods, and other advantages so that the collective is strengthened 
by the gains of individuals within it. 
 
Higher mental functions refer to culturally-specific ways of thinking that are ap-
propriated from cultural practice. Higher mental functions are distinct from lower, 
or biological functions that rely solely on bodily maturation. Higher mental func-
tions may be developed through engagement with a culture of any size. In small 
groups, such as a particular basketball program, participants may appropriate a 
particular conception of how to play the game, including whether action should be 
initiated by dribbling the ball or by moving without the ball and passing it rather 
than dribbling it. National cultures may emphasize the precepts of broad disposi-
tions such as capitalistic or socialistic views of the economy. Religious cultures 
may promote particular understandings of history, science, and social relationships. 
All higher mental functions are directed toward some sort of teleological end, i.e., 
a sense of optimal future or outcome, that is best realized through a related set of 
higher mental functions that are promoted through cultural tools that act as media-
tional means toward what is believed to be a presumably desired endpoint. 
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Historical refers to the precedents through which cultural and social values have 
been developed over time, particularly those involved in the establishment of guid-
ing conventions. The historical conduct of schools, for instance, emphasizes that 
authority is located in teachers and texts, that students play a receptive role in the 
flow of knowledge, that middle class values concerning appropriate social behavior 
predominate, and so on. These historical precedents in turn set the stage for emerg-
ing action that tends to rely on and perpetuate historical processes. Historical 
precedents enable continuity in cultural practice, for better or worse, depending on 
one’s perspective. 
 
Intercontext is a term that accounts for the ways in which social practices in simi-
lar types of settings tend to get reproduced over time. The intercontext of a social 
setting sets the stage for rituals regarding turn-taking, social roles, the location of 
authority, and other factors that contribute to the practices that constitute the action 
of settings of particular types. For example, the intercontext of art classes in school 
tends to rely on informality, creativity, conversational relationships between stu-
dents and teachers and among students, opportunities for provisional composing 
that may be discarded, and other aspects of an exploratory approach to production. 
These values may not obtain in other types of classes where the intercontext sug-
gests that a more formal, restrained, and conformity-oriented set of practices may 
be extant and primed for reproduction. 
 
Interevocation refers to the ways in which readers of texts generate images that 
form the basis for their response, and the ways in which each image is potentially 
evocative of additional chains of images that contribute to the construction of 
meaning in relation to a text. The phenomena of intertext and intercontext respec-
tively refer to the juxtapositions of texts and contexts, both of which may be sub-
jected to readerly constructions yet which are largely not of the reader’s making, 
although they are amenable to the reader’s construction. Interevocations in contrast 
rely on a reader’s generation of images from prior experiences and the reader’s 
reconstructions of these imagaic texts in relation to the evocations generated in 
response to texts. 
 
Intersubjectivity refers to the degree to which different people share a construc-
tion of the setting and understanding of the basis for how the setting is interpreted 
by others. The notion of intersubjectivity is particularly important in understanding 
cross-cultural communication in which different interpretations of the same mate-
rial and ideas are at work. For example, teachers who view the classroom as an 
authoritarian site, and students for whom active, vocal participation is a norm for 
formal settings, often construct student behavior differently. To students who  
believe that they are expected to participate, spontaneous expression may be con-
sidered appropriate, yet to an authoritarian teacher such contributions may be 
viewed as disruptive. Educators disagree on the degree to which it is a solely the 
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student’s obligation to understand the teacher’s construction, and thus achieve inter-
subjectivity, or whether teachers have a reciprocal obligation to understand and 
adjust to how students construct classroom norms and help to produce intersubjec-
tivity on their end of the relationship. 
 
Intertext refers to the manner in which texts share characteristics that enable peo-
ple to understand them through a recognition of their family of formal traits and 
social purposes. Intertextuality is sometimes described as the juxtaposition of texts, 
although this account lacks the richness of what is available by considering each 
text as part of a textual chain that enables a recognition of codes and scripts, which 
in turn contributes to an approach to reading and writing strategically and knowl-
edgeably within the expectations of the genre that the intertextuality provides. 
 
Mediation refers to the manner in which thinking relies on a medium in order to 
be carried out. That is, thoughts do not think themselves or exist in a vacuum. 
Rather, thinking requires a tool such as speech or other mediational means in or-
der to take shape and thus produce cogitation. The means of thinking are appropri-
ated through cultural practice. For instance, children growing up in a particular 
community of faith may appropriate a way of viewing the world, and means for 
thinking about life, through participation in the speech of those who surround 
them. Speech thus mediates the appropriation of a cultural worldview endemic to 
the faith community as one grasps its concepts. Speech (potentially along with 
other cultural tools) in turn mediates one’s private thinking and the thinking ex-
pressed publicly. Without a mediational tool such as speech, thinking would have 
no means of being carried out. Mediation is thus a central dimension of cognition 
in relation to social practices. 
 
Meta-experience refers to the manner in which people experience their experi-
ences. The same experience, e.g., encountering a barking dog, may be experienced 
differently by two children in different ways. One might experience the experience 
as traumatic and in turn develop a lifelong fear of all dogs. Another might be enter-
tained by the dog’s barking and thereafter have a high comfort level with dogs in 
general. Meta-experience in this conception may correspond to perezhivanie, a 
Russian term that some tie only to trauma yet in this conception refers to the man-
ner in which experience is experienced and applied to the frameworks that form the 
basis for the emotional construction of and action in new settings. 
 
Mind refers to the sum of actions that produce thought. Many psychologies posit 
that mind is locked within the skull, but a Vygotskian perspective views mind as 
distributed socially by means of mediational tools. It is further fundamentally inte-
grated with emotions and the neurological system, breaking down the separation of 
cognition and affect and viewing them as central, related processes of thinking. My 
writing of this passage, for instance, is not solely the working of my brain. It  
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involves my use of a computer as a tool not only for producing letters and words 
but for organizing my production of them through the computer’s arrangement and 
my mastery of key locations, its various functions including spelling and gram-
matical monitors, and other features. My use of speech is not original, but dialogi-
cally derived from the social language of social science research writing, indicating 
the historically and culturally distributed nature of my choices of words and phras-
ings. My neurologically-induced headache occasionally fractures the continuity of 
my thinking so that I have to write with greater care and the expectation of revis-
ing. My feelings of sympathy for cultural groups who, like my Jewish and Irish 
Catholic ancestors, experience deadly forms of social ostracism and marginaliza-
tion informs my expression of the potential for a Vygotskian perspective to  
produce a more equitable world. Mind is thus not simply a cranial vehicle for cogi-
tation comparable to a computer, but a distributed entity oriented to meaningful, 
mediated engagement with the world. 
 
Motive refers to the sense of purpose that implies a code of suitable conduct in a 
setting. The motive of a setting thus refers to the overall purpose of action within 
it, even if that motive might be disputed by some within the setting. A setting’s 
motive may be disputed or simply elided by those whose goals—those more local 
forward-directed plans of individuals or subsets of people—suggest a different 
course of action and social future. For example, the overall motive of a school 
might involve the attainment of status through students’ achievement of high 
scores on standardized tests, an outcome that suggests particular means of instruc-
tion geared toward test preparation. Individuals within the setting might have con-
trary goals, such as the encouragement of open-ended thinking, speaking, and writ-
ing that comprise a process of developing tools to promote a reflective disposition. 
Yet the overall center of a setting’s gravity moves it toward the overall motive, 
whether it is explicitly stated or implicit in how action is mediated. It is important 
to understand that throughout a Vygotskian perspective, the channeling of action 
toward a motive, or teleological end, is not fatalistic, but rather sets the stage for 
probabilities to unfold. 
 
Multiliteracies and New Literacy Studies emphasize digital forms of literacy that 
both include and go beyond the print medium. This work has a political edge in 
that it views literacy as an instrument for advancement in a rapidly changing,  
technology-driven economy. In this environment, cross-national communication 
becomes increasingly important, and the digital modes through which communica-
tion is achieved become a center of attention. The multiliteracies and New  
Literacies Studies movements are grounded in a semiotic perspective on text  
construction and consumption that emphasizes how all arrangements of signs con-
stitute texts, regardless of mode. 
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Multimodality emerges from social semiotics and emphasizes the manner in 
which different textual modes provide particular sign configurations whose  
conventions must be read according to unique strategies. Multimodality is con-
cerned with the ways in which particular modes—a classical Greek sculpture, a 
postmodern architectural construction, a Victorian poem, and any other—cue par-
ticular ways of attending and reading. It further emphasizes how different social 
settings refine which codes are salient and how to read them. The reader’s task is to 
grasp the text producer’s use of codes to convey an intended meaning and arrive at 
a reading that conforms to what its author has inscribed in it. Applying inappropri-
ate rules of codification, in this conception, can lead to misreadings and misunder-
standings and can work against one’s fruitful participation in cultural practices. 
 
Ontogenesis refers to the process of an individual organism’s growth from infancy 
through its various stages of maturity. It includes both biological aspects of growth, 
such as increasing size, coordination, and the capacity for abstraction; and culturally-
mediated growth toward higher mental functions. 
 
Phylogenesis refers to the evolutionary development of a whole species. Human-
ity’s phylogenesis, for instance, is believed to have emerged from primates and 
employed tools such as speech to mediate their development toward a being that 
engages in organized social practices that serve to enable survival in relation to 
new social and natural developments. 
 
Prolepsis refers to forms of mediation that are implicit or difficult to trace. These 
mediational means help to shape the social trajectories of individuals and groups 
toward desired outcomes, without having the explicit appearance of formal rules or 
other traceable means. For example, teachers often create proleptic means of me-
diation for their colleagues by suggesting the appropriateness and inappropriate-
ness of particular forms of instruction. Activity-oriented teaching might be termed 
“just playing games” in staffroom exchanges such that substituting activities for 
lectures would be discouraged, not by the imposition of formal rules but by the 
assertion of values. 
 
Semiotics refers to the function of signs, i.e., human constructions that represent 
something, in human communication. In Vygotsky’s formulation, words and their 
meanings were the focus of a semiotic analysis. Word meaning across the lifespan 
indicates one’s concept development and, because one’s concepts tend to reflect 
broader cultural conceptions, implies the concepts that provide the motive for the 
mediating environment. Revised accounts of Vygotsky include other sign systems 
in a semiotic conception so that any human construction that arranges signs into 
coherent patterns may be considered to be an artifact of mediated action and poten-
tially a tool for the generation of ideas. The value on the suppression of the indi-
vidual was evident in Soviet architecture and landscaping, for instance, with most 
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buildings and their grounds being designed and constructed in entirely utilitarian, 
unornamented structures that visitors from nations with different values often  
find ugly, because the buildings and grounds appear to express so little about a 
dynamic human spirit. 
 
Settings refer to the manner in which individuals construct what surrounds them. 
A setting is distinct from an arena, about which there is less disagreement. Most 
people, for instance, would agree that a building in which teachers instruct students 
is a “school,” making school the arena for teaching and learning. How that arena is 
constructed—as a home base, as a prison, as a war zone, as a place of stimulation, 
and so on—determines how it acts as a setting for anyone who engages with it. 
Any setting may have subsettings, or idiosettings, whose construction has unique 
characteristics relative to the broader setting. Within the setting of school, for in-
stance, a department, particular classroom, pocket of student-centered teachers, or 
other constructed environment may serve as an idiosetting. 
 
Social refers to immediate human interactions and how they mediated thinking. 
Social influences, while grounded in history and culture, are more local and  
personal and constitute the relational setting in which human development occurs. 
The social environment of a newsroom at a newspaper, for instance, would involve 
whatever idiosyncratic social patterns emerge from the interactions of the individu-
als who are present. These social patterns do have a historical dimension in that the 
setting is designed to promote the reporting of news, which provides a motive that 
makes mud wrestling inappropriate during working hours. They also have a  
cultural dimension in that there are established ways in which news reports are 
constructed that provide the template for the production of new news stories. The 
social environment provides whatever permutations any local setting provides on 
the cultural and historical purpose of gathering in news rooms and publishing news 
reports. 
 
Spontaneous concepts refers to the sorts of concepts developed in everyday life, 
without the benefit of formal instruction through which principles may be abstracted 
for application to related types of action. Spontaneous concepts are thus grounded in 
local, situated practice, rather than being accompanied by the development of rules, as 
typically happens in academic settings where scientific or academic concepts tend to 
be learned. Spontaneous concepts have less potential for application to new settings 
because the knowledge is grounded in the conditions of initial learning. If, for exam-
ple, I were to live in a desert-like arid environment, I might learn from local practice 
that native plants have long tap roots, leaves that collect water, and other means of 
self-sustenance that negate the need for watering. If I were always to live in such envi-
ronments, my local knowledge, or spontaneous concepts, would be sufficient. Yet if  
I were to move to a new region where plants had not evolved to become acclimated  
to droughts, and apply the principle of not watering, my plants might die.  
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Spontaneous concepts are thus more limiting than scientific concepts because they 
do not provide principles for reapplication in new settings. 
 
Telos refers to the sense of optimal outcome that a culture provides for its participants, 
without doing so deterministically. It suggests not only a direction, but a means for 
getting there through the mediational means it provides. Of course, the culture itself is 
not an organism but a collection of like-minded people, and the people are the ones 
who establish and reproduce across generations a sense of where a culture is headed 
and how to get there. Cultures that come in conflict often do so through conflicting 
teleological understandings. The U.S.-Soviet Union “Cold War” of the second half of 
the 20th century, for instance, centered on different teleological understandings, with 
the U.S. pursuing the ends of a capitalist culture and the Soviets implementing, at least 
initially, Marx’s outline of a communist culture. Each relied on a different sense of 
telos and means for promoting social action toward that end. Twenty-first century 
religious conflicts, as well as religion-based wars throughout history, serve as addi-
tional illustrations of how telos, while serving as an organizing feature of a culture, 
may bring it into conflict with others. 
 
Tools refer to the means by which people act on their environment. The hammer 
and sickle, for instance, were inscribed in the Soviet flag along with a star on a red 
field. The hammer stood for Soviet industrial workers (the proletariat) and the 
sickle represented farmers (the peasants). The red star represented the Communist 
Party, and the red background represented beauty. The flag itself thus served as a 
sign, and the hammer and sickle indicated the material tools upon which the Soviet 
society was built. The notion of tool was adapted from this notion of labor to  
describe any means by which the mediation of thinking and acting on the environ-
ment may take place. While a hammer may enable pounding of material to change 
its form or drive it forward, a psychological tool such as speech could also affect 
the social environment (which could in turn affect the physical environment) by 
producing ideas that have an impact on other people and both natural and humanly 
constructed environments. Speech in turn may be refined into particular ways of 
using speech to affect others. Arguments are made in order to persuade, stories 
may be told in order to enlighten or produce other effects, and so on. The funda-
mental of role of a tool, whether material or psychological, is to produce an effect 
on the environment. 
 
Transmediation refers to the manner in which ideas may be considered across 
sign systems, and so is fundamentally a semiotic concept. If I were to put this book 
to music and choreograph my ideas, for example, I would be engaging in an act of 
transmediation through at least two additional sign systems. The world of the arts 
provides many examples of transmediation, such as Renaissance paintings of  
Biblical scenes, or the realization of postmodernism in architecture, literature,  
music, and other forms. 
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Unit of analysis refers to the smallest measure by which any phenomenon may be 
investigated while still revealing properties of the whole. Presumably, one drop 
from an ocean contains all of the elements of the whole ocean and thus may be 
considered a unit of analysis for the biologist. In social sciences, units of analysis 
are often less clear than they are in the natural sciences. For Vygotsky, the word 
provided a unit of analysis for studying concept development, which he considered 
to be the central act of human consciousness. Studying concept development of 
individuals further enabled him to make inferences about the cultural practices 
through which individuals develop their concepts. Leont’ev revised Vygotsky’s use 
of the sign of words and their meanings to activity. This shift to goal-directed, 
tool-mediated action is now accepted by many who work in Vygotsky’s tradition 
yet seek further implications for the foundation that he established.  
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