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The report highlights the fundamentals of L.S. Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory and discusses the 
system of concepts of this scientific school. The report analyses L.S. Vygotsky’s approach, according to 
which the basis for the development of human psyche is created by a qualitative change of the social situ-
ation or, in A.N. Leont’ev’s terms, by a change of human activity. The importance of intelligence and emo-
tions, which are internally connected, is demonstrated in relation to the change of human activity. The role 
of social interactions in learning and development of children is discussed referring to the challenges of the 
“new school”.

Keywords: cultural-historical scientific school, the change of social situation, the change of human ac-
tivity, the zone of proximal development, social interactions and learning, collective activity.

1. The fundamentals 
of the cultural-historical theory

I will discuss these fundamentals referring to a large 
extent to the point of view of my teacher, V.V. Davy-
dov [1]. In his opinion the foundations of the cultural-
historical concept were laid down by L.S. Vygotsky 
himself around 1927—28. Later he contributed largely 
to the development of these fundamentals. But both 
during Vygotsky’s life and after his demise, a signifi-
cant part in disclosing the very essence of this concept, 
its elaboration and specification played his direct stu-
dents, and later — his followers. To Vygotsky’s direct 
students belong preeminently A.N. Leontiev, A.R. Lu-
riya, L.I. Bozhovich, A.V. Zaporozhets, D.B. Elkonin, 
P.Ya. Galperin. According to V.V. Davydov, it is im-
possible to grasp the essence of the cultural-historical 
concept without taking into account that it was to a 
large extent elaborated, clarified, extended, modified 
and refined by Vygotsky’s students and followers — 

that is, by his scientific school. Interestingly enough, 
already in the 1930-s during Vygotsky’s lifetime quite 
an original theory for that time emerged — the general 
psychological activity theory, created preeminently by 
the efforts of A.N. Leontiev and his followers. In the 
opinion of V.V. Davydov, activity theory represents 
the direct successor to those principal ideas, which 
were put as a basis of the cultural-historical concept by 
Vygotsky himself.

In this regard Davydov criticizes those psycholo-
gists who argue that Vygotsky did not apply the no-
tion of activity. In Davydov’s judgment, Vygotsky, 
being a connoisseur of German classical philosophy 
and a true Marxist, could not pass by Marx’s distin-
guished works dedicated to the problems of activity. 
Already from the beginning of 1925 Vygotsky began 
to thoroughly examine the social-historical notion of 
activity and its application in psychology. Therefore 
we should believe Leontiev when he claims that in 
1925 Vygotsky began to elaborate the social-histori-
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cal notion of activity in the context of psychology, and 
he made a few steps in that direction. The fact that 
Vygotsky had a truly substantial social-historical and 
partly psychological concept of activity is evidenced 
by several remarkable pages in one of his articles 
(which unfortunately had not been published until 
1984), where he openly and directly used the term “ac-
tivity” as a concept and demonstrated that human life, 
in comparison to the one of animals, is aimed at the 
future and becomes free by virtue of tools and words. 
Some of Vygotsky’s ideas, particularly those refer-
ring to the social conditions of human development, 
were deepened by A.N. Leontiev already on the basis 
of his quite elaborated psychological understanding of 
activity. Without distorting anything in the essence 
of Vygotsky’s approach to conditions of human devel-
opment, Leontiev replaced the term “social situation” 
with the notion of “development of activity”.

The fundamentals of the cultural-historical theory 
of Vygotsky, Leontiev and the whole Vygotskian scien-
tific school were consistently articulated by V.V. Davy-
dov. In his interpretation they are presented in the fol-
lowing way:

First: the basis for the development of a human being 
is represented by a qualitative change in social situation, 
or, in terms of Leontiev, a change in person’s activity.

Second: universal points of human’s mental develop-
ment are represented by learning and upbringing.

Third: the initial form of activity is its full-form ex-
ecution by the person on the outer — social or collec-
tive — plane.

Fourth: psychological neoformations, which emerge 
in a human being, are derivative from the interiorization 
of the initial form of human activity.

Fifth: significant role in the process of interiorization 
belongs to different sign and symbol systems.

And finally, sixth: an important part in the activity 
of human consciousness belongs to the internal unity 
of intelligence and emotions. Without going into detail 
on these principles of cultural-historical psychology, 
V.V. Davydov still remarks that the issue of unity of in-
telligence and emotions had not been elaborated enough. 
And this is an important challenge in the organization 
and analysis of the research results by contemporary re-
searchers. The point is, that on the one hand L.S. Vy-
gotsky considers meaning as a unit of the development 
of the psyche. As we know, according to Vygotsky, giv-
ing meaning to a meaningless word represents the main 
way of the formation of scientific concepts (in contrast 
with spontaneous concepts). On the other hand, Vy-
gotsky considers pereghivanie as a unit of the develop-
ment of the psyche, the nature of which is connected 
with commonality, communication and certainly with 
the emerging emotion. What is the relationship between 
“meaning” and “pereghivanie”? This question is directly 
connected with the issue of the connection between in-
telligence and emotions.

V.V. Davydov also argues, that till now the no-
tion of collective activity (brought into psychologi-
cal science by Vygotsky himself) has still not been 
elaborated. Moreover, since collective activity exists, 

then consequently its bearer is a collective entity, a 
collective subject. The concept of collective activity 
and collective subject is also a new problem (though 
it has been raised long ago), which needs to be ex-
plored and elaborated on the contemporary level. 
However, if we are not able to say anything plainly 
about collective and social forms of human activity, 
then what can we say about the so-called interioriza-
tion, which Vygotsky and his followers perceive as a 
process of transformation of collective activity into 
individual activity, and of collective subject into in-
dividual subject?

V.V. Davydov also clarifies some aspects of Vy-
gotsky’s approach to human development. For in-
stance, Vygotsky’s ideas had been evolving from his 
first publication in 1925 to the end of his life. He had 
never had clear and definite terminology, because the 
theory that he was working on could not be elaborated 
as fast as he aspired. At the same time, considering his 
general point of view, a child is born into a social situa-
tion, into a communal situation as a human being with 
all the inherent potential, and develops further as a so-
cial and communal being. This also provides much food 
for thought.

Surely those six principles of the cultural-histor-
ical concept formulated by Vygotsky require serious 
and detailed experimental and theoretical working-
through. However I would like to point out again that 
according to Vygotsky the beginning of human devel-
opment is a collective (communal, joint) or social activ-
ity carried out by or with the assistance of a collective 
subject in a cultural environment. The mediums of the 
culture are signs and symbols; it is thanks to signs and 
symbols that in the process of learning and upbringing 
the individual activity of a person becomes important, 
and the individual subject becomes clear, and then said 
subject gains individual consciousness. So, in the very 
general outline, the pattern of origin of the individual 
consciousness is this: collective-social activity, culture, 
signs and symbols, individual activity, individual con-
sciousness.

While attempting to highlight the singularity of 
the cultural-historical theory, it is crucial to keep the 
original point of view of L.S. Vygotsky himself — to dis-
tinguish between the theory and its interpretation in 
the framework of the activity approach, elaborated by 
A.N.  Leont’ev. It is crucial to avoid reducing cultural-
historical theory to cultural-historical activity theory. 
Doing so, means not taking into account L.S. Vygotsky’s 
idea that the notion “change of social situation” corre-
sponds to the notion “development of activity” in the 
framework of the activity approach. These notions cor-
relate, however they are defined in different systems of 
coordinates — in the framework of the cultural-histori-
cal theory on the one hand and in the framework of the 
activity approach on the other hand. As I have already 
mentioned this highlights the singularity of each of the 
theories and illustrates the history of the development of 
L.S. Vygotsky’s scientific school.

Below I will briefly discuss the meaning of the main 
concepts of the cultural-historical theory and those is-
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sues that are challenging for contemporary research, 
conducted in the framework of L.S. Vygotsky’s scientific 
school.

2. Social situation of development. 
“Zone of proximal development”

As I have already mentioned, in L.S. Vygotsky’s cul-
tural-historical theory the social situation is percieved 
as the source of development [4; 5; 6; 12]. According to 
Vygotsky, “any function in the cultural development of a 
child appears twice, in two aspects, first in a social plane 
and then in a psychological plane, first between two 
people as an inter-psychic category, and then inside of a 
child as an intra-psychic category” [10, p. 145]. Social in-
teractions appear to be genetically social, moreover in its 
primary form any function is shared among the partici-
pants of interaction. “All superior psychic functions and 
their inter-relations have at their back those genetically 
social relations, real relationships, homo duplex (the 
man doubled, lat.). Hence the principal and the method 
of personification in cultural development research, i.e. 
dividing functions between people, personification of 
functions. Take voluntary attention, for instance: one 
acquires, the other masters. It’s separating again of that 
which has been merged into one (compare to modern la-
bor)” (L.S. Vygosky, 1986, p. 54 — in [6]).

Social interactions define the mechanism of distribu-
tion of functions on the one hand and the means or meth-
od of mastering those functions on the other hand. Thus, 
for example, guided social interactions, which initially 
serve as instruments for social realization of the process-
es of cognition and communication later begin to play 
the role of the cognitive function of self-regulation and 
mental representation of various kinds of information. 
These social interactions activate the not yet developed 
cognitive functions, which allows the student to act on 
a higher cognitive level. The gap between that which a 
learner is able to do on his/her own (the actual level of 
development) and that which he/she is capable of with 
proper guidance is called “zone of proximal develop-
ment”. Therewith, according to Vygotsky, learning is 
successful only when it goes ahead of development, when 
it awakens and brings to life those functions, which are 
yet in the process of maturing or are in the zone of proxi-
mal development. This, in his view, is the way how edu-
cation plays a crucial role in development [3; 10].

3. Social interactions and education

We can say that two ideas, formulated by Vygotsky, 
became cornerstones of the new approach to the issue 
of learning activity. First is that scientific community 
clearly realized that social interactions and cogni-
tive development are neither mixed nor independent 
processes, they are also not reversible (in the sense of 
“isomorphic”) processes, they are not even equivalent 
processes. They rather are interdependent processes, 
since generation and development of the one internally 

depends on development of the other. Deriving ben-
efit and getting effect from specific social interactions, 
which means really finding oneself in the space of de-
velopment and making a step up in one’s own achieve-
ment, is possible for a child, when there is a certain 
correspondence to the actual developmental level. But 
this actual level itself is also the result of previous and 
future social interactions.

Another important issue is that content of the no-
tion “zone of proximal development” suggests a new 
paradigm of development, and accordingly a new ap-
proach to teaching-learning psychology. The notion of 
learning as a natural and individual process, dividing 
participants of the educational situation into teachers 
and learners, is being replaced by the view of learning 
as a process of co-action, co-operation and joint activ-
ity [2]. Notably, the key mechanism of this process, 
which makes it culturally and socially determined, is 
the mediation of cognitive acts by means of interaction 
between the participants of activity. In this case a new 
problem comes to the fore: not only what to teach, but 
also how to teach, i.e. a problem of organizing effective 
joint forms of learning activity [7].

4. Organizing joint learning activity

The search for effective forms of co-simultaneity (co-
operation as a form of interaction) in Vygotsky’s scien-
tific school is related to many researchers’ works on the 
concept of “organization of joint activity” which is char-
acterized by:

•	 distribution and exchange of actions;
•	 mutual understanding;
•	 communication;
•	 reflection as a special kind of operation with modes 

of cooperative work.
The concept of joint-distributed action (co-action) 

is a way to refine Vygotsky’s idea of distribution of a 
psychological function as a condition of mastering it in 
a social situation. Method of research on properties of 
organization of joint activity in relation to the genesis 
of cognitive actions in a child has a paramount impor-
tance in this regard. Distinctiveness of this method 
is due to modeling of interaction situations with the 
help of sign means-schemes and activity models. And 
its prototype is represented by the method of double 
stimulation of L.S. Vygotsky — L.S. Sakharov [11]. 
In such models researchers generally record structure 
of individual actions, manner of their distribution be-
tween participants and sequence of their implemen-
tation. Working with such scheme gives a group of 
children a possibility to organize their communication 
and cooperation by recording in it the changes of the 
interaction modes, which correspond to different strat-
egies of problem solving. This method of researching 
interactions in relation to genesis of learning-cognitive 
actions, which is based on the application of numerous 
sign schemes and models of activity, is in part an im-
portant result of social-genetic psychology of learning 
activity, which we have developed [9].

Rubtsov V.V. Cultural-Historical Scientific School:...
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5. On the issue of training researchers of social 
practise in the framework of the scientific school 

of L.S. Vygotsky, A.N. Leont’ev, A.R. Luriya 
(the experience of running a Master’s program: 

“Cultural-historical theory and activity 
approach in education”)

Today the ideas of the cultural-historical theory and ac-
tivity approach are perceived as fundamental methodologi-
cal principles, which allow to study the issues of social prac-
tice. Therefore an important question is: what does it mean 
to study various kinds of social practice (e.g. educational 
practice) through the prism of the system of concepts of the 
cultural-historical theory and activity approach? The an-
swer to this question is connected with the elaboration and 
organization of the Master’s program “Cultural-historical 
psychology and activity approach in education”. This pro-
gram was elaborated and is run in Moscow State Universi-
ty of Psychology and Education and is aimed at training of 
specialists, capable of studying peculiarities and challenges 
of child development in education [8].

In the framework of the first basic module “Method-
ology of psycho-pedagogical research: activity approach” 
of the Master’s program the students get acquainted 
with the theoretical challenges of the cultural-historical 
theory and activity approach. In the framework of this 
module they are also introduced into the system of con-
cepts of the cultural-historical school and get acquainted 
with the research conducted by Vygotsky’s direct dis-
ciples and followers.

An important part of training is connected with 
studying methods of research and their application in 
the analysis of the challenges of social practice. Thus, 
the program’s second module which is called “Methods 
of psycho-pedagogical research” is aimed at training the 
capacity of applying the methods of cultural-historical 
psychology and activity approach in analyzing chal-
lenges of the educational activity and various issues con-
nected with its organization (interaction of participants, 
distribution of actions, roles, positions, processes of com-
munication and reflection).

In this module special emphasis is placed on the 
students’ practical application of the method of double 
stimulation of Vygotsky-Sacharov. The content of this 
method often becomes the issue for serious discussions. 
I would like to note, that Vygotsky regarded acquisition 
of meaning in a meaningless word as the main way of 
child’s development. Thus it is impossible to grasp the 
specifics of the developmental act without understand-
ing Vygotsky’s idea on how meaning emerges in a child, 
how in the interaction between the child and adult a di-
rected emotion emerges and finally how the child him-
self gains the meaning that originally the adult possesses.

In the framework of the third module: “Theoretical 
and experimental challenges in research on education 
and development” each student can choose one of the 
following fields of specialization: preschool education, 
primary education, secondary education and inclusive 
education. Education and development of children in 
each of these fields is connected with specific methods, 

however the fundamentals of the cultural-historical tra-
dition and activity approach underlie all of them. The 
program presupposes that in the process of specialization 
the students will not only get acquainted with new ap-
proaches, but on the basis of the general methodology 
they will be also able to address a wide spectrum of re-
search activities, aimed at resolving practical tasks of 
contemporary education. As a matter of fact the courses 
of this module allow the students to acquire practical 
skills of working with children on various stages of their 
development and study the challenges of education in 
the system of concepts of the cultural-historical psychol-
ogy and activity approach.

It is important to highlight the competences that the 
students need to succeed in our program. They include:

— capacity to plan and model new forms of joint lean-
ing activity, corresponding with the zone of proximal de-
velopment and the age of the students;

— capacity to conduct targeted psycho-pedagogical 
research on the specifics of the organization of the learn-
ing activity and to define new requirements to the orga-
nization of joint learning activity;

— capacity to fulfill new forms of organizing learning 
activity in teamwork (cross-disciplinary cooperation);

— capacity to assess the students’ educational results, 
which are determined by the structure and general pat-
terns of the organization of learning activity, as well as 
by age and individual differences;

— capacity to reflect on one’s own professional 
achievements, perform professional development on the 
basis of the conducted psycho-pedagogical research.

Acquisition of certain research competences allows to 
speak of special professional actions, performing of which 
corresponds with the system of concepts of the cultur-
al-historical theory and which are necessary for study-
ing concrete challenges in organizing learning activity. 
In the most general way this system is characterizes by 
something that we call “the general means of researching 
learning activity”. Together with acquiring professional 
competences in the field of scientific and research activity, 
the formation of this means may be considered as the prin-
cipal result of the Master’s program “Cultural-historical 
psychology and activity approach in education”.

Let me also speak of the system of special actions that 
are characteristic of this type of research in learning ac-
tivity. It includes:

1. Spotting a fragment of the learning activity and a typi-
cal problem (challenge) of its organization and development.

2. Fixating and representing of the fragment of the learn-
ing activity in special sign-symbolic schemes and models 
with the aim of its transformation and analysis “as it is”.

3. Modeling means and ways of organizing learning 
activity with the aim of creating new forms of joint work 
and spotting the “step of development” in the learning 
activity that marks the transition to a new, more effi-
cient form.

4. Grounding the means and ways of changing the 
learning activity and defining the stages of constructing 
its new form.

5. Defining the roles and possible positions of the par-
ticipants, who develop the learning activity in teamwork.
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6. Control and assessment of the students’ education-
al results, achieved in the process of development of the 
learning activity.

7. Assessment of the development of one’s own pro-
fessional achievements in the situation of professional 
communication, discussion and presentation of the re-
search results in professional community.

One of the ways of assessing the development of pro-
fessional actions in the framework of the master’s pro-
gram is represented by project-research tasks. These 
tasks are performed by the students at the very begin-
ning and at the end of each module. At the same time it 
is necessary to note that assessment of the development 
of the professional action is a complex one. It is based 
on the opinion of the students research supervisor, spe-
cialists of the educational institution where the student 
is conducting research and sometimes — parents of the 
children. The representatives of the professional com-
munity necessarily take part in assessing the students’ 
achievements. The very process of conducting research 
also necessarily becomes the issue of discussion by the 
professional community. The assessment is also based 
on the results of the students’ participation in various 
forms of scientific interactions (seminars, conferences, 
discussions) and on the results of the students’ personal 
scientific activity (publications in scientific journals, re-
ports, papers and presentations). The latter testifies of 
the students’ personal achievements and is a part of the 
individual portfolio.

Thus, what factors contribute to the program’s effi-
ciency?

First, the disciplines of each module are aimed at the 
formation of the students’ theoretical and methodologi-
cal knowledge, necessary for conducting psycho-peda-
gogical research. They are based on the fundamentals of 
the cultural-historical psychology and activity approach.

Second, the formation of research competences in 
students is based on their profound practical work, which 
is possible due to an elaborated network of educational 

institutions that provide possibilities for traineeship and 
practical acquisition of efficient patterns of learning ac-
tivity (kindergartens, schools, gymnasiums, centers of 
psycho-pedagogical support etc). Practical work in the 
institutions offering the best patterns of social practice is 
the key condition of training future specialists.

Third, the educational process of the master’s program 
contributes to the development of the students’ profes-
sional community and their inclusion into a vast system 
of professional communication, which is a necessary con-
dition for the development of professional reflection.

Our experience testifies that specialists trained in the 
framework of this program are able to perform practice-
oriented psycho-pedagogical research, study the chal-
lenges and specifics of the learning activity, model new 
ways of organizing learning activity of adult and chil-
dren, which contribute to the development of children 
in the educational process. There is a strong demand for 
such specialists in various kinds of educational institu-
tions, where development of the educational environ-
ment is one of the priorities of professional work. The 
program’s graduates are able to study and solve the 
problems of developing educational environment on the 
basis of the ideas and concepts of the cultural-historical 
psychology.

Cultural-historical theory, especially its interpreta-
tion in the framework of the activity approach, is a grand 
contribution to modern science. At the same time, as V.V. 
Davydov noted: “Vygotsky’s cultural-historical concept 
even in its interpretation in the framework of the activ-
ity approach is still not truly a theory, but rather a hy-
pothesis. But, as you know, true science finds the source 
of its development in formulating theories and proving 
their legitimacy for different areas of social practice. It is 
the challenge to young scholars — philosophers, logicians, 
psychologists, educators, culture studies experts — who 
are able in the nearest future (hard to say how many years 
from now) to turn this cultural-historical hypothesis into 
a full-scale truly fundamental modern theory”.
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